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ABSTRACT

The philosophy of history has insufficiently taken
account of historical practice in its reflections on history.

Michel Foucault, whose work is the foeus of this stuady,
does offer a considered reflection on historical practice. One
of the guiding threads of his work considered as a whole is
his insistence on the need for a close analysis of historical
practice in contrast and opposition to generalized views of the
historical process. The distinction between history considered
as practice and history considered as process will cut across
the entire discussion of this thesis, and it is claimed
that only an emphasis of practice over process will permit a
renewal of the philosophy of history.

The thesis is divided into four Parts, each deal-
ing with specific texts by Foucault, with the goal of drawing
out the progressive development and refinement of his reflect-
ions on, and practice of, history. His work throughout is
placed within the context of contemporary French historiagraphy.
the work of the new historians. The point of doing this is to
remove Foucault's work from the rather frenzied and smoke-filled
rooms of postmodern debate and give it a breath of fresh air.

The first Part will deal with early nistories, specifi-

cally Madness and Civilization and The Birth of the Clinic. The

focus of the discussion will be on how these works challenge
what I will call the dominant 'picture’ of history which finds

its most vivid expression in Hegel's idea of the 'cunning of
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a=on' ., In other words, those woris attack the view of history
as the progressive realization of reason and knowledge by
viewing them from the perspective of that which such histories
exclude,

The main focus of Foucault's critique is any view of
the historical process as subject-centered and Drogressively un-
folding. He challenges this by showing, especially in The Order
of Things, that the history of knowledge displays less a pro-
gressive development than it does a discontinuous series of
different epistemes that govern what it makes sense to say in

any particular period. In The Archaeology pof Knowledge, where

he discusses his own archaeological approach to the past
with specific reference to contemporary developments in historio-
graphy, Foucault insists on reading history in terms of the ano-
nymous discursive formations that structure different periods as
opposed to reading the whole course of history in terms of the
progressive self-realization of subjectivity. This will be dis-
cussed in Part II.

In the third Part, we will discuss how Foucault moves
away from the general view of history altogether and seeks to

find its basis not in theory but in practice. In [iiscipline andg

Punish, he shows how 'things said' in the past and about the pasi
are aliso indicative of 'things done’ both in the past and in
terms of their genealegical link to the present. Providing a

geneaiogical link between the past and the present 'opens up'

it
o
D

present to its past and possible histories by showing how the



present is not pecessarily linked to its past developments, but

is, 1in fact, contingently related o its present structures, In

The Hi=tory of Sexuality, he tries to show how most progressive,

developmental views of history have the ideological function of
concealing that contingency and thereby help maintain the hold
current structures of power have on the present.

The fourth and final Part deals with the latter two vo-

lumes of The History of Sexualitiy and in effect shows how the

reflection on historical practice enables us to respond to our
current historical situation by producing a sense of self-
wariness of the kind of historical discourse which effectively
conceals the openness and possibilities that the present has
vis-a~vis bhoth the future and, more specifically, its own past.
For it i=s only by returning again and again e the past, to the
contracsts and actualized possibilities it contains, that the
present can be effectively renewed and kept open to its current
formative structures and identities and the continued promise
of their possible transgression,

Foucault's work provides us with a philosophy of history
that recognizes its inescapable historical situatedness that is
capable of instantiating the emancipatory direction that gives
value to history in the first place; and he can do this more
adequately than traditional philosophy of history because of his
focus on the results of historical practice rather than on the

hypothetical goal of a supposed historical process.
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PREFACE

The initial impetus behind +this project is to continue and

expand R. G. Collingwood's effort to bring about a rapprochement

between philosophy and history. One of his most gquoted phrases
states that: 'The business of twentieth century philosophy is to
reckon with twentileth century history.' By this he did not only
mean that philosophy should relate to its own particular time.
Collingwood was an historian as well as a philosopher and he
sought a philosophy that could account for his practice as an
historian. My choice of Michel Foucault stems from this
predominant concern, for Foucault, too, was both an historian and
a philosopher. Indeed, 1like Collingwood, Michel Foucault's

conception and practice of philosophy is inseparable from his

practice as an historian.

Although abruptly terminated by his untimely death,
Foucault's work is strong enough to stand omn its own, confronting
aund challenging anyone interested i1in the concepts it explores;
that is, Foucault's thought is proving to be important enough to

be of concern even to those not primarily interested in Foucault

the thinker.

The literature interested in Foucault the thinker can be
divided along three general lines. The first group characterizes
Foucault as a postmodern, or poststructuralist, and therefore in
an important sense passé, the reason being that postmodernism is

Seen as a yeaction to modernity, a turning away from the
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emancipatory project of modernity. This group seeks to defend

modernity from what 1t perceives to be Foucault's attacks on it,

Its major representatives are Jurgen Habermas, Charles Taylor,

and others like Peter Dews and J. 3. Merquior® who take their

inspiration from themn.

The second group, composed principally of authors of book~

length commentaries on Foucault, rather sees Foucault as a

progressive thinker; +hat 1s, he 1is seen as expanding and

extending and thereby improving our understanding of soclety,

history and politics. This group will not emphasize Foucault's

alleged postmodernism but will rather focus on the development of

what they consider o be his archaeological and genealogical

methodologies.

Ir this.group, one will find the works of Dreyfus

and Rabinow, Mark Poster, Barry Smart, and Gary Gutting, = for

example,

fet a third group sees Foucault not so wmuch as progressive

a8 prophetic¢ inasmuch as his werk goes beyond the problems and

' Cf. Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of
¥odernity. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987; Charles Taylor, "Foucault

on Freedom and Truth” in his Philosophy and the Human Sciences:
Philosophical _Papers 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

1985; Peter Dews, Logics aof Disintegration. London: Yersoa, 1987
J. G. Merguior, Foucault. London: Fontana, 1985.

“ Dreyfus, H. L. and FP. Rabinow, Michel Foucaul+t: Bevond
Structuralism and Hermeneutics., 2nd edition. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1683; Mark Poster, Critical Theory and
Poststructuralism: In_ Search of a Context. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1589; Barry BSmart, Foucault, Marxism, and
Critique. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983 Gary Gutting,

Michel Foucault's Archaenlogy of Scientific Reason. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 10805.
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issues that preoccupy muck of contenporary philozophy; indeed,
they see him as articulating and formulating new problems and
isecves In & way that promises to remew philosophical reflectiom.
We see such an appreciation of Foucault in writers such as Gilles

Deleuze, James Bernauer, John Rajchman, and Paul Veyne,=

Because my interest in Foucault is a function of my interest
in the problems of the philosophy of history, I feel Foucault's
contribution falls somewhere between the second and the third

group. It 1s progressive inasmuch as Foucault, qua historian, is

cognizant and appreciative of innovative contenmporary
historiographical practices, and 1t 1s prophetic inasmuch as
Foucault, qua philogopher. articulates and develops a
philosophical understandiag of the significance such

historiographical developments should have on our thinking about

history.

By placing Foucault's work in this way, I am s=etting nyself
squarely against +those in the first group who seek to dismiss
Foucault's allegedly postnodern views as ultimately incoherent.
This dismissal is unfortunate because, in my view, the
interesting debate is not between modernity and postmodernity but
rather would be between, for exanmple, Habermas' argument for a

conception of modernity as self-grounding and what Foucault calls

@ Gilles Deleuze, Foucault. Paris: Minuit, 198G; James
Bernauer, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight. Atlantic Highlands:
Humanities Press, 1690; John Rajchman, XNichel Foucault: The
Freedom of Philosophy. New York: Columbia University Press, 1985;
Paul Veyne, Comment on Scrit l'histgire. Paris: Seuwil, 1978.
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a need for an ontlogy of actuality; or, to take anocther exanple,

it would be interesting to discuss Blumenberg's enmphasis on self-

assertion® in connection with Foucault's preoccupation wity tiw

concern cr care of the self. But of cour:

to future research.

As for the research a1t hand, sonething must be =aid about

ite relation to the philosophy of history. At least a: 1t is
wractisaed in the English-speaking world, it has  been
traditionally been separated into two sldes: analytical

rhilosophy of Thistory which is concerned primarily with the form

of historical explanation; and speculative philosophy of history

which 1s concerned with discerning the meaning of history as a

whole. This distinction, however, is in an inportant sense

bogus: first, i1t 1is virtually universally acknowledged that

speculative claims about the process of history considered as a

whole cannot be made good; second, even traditional 'speculative!

philosophers of history like HKant and Hegel cannot properly be

said to be attempting to give the meaning of the historical

process considered as a whole. In fact, 1t would be more

accurate to say that ©both were concerned with discerning the

meaningfulness of history as a process as opposed to it merely

being, in Kant's phrase, ’'the idiotic course of things human', or
in Hegel's somewhat more graphic term, a 'slaughterbench'. That

ls, their speculative efforts were directed towards understanding

4 Hans Blumenberg, The legitimacy of the Modern Age.
Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985,




history as a coherent process and not merely a string of random,

unrelated, senseless events. This 1is why, for both Kant and

Hegel, history is teleological, in the sense given by Kant;

history, as a process, is to be understood as guided by a
discernible purposefulness, whose function is to provide the
criteria needed to account for the significance of particular
events., Both Kant and Hegel saw the full development of reason
as the purpose of history. The difference between them is that
for Kant the discernable purpose is merely a regulative idea,
whereas Hegel claims it is descriptive of an actual historical
process, 0f course, the relation between Kant and Hegel, and
their respective views on history, are much more complex and
involved than this and'g do not pretend to offer a full treatment
in this thesis; however, enough is said about their treatmert of
the philosophy of history +to make +the following point: if the
function of speculative philosophy of history is to establish the
criteria by means of which the significance of particular events
can be evaluated as contributing to the development of a larger
process, then the almost wuniversal rejection of gpeculative
philosophy of history is in name only. Indeed, it would seemn
that stated this way the very analytic/speculative distinction
collapses insofar as discussion of specifically historical
explanation cannot avoid questions of significance and selection.
However, and this is my point, such questions of significance and
selection, as well as the character and form of historical

explaiation, depend on the kind of history you write.
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It is this last point that, I am claiming, 1is obscured by

the consistent <(and shall we say along with Foucault-

discursive) rejection of speculative claims about the historical

process. The effective function of such rejection merely

conceals the unquestioned acceptance of a view of history as a

series of significant events that can be seen to lead wup to and

justify a particular understanding of the present. And also to

Justify a picture of history as an overall process composed

essentially of events,

This picture of history has been and continues to be

challenged, most notably by a group of French historians

advocating 'la mnouvelle histoire', a continuation and expansion

of the kind of history ;rnmoted by the Annales journal founded by
Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre in 1929, Vhile displaying a
plurality of methodologies and interests, +these historians all
enphasize * a view of historical research centered on the
exanmination and articulation of problems as opposed to producing
narrative accounts of the development of the past (or any
particular segment of it). That is, rather than see history as a
general process composed of complex causal chains leading to the
present, the new historians tend to see history as a plurallty of

processes, whose interrelationsbips and antagonisme they seek to

articulate and expose.

1 argue in this thesis that Foucault's work eshould be read

against this backdrop and that his well-known rejection of any
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teleclogical, subject-centered conception of history is not only
(and 1 argue not primarily> a theoretical challenge to a
particular philosophical tradition (stemming from German
Idealism), but, more importantliy, it is a practical challenge to
the predominant way in which philosophers and historians of ideas
conceive and practice history. By doing this, Foucault is
virtually alone amongst contemporary philosophers of history in
truly rejecting speculative philosophy of history in the sense
that he does not undertake a theoretical Justification of those
criteria of significance which would render history intelligible;
but, rather, like the new historians, he seeks to explore and
articulate the actual operation of variopus criteria of
significance and selection already hard at work in the variety of
processes that config;re both the past and the present.

(Criteria especially evident in our prisons, asylums, and

ambiguous attitudes towards sex.)

In addition to his participation in +this exploration and
articulation undertaken by the new historians, Foucault also goes
beyond them in drawing out the philosophical implications of such
a practice (and concomitant conception) of history. If criteria
of significance, indeed of intelligibility itself, are
historically constituted, and if history itself is best described
in terms of a variety of different processes whose configurations
depend on the questions they allow to be asked, then the picture
of history as a process of ever-increasing rationality or

increased self-consciousness cannot remain unquestionable or
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ungquestioned. Indeed, even the rather innocuous idea that more

historical knowledge c¢an only lead to better self-awareness

becomes problematic when history becomes a question of the

various knowledges +that have been rroduced, the kinds of

awareness they promote, right down to the very selves that are

thereby constituted.

This is why I argue that Foucault shows us that history (as

it is currently being practiced by the new historians) leads not

to self~-awareness, but rather to a kind of self-wariness, that

is, a wariness of the constitutive function of various processes
that configure both the past and the present, a wariness that can

be seen as enabling a certain freedom.

Some freedom, one might object, mistakenly equating it with
a2 merely negative, reactive freedom whereas all Foucault does is

leave freedom, or the work of freedom, undefined.

By doing so, many seem to think that Foucault has shirked
his duty as a rhilosopher; and yet this 1s +true only on a
particular conception of the philosopher, one of noble lineage to
be sure, stretching all the way Dback to Plato. However, other
conceptions also exist, including those that seek questions nore
than answers, or remain dissatisfled with those proferred, and
rather +than attempt to replace them, instead choose to expose
them and their limitations. As Veyne once remarked, Foucault was

a philosopher-warrior, that is one who fights, without stopping
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to define right and wrong, relinquishing that comfort and

reassurance. Through his histories and his questions he sought,

like that other philosopher-warrior - a hoplite named Socartes-

to sting us out of a complacency and confidence that often merely

serves to conceal - despite ourselves and our best efforts — how

little, and badly, we know.



INTRODUCTION - TAKING HISTORY SERIOUSLY

There appears to be a crisis in the philosophy of
history. It seems to have been overtaken both in theory and in
practice by that which it is supposed to comprehend, namely,
history.

There is no doubt that our society is suffused with and
dependent on a sense of history for its own self-understanding.
This is evident when we consider the characterization of 'our’
society as modern society. To call our society 'modern' is, of
course, to accept a particular reading of history that sees the
'modern' as arising out of, indeed as turning against and reject-
ing, a more traditional and static period of history.

Modernity, as the period beginning at the end of the eighteenth
century has come to be called, is usually characterized by the
rise of scientific rationality, the decline of religious authori-
ty, the spread of democracy, and the scene of unprecedented eco-
nomic growth. In a word, modernity is generally seen as the
abandoning of a traditional, static, hierarchical soclety, and
the beginning of a progressive, dynamic, egalitarian one.

While this is a good, uplifting story that packs a lot
of punch and is firmly entrenched in our practices and language,
it 1s, upon reflection, somewhat curicous in that, as far as the
understanding of history is concerned, it is strangely unhistor-
ical. It is unhistorical in the sense that it places modermnity,
not so much as a period following another pericd, but as it

were, at the beginning of history insofar as only in the modern



world doee soclety begin to move, to have a directlon, to

progress, Everything before that seems to serve z2zs a negative

image of what the world used to be like before modernity <(read.
history>) began.

Such a view of history is of course mythical in the
sense that it provides an explanatory or justificatory self-image
whose strength and effectiveness depends on not being looked at
too closely. The problem is, the philosophy of history - whose
job it is to look at history as closely as possible - seems to
remain under its spell. And because of this it is incapable of
dealing adequately with the theoretical and practical challenges
to this view. That is, at the level of theory, the philosophy of
history has yet to provide an adequate response to the different
general views of history that seek to displace the view of his-
tory discussed above because of what are deemed its obvious limi-
tations ~ general views which themselves are not without consi-
derable problems. And, at the practical level, contemporary
philosophy of history seems completely blind to the momentous
and far-reaching develupments that have occurred in contemporary
historiography, developments that should have considerable
impact on any philosophical appreciation of history.

First, then, let us look at those general views that
challenge the contemporary mythical view of history as the tri-
umph of modernity. The critigue of the smooth growth and deve-

lopment of scientific ratiomality' and, throughout most of the

'One thinks, of course, of works like that of Max Horkeimer,
The Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York: Continuum, 1882>




twentieth century, the almost continual critique of the notion of
progress=, as well as the growing importance of anthropology and
ecology, has somewhat loosened the hold that the 'myth' of mod-
ernity has on the contemporary imagination. However, these
challenges to modernity's mythic reading of history themselves
produce alternative mythic appropriations of history. Gilanni
Vattimo, in a penetrating little book, describes three such myth-
ical challenges to what he calls the evolutionary metaphysical
view of history.® He classifies these challenges into three
ideal-types that he entitles: archaism, cultural relativism, and
tempered irrationalism, or limited rationalism. 4

The first challenge, the archaic one, is simply a rever-
sal of the modern one. Rather than seeing modernity as the beg-
inning of history with unlimited progress as its goal, it
signals in fact the beginning of the end, as it were. Modernity
means capitalistic exploitation and technological imperialism.
Truth and auvthenticity are to be found in the cyclical harmony
of primitive cultures and their poetic attachment to the world.
This position is not so much a challenge as it is a simple re-

jection and uncritical replacement.

and T.8. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).

“For a recent discussion of the idea of progress, cf.
Christopher Lasch, The True and Only Heaven (New York: A,
" Knopf, 1991>.

*Gianni Vattimo, La société transparente, trad., J.-P, Pisetta
(Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1990), p.46ff.

“Ibid., p. 46.



Cultural relativism, the second challenge, is more for-

midable, 1if only because it is more widely endorsed, and given
at least some reflective consideration. In a nutshell, it holds
that any given period of history is defined and characterized by
its own set of 'first principles' as it were, which themselves
constltute what counts as true, good, right, for that particular

culture and that there is no independent way of justifying {(or

rejecting) these principles., The problem with this view is that

the claim about the cultural-dependence of first principles seems
to get all its strength from its possible independence. That is,
its force seems to stem from the idea that it applies to al

cultures, This problem 1s compounded by the difficulty of iso-
lating any particular culture in terms of its own first princi-
ples and the interaction this particular culture has with

others. In other words, cultural relativists fail to account for
their own situatedness.

The third view of history, which Vattimo calls

'tempered irrationalism' or 'limited rationalism', is a view
that recognizes the mythical character of the progressive or de-
velopmental view of history as the rise and triumph of
scientific and technological rationality and counters it with,
not a relativistic claim, but one which seeks to limit the rele-
vance of that rationality by allowing other dimensions of human
experience to be described and treated under non-objectivistic

and scientific criteria. The criteria that is followed within



these other dimensions belong to parrative and can be found, at

the individuval level, in psychoanalysis, and at the social
level, in historiography. Indeed, a good deal! of contemporary
philosophy of history has latched onto this third approach and
has discussed at length the cognitive and social contribution of
narrative understanding.' This has been seen as a particularly
promising route for many philosophers of history because it
allows them to reject universal history and still have some kind
of basis or foundation on which to rest the plurality of mcdels
and views such a rejection entails.

Unfortunately, this latter approach, also, is not with-
out its difficulties; for it assumes at the outset a distinction
between the 'natural’' and 'human' sciences which itself is a
fundamental distinction of the original mythic reading of the
rise and triumph of science. Certainly, it seeks to legitimate
the non-scientific dimension, but it does so within the general
framework of the evolutionary reading of the historical process
as a whole. In addition, it is increasingly becoming evident
that the distinction between the 'sciences of nature' and the
'sciences of spirit’' is no longer sufficiently clear to bear the
welight narrative theorists put on it.

This problem becomes even more acute when the narrative
approach to the philosophy of history is contrasted with con-

temporary historiography, especially that developed by what has

'Specifically in terms of the philosophy of history, cf. Paul
P Yy P pay Yy

Ricoeur, Temps et récit, 3 vol. (Paris: Seuil, 1983, 1984,
1685, and David Carr, Time, Narrative, and History

(Blovmington: Indiana University Press, 1986).




come to be called the 'new history'. Often merely characterized

as the importation of gquantitative methods into history, it is,
as we chall see, more widely and generally a fundamental critique
of traditional historiography, whose primary mode of presentation
was indeed narrative.

Thus, the three challenges to modernity's evolutionary
reading of history are all faulty for essentially the same
reason: they fail to give an adequate account of their own re-
lation to history, partly because they continue to assume cer-
tain features of the view being rejected. Vattimn sums up the
views and their difficulties in this way:

Archaism wants to return to the origin and az myth-
ical knowledge without facing up to the "intermediate”

perind that separates us from that initial moment; cul-
tural relativism speaks of isclated and autonomous cul-

tural universes but doesn't indicate tkhe one to which

the relativist theory itself belongs; limited rationai-

ism does not possess an explicit theory concerning the
possibility of making a real distinction between those
domains restricted to mythical knowledge and those where
scientific rationality is applicable. !

However, one might very well ask if the difficulties are
not, in an important sense, unavopidable, It seems that all of
these general views of history do not take sufficient account of
their own historical situatedness or do not adequately context-
valize their own thought about history; and yet, it seems, the
very value of such a contextualization or situatedness depends

on the view of history being questioned. In other words, the

importance one places on one's historical context depends on the

'Ibid., pp. B6-57. My translation.



importance placed on history, and placing importance on history
is a product of the evolutionary view of history that a :iull re-
cognition of one's historical context renders implausible. Put
in Vattimo"s terms: the universal unitary conception of history

has led to a universalization of history which in effect has ex-

Ploded the very possibility of a universal history.?

Thus, the philosophy of history is stuck between a rock
and a hard place. By placing a value on history, philoscphers
of history seem to depend on a general view of history that his-
tory itself appears to have rendered obsclete. This is what I
meant when, at the beginning of this introduvction, I suggested
that the philosophy of history was being overtaken by history.
Here it is being overtaken in theory.

I also suggested, howaver, that the philosophy of his-

tory was being overtaken jin practice. By this I mean that the

philosophy of history has insufficiently taken account of his-
torical practice in its reflections on history. [ would like to
suggest in this thesis that a considered reflection on the
practice of history can and does lead us out of the impasse
otherwise faced by the philosophy of history.

Michel Foucault, whose work is the focus of this study,
does offer a considered reflection on historical practice. In-
deed, one of the guiding threads of his work considered as a

whole, from Madness and Civilization to The Care of the Self=, is

"Vattimo, p. 57: "La réalisation de 1'universalité de
l'histoire a rendu la réalisation de 1'histoire universelle
impossible. ™



hi= inesistence on the need for a close analysis of historical

practice in contrast and opposition to generalized views of the
historical process. The distinction between history considered
as practice and history considered as process will cut across
the entire discussion of this thesis, and it is claimed

that only an emphasis of practice over process will permit a
renewal of the philosophy of history.

This thesis will be divided into four Parts, each deal-
ing with specific texts by Foucault, with the goal of drawing
out taes progressive development and refinement of his reflect-
ions on, and practice of, history. In order to keep the focus
on historical practice over process, his work throughout is
placed within the context of contemporary French historiography,
the work of the new historians. The point of doing this is to
remove Foucault's work from the rather frenzied and smoke-filled
rooms of postmodern debate and give it a breath of fresh air.

The first Part will deal with early histories, specifi-

cally Madness and Civilization and The Birth of the Clinic. The

focus of the discussion will be on how these works challenge

what I will call the dominant 'picture' of history which finds

its most vivid expression in Hegel's idea of the 'cunning of
reason'. In other words, those works attack the view of history
as the progressive realization of reason and knowledge by

viewing them from the perspective of that which such histories

*Full references will be given in those sections dealing with
specific works.



exclude.

It becomes clear after a consideration of these early
works that the main focus of Foucault's critique is any view of
the historical process as subject-centered and progressively un-
folding. He challenges this by showing, especially in The Order
of Things, that the history of knowledge displays less a pro-
gressive development than it does a discontinuous series of
different epistemes that govern what it makes sense to say in
any particular period. In The Archaeology ofi Knowledge, where
he discusses his own archaeclogical approach to the past
with specific reference to contemporary developments in historio-
graphy, Foucault insists on reading history in terms of the ano-
nymous discursive formations that structure different periods as
opposed to reading the whole course of history in terms of the
progressive self-realization of subjectivity. This will be dis-
cussed in Part II.

In the third Part, we will discuss how Foucault moves
away from the general view of history altogether and seeks to
find its basis not in theory but in practice. That is, he seeks
to fit his own histories squarely into their historical context,
namely, the present. Thus, in Discipline ard Punish, he shows
how 'things said' in the past and about the past are also indi-
cative of 'things done' both in the past and in terms of their
genealogical link to the present. However, providing a genea-
logical link between the past and the present is not to provide

an explanation or even description of how the present came to
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be. Rather, it 'opens up' the present to its past and possible

histories by showing how the present is not necessarily linked

to 1ts past developments, but is, in fact, contingently related

to 1ts present structures. In The History of Sexuality, he

tries to show how most progressive, developmental views of his-

tory have the ideological function of concealing that contin-
gency and thereby help maintain the hold current structures of
power have on the present.

The fourth and final Part deals with the latter two vo-

lumes of The Historvy of Sexualitv and in effect shows how the

reflection on historical practice enables us to respond to our
current historical situatlon by producing a sense of gelf-
wariness of the kind of historical discourse which effectively
conceals the openness and possibilities that the present has
vis-a~vis both the future and, more specifically, its own past.
For it is only by returning again and again to the rast, to the
contrasts and actualized possibilities it contains, that the
present can be effectively renewed and kept open toc its current
formative structures and identities and the continued promise
of their possible transgression.

Thus, 1 argue, Foucault's work does provide us with a
philosophy of history that recognizes its inescapable historical
situatedness and yet at the same time is capable of
instantiating the emancipatory direction that gives value to
history in the first place; and he can do this more adequately

than traditional philosophy of history because of his focus on
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the results of historical practice rather thau on the hypotheti-

cal goal of a supposed historical process.



PART I - THE PICTURE OF HISTORY
CHAPTER ONE - INTRUDUCTION: THE CUNNING OF REASON

The task of the philosophy of history is to make sense
pf history. And just as the reference of history is ambiguous,
so is the philosophical task of making sense of it., History
refers to a dimension of time as much as it does to a profession-
al discipline. History is both a process and an activity. Con-
temporary philosophy of history recognizes the distinction by
dividing itself into two parts.? The first part - called the
speculative philosophy of history - concerns itself with making
sense of the historical process as a whole and the second -
normally called analytic philosophy of history - concerns itself
with making sense of the conceptual difficulties of actually
doing history. Clearly, this way of dividing up the task stems
from the analytic side (with its predilection for dividing things
up!) but accords with the general view held by philosophers and
historians that claims about the sense of the historical process
as_a whole must remain speculative because they cannot be
grounded in fact, that is, they cannot be proven correct. This
view is ewinently reasonable given the fact that we cannot stand
outside of history in a way that would enable us to judge the
process as a whole. Ve live within the historical process; to
judge the historical process as a whole would be to see it as in

some sense complete.

"For a standard introductory text to the issues of
contenmporary philosophy of history traditionally conceived,

see V.H. Dray, Philosophy of History (Englewcod Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall Inc., 1964>.

12
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But 1

LH]

this a fair description of what speculative

philoseophers of history are doing? Are they concerned with
making claims about the historical process (clains incapable of
proof and therefore speculative) or are they more concerned with

eimply making semnce of history considered, not as an activity,

but as a process (which, after all, is one of the senses of the
word>? Isn't what they are doing analogous to the works of
those historians who see their task as discerning, not merely
what in fact happened in the past, but the sense or significance
of what happened in the past? That is, speculative philosophers
of history are not merely concerned with the sense of history as
practised by historians (i.e. as a practice or activity), but
are concerned with the sense of history as it actually unfolds
(i.e. as a process). And this in spite of the senselessness and
absurdity they inevitably encounter on the way.

At least, this is the point of the philosophy of history
as envisaged by such philosophers as Kant and Hegel, who in the
terms given above, are considered speculative philosophers of
history. However, for people like Kant and Hegel there is a
need for such an appreciation of history. Otherwise, history -

understiood as process - would make no sense at all. That is,

unless one deliberately tries to find some sense in the histori-
cal process <onsidered as a whole. then one is left with a pic-

ture of history that portrays nothing but struggle and strife.
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Thus, Kant, in an eseay entitled "The Idea of a Universal History

from a Cosmopolitan Point of View" argues for the need for what
today is called speculative philosophy of history. He writes:
One cannot suppress a certain indignation when one

sees men's actions on the great world-stage and finds,
beside the wisdom that appears here and there among in-
dividuals, everything in the large woven together from
folly, childish vanity, even from childish malice and
destructiveness. In the end, one does not know what to
think of the human race, so conceilited in its gifts.

Since the philosopher cannot presuppose any [conscious]

individual purpose among men in their great drama, there

is no other expedient for him except to try to see if he
can discover a natural purpose in this idiotic course
of things human. In keeping with this purpose, it
might be possible to have a history with a definite
natural plan for creatures who have no plan of their
own, !

Kant here quite openly acknowledges the speculative
nature of attempting to see history as guided by 'a definite
natural plan'; however, it is speculation that is not completely
ungrounded. That is, this idea of history following some
natural plan is proposed as an hypothesis to be tested in the
practical realm. And it is an hypothesis based on the observa-
tion of what Kant calls "the unsocial sociability of men" by
which he means the fact that "the sources of unsociableness and
mutual opposition from which so many evils arise drive men to
new exertions of their forces and thus to the manifold develop-

ment of their capacities."* On the basis of this observation

Kant goes on to formulate the "Eighth Thesis" of his "ldea for

'Immanuel Kant, On History, ed. L.V. Beck (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1963)>, p. 1Z2.

“Ibid., p. 16.



a Universal History", namely, that the "history of mankind can
be seen, in the large, as the realization of nature's secret plan
to bring forth a perfectly constituted state as the only
condition in which the capacities of mankind can be fully devel-
oped, and also bring forth the external relation among states
which is perfectly adequate to this end."' The point, then, if
we are to make sense of history, is a speculative one; we must
try to see history as guided by 'a secret plan of nature' duping
self-interested childish human beings into doing what is good
for themselves and in accordance with certain rational ends.
For otherwise, we would be faced with the dismal spectacle of
"a planless conglomeration of human actions."=

It is interesting to note just how close Kant's specu-—
lative philosophy of history is to Hegel's, at least inasmuch as
the process itself is guided by something beyond the
self-interest of individuval human beings, something that brings
order and rationality to the process as a whole. Indeed, Hegel's

famous notion of the cunning of reason serves the same purpose

as Kant's secret plan of nature, as is evident in the foliowing

— rather notorious - passage in Hegel's Lectures on the

Philoscphy of World History:

It is what we may call the cunning of reason that
it sets the passions to work in its service, so that the
agents by which it gives itself existence must pay the
penalty and suffer the loss. For the latter belong to
the phenomenal world, of which part is worthless and

*Ibid., p. 21.

=Ivid., p. 24.



part is of positive value. The particular is as a rule
inadequate in relation to the universal, and individuals

are sacrificed and abandoned as a result. The Idea pays

the tribute which existence and the transient world

exact, but it pays it through the passions of
individuals rather than out of its own resources.’

But while both Kant and Hegel are concerned with making
sense of the historical process as a whole, the difference with
Hegel's speculative position is that he attempts to make sense of
the process from within it. While fulfilling the same purpose as
Kant's hypothetical 'secret plan of nature', Hegel's cunning of
reason is meant to recognize the historical character of reason's

self-development. As the passage above indicates, reason must

give itself existence, i.e. can develop only in and through

history, but does so through the passions of particular indivi-
duals. These individuals literally give up their lives so that
the unfolding of reason may continue. The sense of history is
not to be found in those particular lives but in the development
of reason they allow. The difference with Hegel's position is
that he claims to be describing the actuval historical process
and not, like Kant, proposing a way of looking at the process in
such a way as to make it appear to make sense. For Hegel, we
don't make sense of history, history makes sense of us.

As far as the understanding of history is concerned,
Hegel's view is clearly superior. Kant, it seems, is not really
concerned with history at all; that is, he seeks to make sense

of a process which on the surface bears none. And he does so

'G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History,
trans. by H.B. Nisbet with an intro. by Duncan Forbes
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 89.
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not by examining anything within the process itself but by post-
ulating an external criterion: conformity to an hypothetical
secret plan of pature. Hegel, on the cther hand, proposes an
internal criterion for making sense of the historical process:
the self-development of reason. It is a criterion because it
distinguishes between that which contributes tn the developnment
of reason and that which doesn't, and it is internal because
reason itself ic seen as an historical development. Thus the
use of the idea of 'cunning' as opposed to that of a 'plan',
however secret. Reason must realize itself within the world and
its development, and it must do so in the face of an often hos-
tile worid, but also in the face of what, in Kant's words, seens
to be best described as 'the idiotic course of things human'.
Reason, so the story goes, 1in order to survive and flourish, not
only has to deal with the tempestucus natural world but also with
the stupid, selfish, near-sighted foibles of human beings whose
uncontrolled passions wreak as much if not more havoc than so-
called natural disasters. But despite this, despite the wars
and murders, the pillages, rapes, wanton destruction and calcu-
lated exterminations, one can, if the proper perspective is
adopted (the perspective, for Hegel, of philosophy), discern or
trace the progress of reascn. And once one has noticed the
trace of this progression, one can lock closer, and veyond, or
rather beneath the pettiness, the selfishness, even the (other-
wise) mind-numbing sorrow, one can see the history of that pro-

gression as a ratliecnally connected process whose gracdual establ-



iehment and expansion becomes the sense or meaning of history

Reason is cunning in the sense that 1t is crafty, clever, skill-
ful in achieving its ends in spite of the odds against it. Such
a notion is needed because, otherwise, how can we account for
the fact that in history unintended consequences of our actions
often turn out to be precisely what is needed to move forward?
How else are we to describe the fact that we are involved in a
process none of us can control but all can be said to follow? A
process we can recognize ourselves as following? In other
words, how else are we to understand ourselves historically?
However, there i1s another side to this notion. it is
true that the notion of cunning does suggest craftiness, clever-
ness, and skillfulrness. But it also expresses deceit and dis-

honesty, as well as unscrupulousness. These senses as well are

present in the idea of the cunning of reason insofar as human
beings are tricked into accomplishing ends they did not themsel-
ves choose. And even 1f it is claimed that it is for their own
good, human beings still appear to be the pawns of a process
that they can neither stop nor alter. All they are left with is
the stoic recognition of its ineluctable necessity and the pious
hope that it will lead to a better world. Many would claim that
it is this kind of reasoning that has given the philosophy of
history suck a bad name. And because of this, many if not most
philosophers of history have restricted themselves to the
conceptual analysis of historical concepts and the logical analy-

sis of historical explanaiion, thereby banishing speculation



about the historical process from their concerns.

I would like to suggest that such a banishment is not
so0 simply achieved. Indeed, I would claim that some version of
this idea of the cunning of reason not only continues to be pre-
sent in much contemporary philosophy of history, but remains
the dominant picture philosophers have of the historical process.
I use the word 'picture' here in the sense in which it is used in
the expression 'having a picture in one's mind' of something or
other, or again in the more active sense of 'picturing' something
someone is trying to describe. A picture in this sense carries
with it considerable force and effectiveness but not necessarily
much conceptual clarity.' I am suggesting that the picture that
dominates 1s one that sees history as the story of how the
present came tn be. Another way of putting it is to say that
history, as distinguished from the past (considered in this case
exclusively as a dimension of time>, is that which 1s seen as
contributing to the formation of the present. Anything that
does not so contribute does not, strictly speaking, belong to
the realm of history; that is, anything in the past which does
not have, or cannot be seen to have, any connection with concerns
in the present, cannot therefore be considered historically
significant. =

It is this notion of significance that connects this

"Perhaps this is why pictures can have such a hold on us.

“Thus history opposes itself here to antiquarianism, which
interests itself in the past merely because it is past.
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dominant picture of history as the story of how the present came

to be to the notion of the cunning of reason. For after all the
point of the idea of the cunning of reason was to make sense of
an otherwise senseless process by proposing a criterion for se-
lecting that which in the past contributed to the self-develop-
ment, or self-unfolding, of reason. Indeed, history for Hegel is
that process. But the interesting thing to note 1s that, for
Hegel, history culminates in the present. The present is the
end of history, the standpcint from which one judges and evalua-—
tes the historical process. The present 1s the Absolute. The
otherwise senseless urniolding of time is redeemed in the present
by being converted into history, the rational unfolding of the
Absolute, i.e. the story of how the present came to be.

The dominant picture of history no longer bears any
nmention of Hegel's Absolute and yet the purpose it served
remains: that of providing a criterion for selecting what in the
past Is to be deemed historically significant. However, because
this criterion is based not in a developed conception of history
- discussion of the historical process has been banished - but
rather in a picture of history that vaguely but firmly sees it as
the story of how the present came to be, it is contested with
difficulty and is even more difficult to dislodge.

But why, one might ask, should it be contested and dis-
lodged? Primarilly for the same reasons that Hegel's original
idea of the cunning of reason is normally rejected: it sees

history as a process that by necessity subsumes individual pur-
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poses into a higher purpose; and its development 1s thereby seen
as based on the exclusion of other possible developments in
guaranteeing its own.

In the following chapters I shall argue that Michel
Foucault's early works show in concrete terms how the tradition-—
al and dominant conception of history can in effect be seen as
a version of the idea of the cunning of reason inasmuch as it
describes a process which subsumes different purposes within a
higher one and excludes others that are considered to be threats
to that process. Describing Foucault's work as dealing with the
idea of the cunning of reason seens particularly appropriate
inasmuch as he pits the process of reacon's self-realization
against its formless opposite, Unreason, and traces reason's
slow but effective triumph over it. By doing so, Foucault
effectively illustrates both sides of the idea of the cunning of
reason: ocne which displays cleverness and skill in surmounting
overwhelming odds, and one which practices deceit in achieving
its end. And all of this is accomplished by means of the un-
witting and unacknowledged actions of various individuals whose
activities bear results that in no way consciously intended.

What | propose to do in this first Part is begin by

examining L'histoire de la folie 3 1'Age classigue', and then,

in another chapter, The Birth of the Clinic+,, as examples of

'l will use, whenever possible, the translation by Richard
Howard, of the abridged version, published as Madness and
Civilization (New York: Random House, 1965). Passages not
included in that version will be translated by myself.

“Translated by A. Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1973).
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the cunning of reason thesis, as it were, but with the view of
contesting and dislodging this way of 'picturing' history. The
chapter on the clinic deals with the subsumption of individual-
ity. A final chapter will place these primarily historical works
into the context of contemporary French historiography and its

own challenge to this dominant picture of history.



CHAPTER TWO -~ REASON VS. UNREASON

The importance and originalitiy of Madness and Civiliza-

tion lies in the perspective it adopts. In it, Foucauwlt is not
setting out to write the history of some phenomenon called 'men-
tal illness'' and the different forms and shapes it has taken
over time, nor does he pretend to be describing the genesis and
development of the discipline of psychology. It is not even
best described, despite the subtitle of the English translation,
as 'A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason', although the
phrase itself is instructive®, inasmuch as part of Foucault's
argument is that the concept of insanity did not, in effect,
apply‘to the Age of Reason or, in his words, the Classical Age.™
No one was perceived as insane in the Classical Age, although
many different kinds of people were perceived as mad. And among
the people perceived as mad were people who were not so charac-
terized in the Renaissance and the Middle Ages. Foucault traces
these changes in perception. However, what distinguishes his

work from other histories is the vantage point from which these

'"For a discussion of Foucault's conception of mental illness
and the changes it underwent, c¢f. his Maladie mentale et
Eersonnalité (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1854)
and the revised edition Maladie mentale et psychologie
(Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1962)., For a
discussion of the two works and their connection to Madness
and Civilization, cf. P. Macherey, '"Aux sources de
'L'histoire de la folie': une rectification et ses limites,”
Critique 43 (1986), pp. 752-74.

=The subtitle here is a translation of the qriginal subtitle
of Folie et Déraison: Histoire de la folie a 1'Age classique
(Paris: Plon, 1961>.

#The standard French term for the period between the
Renaissance and culminating in the French Hevelution,

23
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changes in perception are recorded; rather than write the story

of how the mad have been perceived from the point of view of
those who have formulated or articulated those perceptions, he

writes about those formulations and articulations from the point

of view of those perceived as such, from the point of view of

the mad themselves, or more precisely, from the point of view of

all those who do not fit into the categories and conceptualiza-
tions considered acceptable and reasonable. All of these people
who do not fit, indeed who are excluded from the proper and
orderly functionings of, shall we say for the moment, State and
society, are categorized by Foucault under the single category
of Unreason (deraison)>. It is from the perspective of Unreason
that his history is written.

The term Unreason is clumsy. It has a much too ominous
and substantive ring to it, one not present in the French word
'Déraison'. The primary connotation of 'déraison' is not a total
lack of reason - something the term Unreason does seem to suggest
~ but a relative lack of reason clearly expressed in elther
speech or conduct. What I mean by relative is not a minor or

inconsequential lack but & lacking intimately related to the nor-

mal functionings of reascnable sp.=ch and conduct. The term
Unreason suggests a total and fundamental opposition. Thus, to
say that he is writing from the perspective of Unreason is to
say that he is writing from the perspective of those whose
speech and conduct is not recognized and indeed effectively ex-—

cluded or, at the very least, silenced by the accepted and dom-
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inant patterns of speech and conduct, i.e. that which is denoted

by the term Reason.

This point is important, not only for understanding the

place Foucault's early studies have in the whole of his thought',

but for understanding these works in their own right. In most

commentaries, although generally praised and summarized for its

precursory value, Madness and Civilization is rarely singled out

for substantial independent examination, and when it is, tue

critique usually centers on the ambiguity of the concept of
Unreason. For example, Cousins and Hussein offer this general
assessment:

A central thesis of the book is that Classical
internment was not based on what may now seem the
ignorance of the distinctions between sin, crime, pov-
erty, misconduct and physical and mental illness, but
on a perception in which such distinctions were not per-
tinent, that 1s, their perception of species of 'Unrea-
son'. And that the perception implicit in the Classical
internment was clear and coherent. The first part of
the thesis, which we regard as more important, does not
require attributing coherence to the category of 'Unrea-
son', which is what Foucault seems to do in some general
passages of the book. =

In a certain sense, this critique echoes Foucault's own

later critique of Madness and Civilization, about which he says

"Although this point also should not be underestimated. For

example,

Gary Gutting, who has provided the most substantial

critique of Histpire de 1a folie, claims that it is the
'foundation' of Foucault's subsequent work, insofar as even
though "there are many significant revisions and
innovations, it lays down the basic methods, problems, and
values that inform everything else he wrote." Michel

Foucault's Archaeology of Scientific Reason (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989>, p. 110.

*Cousins
1984),

and Hussein, Michel Foucault {(London: Macmillan,
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that "1t accorded far too great a place, and a very enigmatic

one too, to what I called an 'experiment', thus showing to what
extent one was stlll close to admitting an anonymous and general
subject of history..."' The concept of Unreason, if taken sub-
stantively, i.e. as an anonymous and general subject of history
or even as a clear and coherent perception, then, raises more
questions than 1t answers, However, to gquestion the coherence
or incoherence of the concept of Unreason is one thing, to prop-
erly understand the role it played is another. The role the
concept of Unreason played was that of allowing Foucault a pers—
pective from which to view the dominant patterns of speech and
conduct that describe the concept of Reason as it unfolds in
history.

That is, Cousins and Hussein, in accepting Foucault's
claim that the distinctions pertinent to one age may not be
pertinent to another may not require Foucault's concept of Un-
reason, but they do require some principle of coherence or pers-
pective from which they can sustain that claim. And one can
imagine various ways in which this requirement could be met: by
means of a Marxist or functiomalist, structuralist or even
Spenglerian reading of history. Or indeed one might offer a
Kantian or Hegelian reading of that history. And, as we discu-
ssed in the last chapter, that perspective or principle of co-

herence will have to be either intermal to the historical pro-

"Michel Foucault, The Archaeplogy of Knowledge, trans. A.
Sheridan (New York: Pantheon, 1972), p. 16. Hereafter

referred to as AK.
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cess, as in Hegel, Or external to that process, as in Kant.

The interest and importance of Foucault's perspective
is that it is both internal and external at once. It is intermnal
to the historical process considered as a whole; Fpoucault does
not claim to be standing outside of history in order to describe
its whole, even if only hypothetical, development. And yet it is
also external to the historical process considered as - or
characterized by - the dominant patterns D£ speech and conduct.
That 1s, these doninant patterns are revealed principally by the
way in which they exclude those examples of speech and conduct
that threaten their continued survival and development. Thus,
the perspective of Unreason Foucault adopts is in effect a
nirror pf the sc-called self-development of reason, reflecting
the way in which certain practices and self-conceptions gain and
maintain dominance.

This raises a further point about the general assess-

ment of Madness and Civilization. Given its curious perspective

(that of 'Unreason'), can it really be judged as a work of
history, or is it more properly characterized as a work about

history? Gary Gutting, as I mentioned earlier, probably has

offered the most sustained analysis of Madness and Civilization.

In his summary comments he tells us that it "has some major
limitations, including an ill-defined methodology, significant
historical inaccuracies, and uncritical evaluative presupposi-

tions. However, it remains an impressive achievement that
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introduced a new and extremely fruitful approach to the history

of madness and provides a powerful basis for the critigue of
contemporary psychology and psychiatry.”"' Two points need to be
made. First, given the substantial limitations he enumerates,
one can only assume that Foucault's "impressive achievement" lies
more in the introduction of this "new and extremely fruitful
approach” than 1t does in its actual elaboration. And, clearly,

Gutting does, throughout his reading of Madness and Ciwilization,

have his eye on the further developments of Foucault's 'archaeo-

logy'. The problem with this is that to treat

Foucault primarily as a methodologist undervalues, and even
obscuées. some of the very important things he reveals about the
very concept of history. This is evident, it seems to me, in the
latter part of Gutting's assessment, namely, that Foucault's
bistury provides the basis for a critique of psychology and
psychlatry. First of all, it is not clear how history can cloim
to be in a position to offer a critigue of some other discipline,
that is, the critical function of history is a much d=zbated
issue; and, secondly, Foucault's concern appears to be much

less the disciplines of psychology and psychiatry themselves
than the histpry that is normally given of them. In fact, if

there is a e¢ritical thrust to Madness and Civilization it lies

precisely in a critique of the role and function of the writing
of history. (If this is right, then comments such as when

Gutting says Foucault's work "provides no basis for denying all

*Gutting, p. 109.
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credibility to modern views or for concluding that earlier views
are superior to them"' seem to be beside the point.> And in
order to establish that critique Foucault, at least at this
stage, thinks it is necessary to stand putside of that history,
or in other words, to stand within the space or ambit of that
which the standard history of psychology excludes.

To sum up the thrust of these critical comments: the
attempt to write the history of madness from the point of view
of Unreason is perhaps not as 'unreasonable' as it may at first
appear. Not, that is, if it is read less as an alternative
reading of the history of madness than as a critique of standard
histories that deal with madness,

This is why 1 have chosen to characterize the work as a
version of the 'cunning of reason', but from the point of view
of Unreason, that is, from the point of view of that upon which
Reason uses its cunning in order to achieve its own ends.

As mentioned earlier, the idea that reason uses
'cunning' implies that its rule or dominion is by no means self-
evident. Indeed, it will be the first to admit that its exist-
ence is threatened on all sides. Most obviously it is
threatened by death and extinction; but, more subtly, it must

be wary of those forces which would deny its efficacy. The

story of Madness and Civilization tells us how reason kept those

forces at bay.

But before going on to tell that story, ! would like to

'Gutting, p. 108.
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respond to the obvious question that arises whenever a term

like 'reason' is invoked: who or what is 'reason'? This way of
phrasing the question points to two different ways of answering
it, that is, in terms of those said to exemplify, possess, or
demonstrate 'reason' and 1n terms of that which is thereby
exemplified, possessed, Or demonstrated. The two are linked, of
course, but they can be distinguished. We can distinguish, for
example, between knowers and knowledge that is known. Indeed,
part of the function of the idea of the 'cunning of reason’ is to
try to make sense of the progress of knowledge that is achieved
despite the ignorance of those involved in the progression.' Of
course, reason and knowledge are certainly not synonymous, at
least not for someone like Hegel. But then again the notion of
reason in Hegel is by no means unambiguous. Vhich is another
reason why Foucault's work is interesting. Foucault does not
give a positive account of reason, but rather po’nts it out
negatively from the point of view of Unreason, that is, he
describes that which is excluded by reason and thereby reveals
the effective contours of reason. In other words, reason's ideal
is made evident by the very real exclusions which, for Foucault,
make up the actual historical process.

And it is this process that I would like now to

describe.

'For Hegel, of course, the progress is ultimately recognized
by the philosopher.



Foucault begins by directing our attention to the
space left open by the disappearance of leprosy at the end of
the Middle Ages; a space to be filled. Although he uses tradi-
tional historical language in his description of the reorganis-
ation of the finances of the now defunct 'leper colonies' and
compares the French situation with the simultaneous developments
in other parts of Europe, and even goes so far as to give a
causal explanation for the retreat of leprosy (due to the end of
“he Crusades and thus contact with Eastern sources), his purpose
is not to characterize this change as a particular 'event' under-
stood in the traditional historical sense. Rather, he points out
that although the space is empty, it still echoes with the
values and images tied to the "figure of the leper" which are
basically those of exclusion. In other words, the leper may be
gone, but the structures and forms of his exclusion remain,
right down to the "major form of a rigorous division which is
social exclusion but spiritual reintegration.”"” (MC, 7;HF,16» It
i=s the contours of this "major form" that Foucault sets out
to describe.

The descriptions Foucault offers are not straightforward
historical ones; at least not in the beginning. Much of his
discussion deals with the images and symbols that characterize
Renaissance literature and art. Foucault finds it necessary to
trace the major “"experiences" of fear and exclusions found within

the Renaissance. And this is best revealed in the period's works



of art. This iz where the example of the 'Ship of Fools' plays
such a significant role. For Foucault, these "highly symbolic
cargoes of madmen in search of their reason" (MC, 9; HF, 20) sums
up admirably and concisely the ambiguous status both of the mad
and the Renaissance's attitude to what they represent.

The specificity of this figure is brought to light when
contrasted with that of the village idioct, an innocent and
pathetic figure, who formed an integral part of medieval village
life and was a reminder of man's lowly position in the grand
scheme of things., Most importantly, the village idiot was never
considered a threat.

The Fool, the Jester, coes not play the same role.
Still often a figure of fun, as was the village idiot in his
innocence, the laughter the Fool provokes is tinged with un-
easiness, because in effect he is seen as speaking the iruth,
that is, "in a comedy where each man deceives the other and
dupes himself, the madman is comedy to the second degree: the
deception of deception; he utters, in his simpleton’'s language
which makes no show of reason, the words of reason that release
in the comic, the comedy: he speaks love to lovers, the truth
of life to the young, the middling reality of things to the
proud, to the insolent, and to liars.” (MC, 14; HF, 25>
Beneath the laughter and derision lies the uncomfortable sense of
a world not completely orderly, not completely safe, and of a
life, with its hardships and difficulties, bordering on the

absurd.



33

in fact, what characterizes the Renaissance best,
according to Foucault, is that this uneasiness has developed
quite dramatically into the sense of 'a world gone mad'. From
the brevity and fragility of life on earth and its harshness,
it is but one small step to the idea that human existence itself
in its meanderings and fruitless struggles is itself void of
meaning and worth. And thus from the immemorial fear of death,
the threat of nothingness, "we have shifted to the scornful con-
templation of that nothing which is existence itself... The
head that will become a skull is already empty. Madness is the

déj%—lé of death." (MC, 15-16; HF, 26> However, as Foucault goes

on to note:

The substitution of the theme of madness for that
of death does not mark a break, but rather a torsion
within the same anxiety., What is in gquestion is still
the nothingness of existence, but this nothingness 1is no
longer considered an external, final term, both threat
and conclusion; it is experienced from within as the

continuous and constant form of existence. (MC, 16;
HF, 27>

But perhaps even more expressive of this fear is the
theme of excess as opposed to that of nothingness. This is best
illustrated when we look at some of the paintings of the period.
Foucault maintains that there is considerable coherence between
different works illustrating the theme of madness. What they
reveal is a split occurring between language and image, which is

evident, for example, through the demise of gothic symbolism.

The symbols bave lost their sense, and the whole discuresive
background which guaranteed that sense. That is, the sense is

Eone but the symbols remain, unanchored, unhinged, and gradually



the image in which they were contained 'begins to gravitate

about its own madness." (MC, 18; HF, 29> Knowledge is no longer
immediate: "the figure no longer speaks for itself; between the
knowledge which animates it and the form into which it is trans-
posed, a gap widens" and thus "dreams, madness [the nonsensical,
1'insensél, the unreasonable can also slip into this excess of
meaning." (MC, 19; HF, 29) But the explosion of significations
still represents knowledge, but a difficult, closed, esoteric
knowledge, a knowledge only wholly possessed by the Fool and his
strange revelations. (Perhaps more accurately, the Fool himself
is possessed by his knowledge.?> It is through these images
that the Renaissance "expressed what it apprehended of the
threats and secrets of the world.” (MC, 24; HF, 33>

Now contrast the darkness and disorder and fear of
these images with those that one finds in the literary,
philosophical and moral themes of the period.

According to Foucault there exists, in the Renaissance,
a split between what he calls the tragic experience of madness
(la folie> and a critical experience expressed in literary and
philosophical treatises. What the former experience expressed
with great dramatic force, the latter characterizes as folly,
which can be characterized as madness minus the fascination.
Folly is still seen as connected with knowledge, not as a mrenace,
but as an indication of its bookish limits: "madness appears
here as the comic punishment of knowledge and its ignorant pre-

sumption." (MC, 26; HF, 35>



Waat is thereby accomplished is that the threat is
removed from the world where it is esgsentially out of reach, and
is interiorized. that is, connected with human weaknssses,
obsessiveness, and illusions. 1t now has to do with self-
perception. And thus its relation to truth is significantly
altered; folly "has less to do with truth and the world than
with man and the truth of himself that he can perceive. (HF, 36;
my trans.) The threat still exists, of course, but now it
is within, where one can 'get one's hands on it' as it were,
thereby eclipsing the tragic dimension whose dangers were con-
siderably greater. Of course, this 'interiorization' is not
quite that simple, because the forces to be dealt with are
formidable;, and it is precisely at this point that the use of
cunning is required.

First of all, Reason accepts the fact that folly can
and does, on occasion, 'speak the truth'; but the purpose of this
rove is to tie folly to Reason such that from now on "madness
{or follyl and reason enter into a perpetually reversible rela-
tion where all madness has its reason that judges and masters
it, while all reason its madness within which its derisory
truth is discovered." (HF, 41; my trans.) The net result of <thie
apparent 'conceszion' is that folly wmadness) no longer has an
independent existence.

Not only its existence, the value of folly is said to
telong to the same sphere as reaszcn. The value =f folly

consists precisely in reason’s recogrition of it as a sign of
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its own limitations. Folly is not only tjed to reason, it is

essential to it: "If there is reason, it is precisely within the
acknowledgement of this continuous circle of wisdom and folly,

it is with the clear consciousness of their reciprocity and im-
possible division.'" (HF, 44; my trans.)> What effectively happens
is that reason assimilates folly into itself, and thereby
triumphs over it, because "it places folly at the very heart of
its own work, designating it as a movement in reason's own
nature." (HF, 46; my trans.) Reason has thereby removed the
threat. Foucault describes the final result like this: '"'now the
truth of folly (or madness) is nothing other than the victory of
reason and its definitive mastery; for the itruth of madness is to
be within reason, to be a figure of reason, a force, almost a
need so that reason can better assure itself.” (HF, 47; my

trans.

The threat therefore has been effectively removed.

However, it has not been completely eliminated. In the
Classical Age, a new threat arises on what might be called the
'moral horizon', a new fear has surfaced, calling cut for new
solutions. The fear is of this unruly crowd "which included
peasants driven from their farms, disbanded soldiers or
deserters, unemployed workers, impoverished students, and the
sick." (MC, 47; HF, 75-6)> Things get out of hand, there are

riots. There are too many of them to simply be chased away. The



Royal Edict of 1656, establishing the Hopital General, is a
response to this threat. By means of it a new relation is
established between the sovereign and the people, or between the
nation and the individuals that make it up. A new system of
obligation is established between the unemployed and his society:
"he had the right to be fed, but he must accept the physical and
moral constraint of confinement." (MC, 48; HF, 77) Confinement,
with its wide and heterogeneous mandate, begins. it represents a
Europe-wide response to the economic crisis, and in fact is often
repeated in times of crisis well into the eighteenth century,
However, its utility is not restricted to difficult times.
..outside of the periods of crisis, confine-
ment acquired another meaning. Its repressive function
was combined with a new use. It was no longer merely a
question of confining thosce out of work, but of giving
work to those who had been confined and thus making
them contribute to the prosperity of all. The alterna-
tion is clear: cheap manpower in the periods of full
employment and high salaries; and in periods of unem-
ployment, reabsorption of the idle and social

protection against agitation and uprisings. (MC, 51; HF,
79)

-z .cault is quick to note, at this point, that this
‘economic' dimension of the issue should not be understood in
terns of efficiency. In fact, the functional value of such
tactics was nil, and their gradual suppression was inevitable.
The point is the ethical value placed on work was more important
during the Classical Age than the value of economic efficiency.
Work was seen as a panacea, as the rightful activity of 'fallen
man'. It was not the fruits of laber that counted, but labor

itself. The net result of all this, for Foucault, is that the
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idle have replacsad the leper on the moral horizon, to be

replaced in time by the mad. But at this point the mad are
interned because they, like the others, do not work but sit
idle and unproductive.

Foucault's next move is to show haw, within this
heterogeneous lot, madness is to be isolated, alienated,
(alienee), and distinguished. And his method is 'archaec-
logicazl' because he does not, as do most historians in this
case, look to see who will fit into the modern straitjacket as it
were, but is rather concerned with the space which made the
further developments possible,

He begins with the principle that the heterogeneity
displayed is not based on ignorance; rather, he notes that
"confinement did not only play the negative role of exclusion;
it also played a positive role of organization." (HF, 96; my
trans.)' Foucault is claiming that this confinement is but the
surface manifestation of a profound reorganisation of values
and norms. The wvariety of faces that are confined behind bars
and within houses of confinement gradually take on the same
expression, until what we have staring back at us is the face of
Unreason. And the 'us' in question here is the bourgeois family
and its world.

Vhat Foucault is describing then is not only reason's

response to an exterior threat (the idle and unruly masses) but

'This whole chapter, 'Le monde correctionnaire' is not in the
abridged version of which Madness and Civilization is a
translation.




more importantly its response to the much more dangerous and
subtle interior threat (the transgressions within the family
order). This threat Foucault calls Unreason. The response is
confinement. And his point is that the coherence aof the
institution lies not in its science or politics, but in its
perception. Unreason, which had previously been a felt (and
feared? dimension of the world, is now localized, immobilized,
heid at arm's lengthk; 1t can now be watched over, observed. The
threat is physically removed, because Unreason, instead of being
a formless possibility is now recognizable in the form of
distinct characters; not the abstract Moral Types of the
Renaissance, but concrete persons and their specific acts,.
Rather than universalizing Unreason, the Classical Age has
individualized 1it, because now "the man of Unreason is a
concrete character (personpage) grafted from a real social

world, judged and condemned by the society of which he is a

part.'" (HF, 118>

What Foucault has shown thus far is the actual space
wherein madness could arise. He has described the conditions of
its possibility. But it is still not yet clear how madness in
itself is to be distinguished from Unreason as a whole and given
its own particular character.

Again, as indicated above, the mad will be distinguished

as concrete individuals within the motley of other detainees,

with their own specific characteristics. The Classical Age will
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call them ")es furieux", that is, those whose viclence and
disorderly conduct is neither a result of sickness nor crime.
Foucault goes to great lengths to show how the singling out of
the mad within the interned has nothing to do with the
beginnings or stirrings of 2 strictly medical approach to mad-
ness, but rather was a response to the perceived threat of Un-
reason. ' In doing so he is attempting to counter the
traditional approach which proceeds by '"relegating to the past
all that 1s still connected to confinement, and connecting to a
burgeoning future that which already suggests the psychiatric
hospital." (HF, 138) It is precisely this approach .

to the history of ideas that Foucault is attempting to

replace by emphasizing structure over process. He describes the
method he is using as follows: "It is merely a matter -~ achieved
by disengaging chronologies and historical successions from all
perspectives of 'progress', and by restoring to the history of
the experience a movement that owes nothing to the finality, nor
to the orthogenesis, of knowledge - it is a matter of allowing
the figure and structures nf this experience of madness to
appear just as it really was for classicism." (HF, 138-9) This,
of course, is a methodologically important statement. But we
shall defer discussion for the moment, for we too at this moment

are not primarily interested in the orthogenesis of Foucault's

'Here again, Unreason denotes those 'activities' - to the
extent that such immediate responses to concrete conditions
can be called activities - that ramn counter to the ordered
and organized life of Reason, viz. the established order,
the status quo.
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methodological development. His '‘methods' will be discussed at
length in Part II. Thus, although characterized by its
structures, Foucault's primary focus remains the experience of
madness in the Classical Age. And that experience lies
somewhere between the hospitals and the correctional institu-
tions. Or, in other words, somewhere between the medical and
legal perceptions of the 'subject' as postulated by the
establishment and maintenance of those institutions.

The mad are singled out because they fall through the
cracks. They are not judged according to strictly medical
standards, but rather according to social ones. Social
sensibility is the ultimate judge of who is to be interned.
Scandal, not sickness, is the criterion. However, the intern-
ment of the mad is not justified on the grounds of criminality.
On the contrary, the mad do not break the law, they fall outside
of it. This is the ostensible reason for their confinement. No
longer subject to law (Reason) the mad mist be excluded from
society. In fact, the refinement of the definition of the legal
subject (his rights and duties) further defines those who fall
outside of the sphere of its application. This new space is
occupied by the mad, such that the idea of 'mental illness' 1. e,
the 'object' medical knowledge will create for itself, "will
have been slowly constituted as the mythic unity of the legally
incapable subject and of that man recognized as the disrup-
ter of the group: and this through the influence of the moral

and political thought of the eighteenth century." (HF, 146>
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Unreason i1e now further specified: an individual is now mad and

incompetent, and is thereby 'fixed' into a concrete space of
exclusion and retention within the structured order of society.
Thus the mad are, according to Foucault, doubly alien-
ated. And it is this double allienation that will ultimately
designate them as 'mentally 111°', They are alienated from the
legal framework of soclety because they are judged incompetent;
as well they are alienated from the social framework insofar as
their behaviour is considered scandalous and threatening and
therefore their internment is regarded as fully justified.
Feither a legal nor social subject, they now become a subject of
nedical attention. The mad have become the insane., The
operative word here is the notion of becoming. Foucault is not
describing the correction of 2 misguided perception, but a

change in perception.

[f Madness and Civilization is to be understood as a
more or less standard work of history, as it sometimes is', then
1t will be read as an account of the development of the modern
conception of mental health and mental illness. And this account
will generally consist in a description of the necessary
conditions which gave rise to and permitted such a development.
But to read it in this way, to put it in the terms of the

‘cunning of reason', 1is to read it from the point of view of

'Such for example is the opinion expressed in J.-G. Merquiar.
Foucault (London: Fontana, 1985), pp. 26-7.
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reason, l1.e. from the polnt of view of the successful
establishment of the contemporary conception. And the novelty of
Foucault's approach is precisely not to describe that success
from its own vantage point, but from the vantage point of
Unreason. And he can do this because reason has not been
completely successful in silencing Unreason. That perspective is
still opern to us through the works of people like, for example,
Nietzsche, Nerval, and Artaud. 1 mention this again because
it is extremely important to understand that one of the major
questions Foucault's work addresses is that of the position or
status of the historian vis-a-vis the subject-matter of his
work. The past, of course, can only be 'approached' via the
present. However, this does not mean that the past is a
function of the present. If it were, then the study of the
past would be seen exclusively as how the present came to be.
Or, put another way, history is seen as the process which has
led from point A to point B. And while this appears to be more
or less harmless in itself, it becomes less so when the process
so described is characterized as negessary. This necessity is
implied in the very approach of traditional historical under-
standing, which, crudely put, goes something like this: given
these conditions, this was bound to happen, could not but happen.
And historical explanations are judged according to the degree
of necessity their elaboration implies.

Foucault is also concerned with elaborating historical

conditions, in this particular case with the historical
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conditions which underlie differing conceptions of madness.

Traditional histories of madness see the past as the slow devel-
opment of the current conception of mental illness. Foucault, by
pointing to the works of Nietzsche, Nerval, and Artaud, shows
that besides the concept of mental illness there exlsts this
other possibility of madness, and it is from this other perspec-—
tive that he formulates his historical question: given the
possibility (and not the necessity) of a concept of mental ill-
ness (which from the point of view of Nietzsche, Nerval, and
Artaud is curious indeed), what are the conditions which have
permitted its dominance? And it is the description of those
conditions that make up the substance of Madness and Civiliza-—.

tiocn.

One of the essential things Foucault seeks to show is
that the 'isclation' of the mad did not lead to their
*liberation' but ratkher that their 'liberation’' was merely a
further step in their 'isolation'. In other words, the final
'suppression’ of madness is in fact its transformation into the
concept of insanity. That is, the isoclation and specification
of the madman permits the mutation of the concept of confinement
into that of the asylum. The degree of difference between both
institutions is perhaps best illustrated by the degree of danger
each contains. The former attempts to silence its opposite, the
force of Unreason, which in essence opposed the order and
structure of the world. The latter corrects 'unreasonableness’',

the inversion of sense operated by the mad, and thus is not con-



cerned with the structures of the world per se, but merely of
correcting the false picture the insane have of that world. The
threat or fear is not overcome by suppressing it, but simply by
removing it from the world as such.

0f course, this was possible only once the threat was
reduced and isoclated sufficiently to permit such a move. And
this isolation was effected not by anyone in particular but by
the very structures of confinement themselves. Those
structures, that is, and the particular historical circumstances
which surrounded them.

To counter what he has called the reform 'myth' of the
treatment of +the mad, Foucault discusses the prior 'reform' of
confinement that occurred during the economic crisis between
1765 and 1770. The confinement of the mad had become perceived
as unjust already, but "pour les autres". (HF, 422) That is,
during this period there occurs a reassessment of the 'economic’
and 'social' character of the population at large. What this
means is that there is reassessment of the general attitude
towards poverty. Briefly put, poverty is now too widespread to
be faulted morally. It is rather seen as a matter of economics.
Or, in other words, it is recognized that a certain degree of
poverty is necessary for the general wealth to be maintained,
that is, "a people would be poor which had no paupers."” (MC,

230; HF, 428>' The "Poor"” no longer exist:; what we have instead

*Foucault goes on: "indigence becomes an indispensable
element in the State. In it is concealed the secret but
also the real life of a2 society. The poor constitute the
basis and the glory of natioms." (MC, 230; HF, 4282
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is a distinction between poverty which is an inevitable economic

reality and the population, which is the driving force of that
economy. Given this, the idea of confining the 'poor' is a grave
nistake,

But of course it isn't just a matter of letting
everycne loose. A distinction must be made between the useful
and the useless poor, which translates into a distinction
between "the positive element of indigence and the burden of
illness.” (HF, 433) The healthy poor are put 'back into
circulation' as it were, while the sickly poor must be removed
from the hospitals and other institutions, which are now
perceived as "generators of illness" (HF, 437) and returned
to the bosom of the family where proper care and attention can
be given,. In other words, everyone is freed except for the
criminals and the mad. This raises the old question: are the
mad criminal or sick? Are they to be incarcerated or returned to
their families for care? The answer is: neither one nor the
other but something of both.

Actually, it was the way the question was formulated
which best reveals the eventual solution. The problem and its
solution, according to Foucault, was this: "Must the mad be
treated as other criminals and placed within a carceral struc-
ture, or are they to be treated as sick individuals without
families and consitute around them a quasi-family? We will see
precisely how Tuke and Pinel accomplished both in defining the

archetype of the modern asylum." (HF, 448)



Because most commentaries focus precisely on
this development as central to the whole work, there is no
exegetical need to go into the details of the establishment of
the asylum by Tuke in America and Pinel in France. However, in
terms of our own analysis, that is, in terms of the cunning used
by reason in order to remove the threats to its existence and
thereby establish its donminance, this final development is +the
mOost successful because the most subtle. This is because the
issue, as presented by the side of reason, is na longer under-
stood as a matter of reason and order but of the rights and
freedom of rational individuals. The subtlety of this position
is revealed in the fact that, so long as Reason and Order were
given prime significance, Unreason and Disorder, as theilr
opposites, would always exist as an underlying threat, their
'suppression’ notwithstanding. However, once reason is aquated
with freedom, then the absence of reason implies an absence of
freedom. Thus, we move from nature to freedom, or from the
animality of madness to the restraining of the insane, or put
more forcefully, from chains to the straitjacket because now
"within insanity one no longer is faced with the experience of
of the absolute confrontation between reason and unreason, but
with a play [jeul, always relative, always mobile, betwsen free-—
dom and its limits." (HF, 460> What reason now creates is a
carefully controlled environment where the insane, under constant
surveillance are allowed to 'speak their minds' as it were. That

is, the silence that had been imposed on them had had more
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nefarious consequences than allowing them to speak, albeit in a

highly regulated way. In other words, madness had become
'public' once again (insofar as it is a matter of public
concern), but it has now become effectively neutralized; for it
takes its place alongside everything else as something that,
ultimately, can be known, i.e. it becomes an object. And this
objectification is the final triumph of reason because "it
masters madness more profoundly and better than its older sub-
mission to the forms of Unreason. The new aspects of confine-
ment can permit insanity the luxury of a certain freedom: it is
enslaved now and disarmed of its most pr-<uund powers."
(HF, 463) Indeed, not only is madness no longer capable of
speaking for itself freely, but by being ocbjectified (i.e.
psychologized) madness enables reason 'finally' to achieve an
objective view of itself (and not madness). The negativity of
Unreason is fully transformed (and presumably eliminated) into
the positivity of reason.

But of course not completely, or Foucault's history
would not have been possible. Thanks to Nietzsche, Nerval,

Artaud, Van Gogh, glimpses from the point of view of Unreason

have remajined. Or rather, thanks to these people, a space is
created which allows someone like Foucault the possibility of
going beyond reason '*and of recovering the tragic experience

beyond the promises of the dlalectic." (HF, 554> But bhow is
this possible? How do the works of people like Nietzsche and

Van Gogh allow for this possibility of going beyond Reason?



418

Foucault tells us that "by the madness which interrupts it, a
work of art opens a void, a moment of silence, a question with-
out answer, provokes a breach without reconciliation where the
world is forced to question itself.' (MC, 288; HF, 556)

And it is this task of questioning the world's self-
understanding that Foucault takes on with unflinching determi-

nation.



CHAPTER THREE : THE TRIUMPH OF KNOWLEDGE

In the Birth of the Clinic'!, Foucault continues his

critique of the conception of history as the story of reason's
self-development, which, I have been arguing, is the dominant
picture of history; a dominance particularly evident in the his-
tory of ideas. We saw that the subject and target oi Madness

and Civilization was not so much the disciplines of psychology

and psychiatry as it was the history usually given of the
development of those disciplines. The subject and target of the

Birth of the Clinic is modern medicine and its self-appointed

date of birth.

Modern medicine has fixed its own date of birth as
being in the last years of the eighteenth century. Re-
flecting on its situation, it identifies the origin of
its positivity with a return -~ over and above all theory
~ to the modest but effecting level of the perceived.

In fact, the supposed empiricism is not based on a
rediscovery of the absolute values of the visible, nor
on the predetermined rejection of systems and all their
chimeras, but on a reorganization of that manifest and
secret space that opened up when a millenial gaze paused
over men's sufferings. (BC, xii>

This 'manifest and secret space' is that of the
individual body of individual human beings considered in their
concrete individuality. And it is from within this space that
Foucault proposes to cast light on the traditional understanding
of the self-developmert of medical knowledge.

In this sense, the Birth of the Clin:c complements

Madness and Civilization inasmuch as it offers a critigque of the

*Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of
Medical Perception, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1973). Translation of Naissance de 1=
clinique (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 19632,
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self-conception of reason (in the shape of the history of medical
knowledge) in its relation to individual bodies, just as Madness

and Civilization offered a critique of the self-conception of

reason (in the shape of the history of psychiatry) in its

relation to the mind.

However, another interesting facet of the Birth of the

Clinic is the way that it too can be read as revealing *the
cunning of reason' and once again from cutside the perspective
of reason; indeed, from the perspective of that which reason
uses up in order to accomplish its own end (i.e. its continued
self-development>, that is, individual bodies. A= we shall see,
these individual bodies end up dissected and thereby reveal to
knowledge their universality. Echoes of Hegel are here very
strong, for in his description of the cunning of reason he
writes, as we have seen, that the "particular is as a rule in-
adequate in relation to the universal, and individuals are sac-—
rificed and abandoned as a result.” 0Of course, Hegel claims to
be writing from the point of view of the universal, whereas
Foucault here is attempting to write from the point of view of
that which is '"sacrificed and abandoned as a result": that is,
the bodies of individuals. And he can do this because he does
not see the 'birth' of the clinic as a p-cessary condition for

that which is said to follow, but rather examines it in terms of

the conditions of ppssibility that would permit or allow (make
Possible)? such an appropriation of individuality. Thus, rather

than treating this self-appointed 'birth' of the clinic zs a
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etep in an historical process, he treats it as a fundamental

reorganization of the relation between knowledge and the indivi-

dual, characterized as follows:

The ogbject of discourse may equally well be a
subject, without the figures of objectivity being in
any way altered. It is this formal reorganization, in
depth, rather than the abandonment of theories and old

systens, that made clinical experience possible; it
lifted the old Aristotelian prohibition: one could at

last told a scientifically structured discourse about
an individual. (BC, xiv)

It is this clinical experience that Fouczult . ishes to
examine, not in terms of what in contributes to later develop-
ments, but in terms of itself, in terms of ite discursive speci-
ficity, wnere the facts of discourse are "to be treated not as
autonomous nuclei of multiples significations, but as events and
functional segments gradually coming together to form a systen"
and where the meaning or significance of any particular estate-
ment is not defined "by the treasure of intentions that it might
contain, revealing it and concealing it at the same time, but by
the difference that articulates it upon the other real or poss-
ible statements, which are contemporary to it or to which it is
opposed in the linear series of time." (BC, xvii) Only in this
way, according to Foucault, can we respond positively and in-—
telligently to our incontrovertible historicity, which Foucault
characterizes as the fact that we are destined "historically to
history, to the patient construction of discourses abput dis-

courses, and to the task of hearing what has already been said."

(BC, =nvi)
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Foucault follows a plan roughly similar to that worked

out in Madpess and Civilization insofar as he first discusses

institutional developments and then goes on to examine the
theoretical discussions that abound internally to those
institutions. However, botk can be approached through the re-
organization being effected in the relation between the doctor
and his patient. This reorganization in the medical profession
is isomorphic with the changes in relations in other areas, for
example the political arena, where, at the end of the eighteenth
century the relation between the State and its citizens was also
being profoundly organized, or again in the economic sphere and
the concomitant rise of a liberal ideology. Foucault wants us
to keep our eyes on or our ears open to the noises of this debate

when considering this other relation between the doctor and the

patient.

The transformation of the relation between doctor and
patient, Foucault suggests, is perhaps best evoked by considering
the question the doctor initially asks the patient: from "what is
wrong with you?" the question has become "where does it hurt?"
Whereas the former question concerns less the patient than his or
her illness, the latter guestion concerns less the patient than
his or her body.

In fact, the question "what is wrong with you?" that
the doctor asks, Foucault suggests in his first chapter,

indicates less a reciprocal relation than the relative unimport-



ance 0f ojther the patient or the doctor. Wbat matters is the

iliness, the 'rational spoce' 0f illness. Illness exlsts not
in the patient's body but the classificatory space of essences;

it can only be spotted on these gualitative grids. The essence

of 1llness and the physical body of the patient are connected
only by means of these gualities, which the doctor merely
trangposes from his examination of the patient ontc the
classificatory grid. In fact, the illness, to be known, must be
isnlated from the individual in which it resides; the individual
is thus a negative element. However, this negativity remains
indispensable, because an illness can arise, that is, its
qualities can only become manifest against the backdrop of the
particular character of a particular individual. In other words,
the patient, although inessential in terms of the illness itself,
is essential in terms of the perception of the illness. Thus, on
the one hand, the relation between the doctor and the patient is
abstract because "the patient is the rediscovered portrait of
the disease" (BC, 15>', but, on the other hand, the relation
grows increasingly concrete insofar as they are "caught up in an
ever greater proximity, bound together, the doctor by an ever
more attentive, more insistent, more penetrating gaze, the
patient by all the silent, irreplaceable qualities that, in him,
betray - that is, reveal and conceal - the clearly ordered form

of the disease. (BC, 15-16)

'in French, the passage reads: "le malade c'est la maladie
ayant acquis des traits singuliers'" (NC, 14).
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But besides this rapprochement between the 'body' of
medical knowledge and the physical body of the patient, a third
element must be introduced if the reorganisation we are tracing
is to be adequately understood. This third element is the space
where the doctor and patient meet.

Tkhe hospital, like civilization, is an artificial construct.
It was not, in the eighteenth century, the antiseptic and
sterilized institution it is today. Rather it was seen as
"the temple of death". (BC, 17> The natural place
for illness was not the hospital but the family. This attitude
towards illness, of course, "coincides exactly with the way in
which, in political tkought, the problem of assistance is re-
flected." (BC, 18) Foucault takes up here the discussion,

already encountered in Madness and Civilization, about how

poverty was seen as a necessary element for the smooth
functioning of the economy. In the ideal liberal society the
hospitals would be superfluous. And the sick would be treated at
home. But by whom? In order for the "privatisation"” of illness
to work, the treatment offered must be checked, monitored; "a
system of surveillance is needed in order to insure that abuses
would be prevented and quacks forbidden to practise, and, by
means of an organized, healthy, rational medicine, home care
would prevent the patient's becoming a victim of medicine and
avoid exposure to contagion of the patient's family." (BC, 19-20)
And it is the context of this concern which gradually will

structure the institutional space of medical knowledge.



56

The monitoring of private care was a problem for the

medical profession at the end of the eighteenth century. And
the problem was not merely one concerning the kind of care the
patient received but, perhaps more importantly, concerned the
xind of illness unmonitored patients might gspread.

A good example of this is the whole question of epi-
demlcs as it arose in the eighteenth century. Before the
changes we are here considering, standard medical knowledge did
not distinguish any essential difference between an epidemic and
the individual cases that make it up; they were not studied imn
their generality but were rather 'tracked down' to their concrete
manifestations, which meant that: "4 medicine of epidemics could
exist only if supplemented by a police." (BC, 25> A police force
oi health inspectors, as it were, whose researches and findings
were to prescribe what medical measures must be taken. The
result is that, with the establishment of a kind of 'epidemic
control centre', medicine is 'politicized' and a new medical
corps is born (distinguished from everyday practitioners>.

The centralisation of the medical profession
was accompanied, even buttressed, by two predominant
myths. The first held that doctors became the new priests, the
new clergy, of a rational social order, who, of course, did not
save the soul, but healed the body. The second myth held that
jllness itself would disappear in the good society, that is, a

society that was not wracked by disorderly passions and excess.



The two myths, although in apparent contradiction, according to

Foucault, complement one another as do black and white. He

writes:

The two dreams are isomorphic: the first ex-
pressing in a very positive way the strict, militant,
dogmatic medicalization of society, by way of a quasi-
religious conversion, and the establishment of a thera-
peutic clergy; the second expressing the same medical-
ization, but in a triumphant, negative way, that is to
say, the volatilization of disease in a corrected,
organized, and ceaselessly supervised environment, in
which medicine itself would finally disappear, together
with its object and its raison d'8tre. (NC, 32>

Of ccurse, these myths did not survive the revolutionary
fervo£ and spirit that engendered them, but they did produce a
significant effect. Medicine, by being tied to the political
utopia, broke out of its endemic negativity, and received 'the
splendid task of establishing in men's lives the positive role
of health, virtue, and happiness.”" (BC, 34) Indeed, more than
this, medicine ceases to be merely a knowledge of how to heal
certain ailments; 1t goes much further and enmbodies also
"a knowledge of healthy man, that is, a study of non-sick man
and a definition of the model man.” (BC, 34> This signals a
fundanmental shift in medical perception insofar as the criterion
is no longer health but normality. The object of medical
attention is no longer the restoration of health to the sick
individual, but to place him or her within the context of the

normal and the pathological.
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The Byrth of the Clinic follows pretty much the same

pattern as Madness and Civilization albeit with stricter

reference to the structural similarities or analogies between
different levels of social (in this case political and medical)
discourses and the practices they are said to justify.

In the second half of the book, Foucault looks exclusi-
vely at medical discourse itself as it is structured within this
newly formed clinical space. And what he shows is how, within
this clinical space, life itself becomes a mere moment in the
self-elaboration of knowledge. He does not mean 'life' in the
abstract, but the concrete life of the individual, as it pro-
Rresses through illness and death. Thus, knowledge is able to
overcome the limits of illness, and by appropriating the indivi-
dual as a moment of itself, transcends the limit of death (for
death is always the death of an individual). This is possible
because within the clinic death is no longer seen as an absolute
dividing line, but is seen rather as "multiple, and dispersed in
time." (BC, 142) The de-absolutization of death is fundanental
to the new medical perception. No longer seen as the firal stage
of life and 1llness, death is incorporated into the same process;
life, iliness and death "now form a technical and conceptual
trinity.” (NC, 146> But, in fact, death now even plays a more
fundamental role than the other two terms. Death is that which
de-composes the order of life and illness. Death becomes the
observational pinnacle from where life and illness can come into

their own (as knowledge). Foucault tells us that "death was the
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peint of view from the height of which disease opened up onto
truth; the lifes/disease/death trinity was articulated in a
triangle whose summit culminated in death; perception could Erasp
life and disease in a single unity only insofar as it invested
death in its own gaze." (BC, 158)>

However, as Foucault reminds us, we are not here
talking about death in the abstract, about death in general; we
are talking about the death of concrete individual bodies.
Indeed, this is an gssential feature for the possibility of
medical knowledge, as it is of guaranteeing a fundamental role
to the individual, which, of course, is basic to the ideology (as
it is articulated in its various manifestations: pPolitics,
economics, medicine) of the period in question. That is, the
individual is necessary for medical knowledge insofar as: "Only
individual illnesses exist: not because the individual reacts
upon his own illness, but because the action of the illness
rightly unfiolds in the form of individuality.” (BC, 168-~169)
This new medical perception, then, this 'new' medical knowledge
vindicates the principle of individuality beyond its rhetorical
and ldeological roots, and grounds it firmly in scientific
self-knowledge. But this knowledge is achieved at the cost of
the individual's life. However, the irony is that it is only by
dying that one finally achieves true individuality because one's
unique and irreplaceable individuality is ultimately and
definitively expressed in the way one dies; "in the slow, half-

subterrancan, but already visible approach of death, the dull,
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common life becomes an indlviduality at last." (BC, 171)

One would be hard pressed, 1 would suggest, to find a

better example of what Hegel meant by the 'cunning of reason'.

Medical knowledge proved not only cunning in the establishment
of its claims to universal validity (as a science) but at the
same time acknowledged the necessity for, and thereby legitima-
ted the appropriation of, the lives of concrete individuals.
These lives are no longer 'senseless' from a universal point of
view, but are rather essential moments in a progress that moves
above and beyond them. To paraphrase Hegel, then, medical
knowledge "pays the tribute which existence and the transient
world exact [namely the inevitable reality of deathl, but it pays
it through the illinesses of individualz rather than out of its
own respurces.'

Here we see why Foucault chose the development of
medical knowledge as his subject, for it represents in concrete
historical terms the fundamental characteristic of 'modernity’
which expresses itself in the paradox of human finitude -
that in recognizing its limits it recognizes its strength in
the promise of unlimited progress - which underlies the whole
modern project of achieving self-knowledge through the human
sciences (a subject he will return to at length in Les mois et
les choses). Foucault's choice proves to be most revealing
because "medicine offers modern man the obstinate, yet reassur-
ing face of his finitude; in it, death is endlessly repeated,

but it is also exorcised; and although it ceaelessly reminds man
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of the limit that he bears within him, it also speaks to him of
that technical world that is the armed, positive, full form of
his finitude.” (BC, 198>

The stage is set for Foucault's next attempt to try to
come to grips with, and even try to go beyond, this notion of

finitude, and the kind of limits 1t places on self-knowledge.



CHAPTER FOUR - THE SILENCE OF THE PAST

The two works we have examined in some detail are quite
clearly works pf history in a more or less straightforward sense
insofar as they deal with certain specific features which belong
to the past. But they are also, perhaps less straightforwardly,
works about history, not only because they question standard
approaches to the subject-matters in question (i.e. madness and
disease), but because they implicitly guestion the very assump-
tions upon which the study of history rests. I say 'implicitly’
because at this point in Foucault's work the radical character
0of his questions lies more in the perspective from which he
concretely approaches his subject-matter rather than from any
explicitly formulated theoretical positicn. The perspective he
ndopts is in an important sense putside of history and this is
what provides him with his critical distance. The sense in
which this perspective is outside the historical process is that
it represents that which is ultimately excluded from the
historical process: the individual in his concrete, contingent,
and accidental individuality.

However, this concern for the individual 1is precisely
also a concern for history; history, that is, in all of its

concrete particularity, its contingent relations, and accidental

developments and outcomes. This, one might argue, is what the

fine detail of history is about; detail that is marred by an
over-zealous concern with the process of history considered as a

whole, or a hasty assessment of iits general significance. His-
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tory, many will argue, is only about irdividuals insofar as they
can be seen to be contributing to the process as a whole. His-
tory, as opposed to, say, the recounting of mere stories of the
past is concerned with concrete particularities only to the
extent that they can generate more abstract generalities (eg.
about human behaviour, economic patterns, social movements);
history seeks not contingent relations but necessary conditions
leading not to accidental, but rather significant, developments.
Of course, this is not the only conception of history. Indeed,
this chapter will discuss developments in histuriography that
effectively challenge this view. However, I am arguing that it
remains the deminant 'plcture' of history, cne that, [ will try
to show, still has a hold on even the most sustained attempts at
avoiding 1t. The picture of history I refer to, again, is that
plcture which sees history as the story of how the past has con-
tributed to the self-development of the present; or, history is

the story of how the present came to be.

Foucault, in both works considered so far, takes up
the case of this nameless individual that history - as the story
of how the present came to be - uses up and leaves behind. That
is, he deals not with the mind and body of history, but the mind
and body of that which history leaves behind: the mind of
Unreason and the body of the dead individual. The fuel and

fodder of progress.

In the conclusion to the Birth of the Clinic, Foucault

sums up quite nicely what he sought to demonstrate in his {1rst
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two major works:

Vestern man could constitute hirself within

his language, and gave himself, in himself and by him-
self, a discursive existence, only in the opening crea-
ted by his own elimination: from the experience of Un-
reason was born psychology; from the integration of
death into medical thought is born a medicine that is
given as a science of the individual: [from Holderin's
Empedocles to Nietzsche's Zarathustra, and on to

" Freudian manl' an obstinate relation to death
prescribes to the universal its singular face, and

lends to each individual the power of being heard for-
ever; the individual owes to death a meaning that does
not cease with him. (BC, 197)

This goes some way towards explaining Foucault's
preoccupation in his next few works with the elaboration of the
charncter and function of 'discursive practices', - what
he calls 'episteme’ - perhaps even to tke point of obscuring the
relation these discourses have with the individuals they both
reveal and conceal at the sam¢ time. And we shall have occasion
to note just how true this is in the next Part. But as his
subsequent work will prove, the guiding thread still remains for
Foucault the incontrovertibility of the 'anonymous individual’
at the base of history. Perhaps Foucault's greatest success in
these early works is to have pointed to the 'space of Unreason'
and the individualized body of illness as concrete examples of
what is meant by the 'anonymous individual' in history, i.e. an
individuality that is not sacrificed but is rather guaranteed by

that anonymity and can be discerned only negatively as the back-

"Curiously enough, the French text reads: ['Et 4'une fagon
g€nérale, 1' expérience de 1' individualité dans la culture
moderne est peut- etre 1iée A celle de la mort: des cadavres
ouverts de Bichat & 1'homme freudienl... (KC, 201>
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drop against which the 'social individuval' of historical concern
gains 1ts prominence and sense. Just how to sustain an account

©f this notion of 'anonymous individuality' without falling him-
self within a specific (one might say 'ideological') discursivity

is precisely the problem will have again and again to confront.

But <(much) mecre of that later.

Before going to the next Part where Foucault's res-
ponse takes on a distinctly 'theoretical' bent, I would like to
take a little time to place this discussion within a wider
historiographical (as opposed to a strictly philosophical) con-
text, one which turns out to be quite receptive to the concern
for the 'anonymous individual' (altkough it too stresses 'anony-
mity' at the expense of 'individuality').

That Foucault can be treated within a historiograph-
ical context seems a matter of course, given that he tended to
congider himself more of an historian than a philosopher. So
much so that the chair he eventually held at the College de
France was, at his request, given the name of: History of
Systems of Thought. And part of the task of this study is
precisely that of placing him within the context of French iLis-
toriography. This of course has been noticed in the literature,
although it seems for the most part to be restricted to the work
of the sixties, connecting bhim with the Annales school and -iith
the developments in the philosophy and history of science. This

is what we will discuss briefly here. However, what doesn'ti seen
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to have been given the attention it deserves is the connection

Foucault's work after The Archaeology of Knowledge has to the

subsequent developments in French historiography, generically
referred to as 'la nouvelle histoire'. These connections will be
drawn out in Parts III and IV of this study. In the sixties,
however, the two main developments of French historiography bear
resemblence to Foucault's work in a particularly noticeable
nanner.

On the one hand there had been an emphasis on what has
been called "1la longue duree" in historical studies, especilally
in the work of Fernand Braudel (himself taking over the Annales
banner from his mentors Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre)', On the

other hand, Louis Althusser (working in the vein of Gaston

Bachelard and Georges Canguilhem) has developed the notion of

a "coupure épistemologique" i.e. an emphasis on discontinuity in
history. And as Lemert and Gillan bave written: "Stable struct-
ures and discontiruities, history of the long term and the
history of rupture meet in Foucault."= VWhat we want to do here
is give a brief account of these twin develupments with special
reference to how they contribute to a concern with "anonymity"

within history.

'The standard work on the Annales school in French historio-
graphy is probably Traian Stoianovich, French Historical
Method: the Annales Paradigm (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1976).

*Michel Foucault: Social Theory and Transgression (New York:
Columbia, 1982», p. 11,



First off, it should be noted that the two historio-
graphical developments arise out of specific disciplinary boun-
caries of unequal dimensions. The Annales school represents a
very broad conception that applies to the study of history as a
whole, as an academic discipline. The historiographkical inno-
vations introduced by people like Canguilhem, Bachelard, or
Althusser are more restrictive in one sense, jinsofar as they are
concerned with the history of ideas (or more specifically the
history end philosophy of science); but in another sense their
concéptions have a wider impact because they are epistemological
in a‘general sense, and are not limited to the epistemology of
historical knowledge.

These internal disciplinary considerations account to
some extent for the differences between the two approaches to
history. and even, perhaps, for their apparent opposition. This
suggestioa gains plausibility when we examine the character of
the traditional historiographical concerns either approach was
faced with, and their reaction to those concerns.

1f we begin with the Amnales school (taken as whole,
even though there are differences in emphasis and orientation
between Bloch and Febvre and the later 'generations' as they
came to be called), theilr criticism and restructuring of trad-
tional historiography can be summed up in four major points,
each of them pointing towards the "anonymous'" eide of history.

1) Traditional historiography only considers written

documents and first-person or direct accounts as evidence,
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while obviously non-written resources, such as those provided by

archeclogy and statistics reveal a wealth of information. (In

Foucault's work, especially Madness and Civilization, much use is

made of the 'art' of a period in discerning its fundamental
concerns.

2) Traditional historiography centers around and empha-
sizes singular events spread over a short period of time while
overlooking the general developmen: of societies and cultures as
revealed by mundane, repeated facts that take place over a long
period of time (like agricultural practices, or, in Foucault,
practices of confinement).

3> Traditional historiography gives special status to
the political, the diplomatic and the military character of
historical events while underestimating socio-economic and
cultural facts. Foucault's archaeological considerations can,
at least in the works just examined, be seen as a combination of
the socio-economic and the cultural.

4> And finally, traditional historiography, according
to the Annales school, was ‘cowardly'. It feared debale, and
eschewed controversial interpretation and rafused any form of
historical synthesis. Foucault's 'attack' on traditional his-
tory of ideas is also in keeping with this final point.

Such is the negative characterization of the Annales
school. A positive characterization is a more difficult matter
since the major commonality between the historians affiliated to

or indebted to the Annales paradigm' is their rejection of trad-
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itional historiography.= The Annales movement can be divided
into the work of three generations of historians. The first
generation consists essentially of Marc Bloch and Lucien
Febvre, the founders of the Annales journal itself in 1929.
Bloch's work diverged from traditional historiography first by
emphasizing economic factors rather than merely political and
military ones; but, more importantly, he argusd for a compara-
tive approach to history which sought to draw analoglies between
geographically and even temporally distinct phenomena, thus
exploding the generally requential causal iramework of tradi-
tional historiography. He drew attention to the importance of
drawing similarities and dissimilarities between distinct pheno~
mena.® Febvre's innovation and contribution is an enphasis on
the study of 'sensibility' in history, of the emotional life of
the past and of its importance in shaping the context and
content of the evidence historians consider, < again undermining

the almost exclusive concern of establishing causal chains.

'For a characterization of the Annales approach to history as
a 'paradigm', cf. T. Stralanovitch, p. 236ff,

“For a critical assessment of the Annales movement, cf. F.
Dosse, L'histoire '"en miettes" (Paris: La Découverte, 1987).
For a more polemical study, cf. H. Coutau-Bégarie,

Le_ phénoméne "Nouvelle histoire": Stratdgies et idéologies
des npouveaux historiens (Paris: Econonica, 1989).

FFor a brief discussion, cf. M. Bloch, 'A Contribution
Towards a Comparative History of Human Societies'in French

Studies in History, eds. M. Aymard and H. Mukhia (New Delhi:
Jrient Longman, 1988>, pp. 35-68.

“Cf. Lucien Febvre, 'Sensibility and History: How to
Reconstitute the Emotional Life of the Past’ in French
Studies in History, pp. 102-120.
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The second generation, led by the imposing figure of

Fernand Braudel, is preoccupied with the establishment and in-
vestigation of "la longue duree'': Braudel's name for a particu-
lar level of slow-moving historical time descriptive not of
events and dates, but of structures and patterns that develop
slowly over time and help shape and determine those matters
dealt with by more traditional histories.' This periond is esp-
ecially concerned with introducing and developing quantitative
methods in history.

The third generation builds on the work of the first
two; but while the first helped introduce economic and psycho-
logical considerations into historical research, and the second
geographical and mathematical methodologies, the third makes use
of anthropology, ethnography and linguistics. Its main concerns
revolve around the material conditions and support of culture as
well as a concern with what bhas come to be called "1'histoire des

mentalités" which explores what might be called the collective

unconscious of a particular time and place.®

Foucault, I will be arguing throughout this thesis, can
and should be read against the backdrop of these historiograph-
ical developments. Indeed, I am arguing that, if Foucault's

philosophy of history is of interest and importance, it is

'Cf. F. Braudel, 'History and the Social Sciences: The Langue
Duree' in French Studies in History, pp. 69-101.

=p zood overall treatment of this third generation can be
found in the three volumes edited by Pierre Nora and Jacques
Le Goff, Faire de 1'histoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1974.)
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because it takes into account this 'pew history' as it is often

called; a new history that has gone a considerable way in
exploding the traditional "pPicture' of history and thereby can
contribute to reducing the peculiar grip it has on the contemp-~
orary imagination.

And nowhere is this 8rip more apparent than in the his-
tory of ideas. For while Foucault can be read as belonging to
this new history inasmuch as his work draws out the similarities
and dissimilarities of different periods by examining the struc-
tures and patterns of what he will call the 'positive uncon-
scious' of history, he does so with the standard practices and
BUrposes of the history of ideas in mind. And in this, his
approach is also indebted to the work of Gaston Bachelard and
Georges Canguilhem, his teacher and thesis advisor. This is
interesting because, in certain ways, the new history contrasts
with the historiographical innovations surfacing in the history
and philosophy of science at about the same time. For while
emphasis on generality and the long-term proved to be inngvative
in historical research as such, it was already well-entrenched
in the history of ideas ¢(or of science). The history of science
was seen as the gradual development and progressive elucidation
of the modern scientific outlook. It was seen as the etory of
trial and error, of flushes of brilliance, and the slow march of
truth. People like Bachelard and Canguilhem were tgo puncture the

smoothness of this edifying story by bringing it down to earth.:

'For a discussion of Bachelard ang Canguilbem with the work
of Foucault in mind, cf. G. Gutting, op. cit., and also D.



Bachelard introduces the notion of an 'epistemoclogical break’

whose point is that the development of science actually proceeds
by breaking with ordinary modes of perception and understanding
by placing the objects under investigation under new concepts
and thereby revealirg heretofore unimagined relations between
them. These new relations result in a restructuring of the
character of that experience such that the continuity it has
with the past is one of difference rather than similarity. For
his part, Canguilhem also wants to oppose the supposed cont-
inuity. of the development of scientific knowledge. (This is
particularly evident, as we have had occasion to notice, in the
way traditional history of science sees its task as the tracing
of 'precursors’ of modern ideas - eg. Aristarchus on heliocen-
trism - thereby assuming that these ideas can be taken out of
their contexts and compared in terms of their 'resemblance' to
modern ideas.?> Canguilhem sees the problem as in part the
result of seeing the history of science as the history of
theories (i.e. each one trying to correct the mistakes of the
last one). Instead of this, Canguilhem suggests that it is more
fruitful to study the history of concepts since it is the con-
cepts themselves vhich organize the various concerns which are
pursued. Concepts, unlike theories, are not tied to particular
formulations, and thus can be discerned by means of their relat-

ions and not by means of explicit articulation. Concepts

Lecourt, Marxism and Epistemoliogy: Bachelard, Canguilhem and
Foucault, trans. Ben Brewster (London: New Left Books,

19753,
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suggest the guestions that were asked rather than the answers
that are finally given; answers are always compromises, whereas
questions reveal the formation and transformation of concepts
at a more fundamental level.

This brings us to Althusser, who also uses the ideas of
Bachelard and Canguilhem to attack traditional historiography,
but his concern is not restricted to the history and philosophy
of the sciences. His use of the 'epistemological break' is not
confined to the development of science but to our understanding
of society as a whole. What comes out of this new orientation is
an emphasis on the structure of re'ations between conceptual
concerns which have nothing to do with the explicit projects of
self-conscious agents. Rather, Althusser makes use of agents
merely as the 'bearers' of these structures of relations, while
the really interesting story is that of the structures
themselves, their formation and dissolution in the friction of
constant interaction, thereby suggesting a discontinuous develop-
ment characterized by the clash between new intelligibilities and
the survival of old incoherences,

Obviously, even if we only consider the works examined
thus far, Foucault owes a great deal to these thinkers. The

idea of discontinuity, of the reorganization of a conceptual

space clearly echoes Bachelard's idea of an epistemological
break. Indeed, Foucault's fundamental purpose '"of showing the
contingent nature of what present themselves as necessary a

priori limits on knowledge corresponds to Bachelard's insistence
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that philosophical a prioris derive from our inability or
unwillingness to think beyond the categories of current (or
recently past) science.'' As well, Canguilhem's insistence

on the structures revealed by ‘the examination of concepts rather
than theories is reflected in Foucault's attempt to uncover more
fundamental structures that link different discursive practices.
In this, Foucault, like Althusser, places the weight of his
analysis on the structure of relations between concepts rather
than privileging the explicit projects of self-conscious agents.

This last point also shows how the two developments in
French historiography come together: they both reject self-con-
sclousness as the subject and object of history and instead
emphasize the structural and relational characteristics of the
development of various practices in and over time.

The interest of Foucault, however, 1s the way in which
the rejection of self-conscicusness as the determining factor
and primary matter of history is sustained and developed., It
is, I will be arguing, the primary focus of his work considered
as a whole. And I will also be arguing that out of this sus-
tained rejection there arises a notion of what I am calling
‘anonymous individuality'. This 'anonymous individuality' is
not meant to replace self-consciousness as a new 'subject and
object' of history, kowever; rather, it signals a different
answer to the question of the point and purpose of which, I fur-

ther argue and suggest, becomes the fundamental and central

TGutting, p. 53.



question of a renewed conception of the Philosophy of history.



PART I1 — THE PROCESS OF HISTORY : "THIRGS SAID"

INTRODUCTION: UNEARTHING THE POSITIVE UNCONSCIQUS
The works considered in this Part are crucial for

understanding Foucault's conception of history. The Order of

Things, The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Order of Discourse

will be read as offering, In a more sustained mannar than pre-
viously, what this study is calling Foucault's philosophy of
history. That is, the developmeznt and discussion of the archae-—
ological method is to be read in the wider context of his gene-
ral reflections on and use of the concept of history.

Foucault, like most phileosophers of history, is
struggling with the ambiguity of the very notion of history.
Sometimes he uses the term with obvious reference to it as a
discipline. This is clear when he discussses the notion of
archaeology as a methodological alternative to the traditional
approach to the study of history - more specifically the history
of ideas. At other times, the notion of archaeoclogy, in its
use of the concepts of epistemes and discursive formations,
appears to be more descriptive of the historical process as such.
Unfortunately, just as in the case of the ambiguous use of the
notion of history in traditional philosophy of history, it is not
always clear whether it may not carry with it certain ontologi-
cal implications. Similarly for the notion of episteme, one is
not always sure if it is meant to be descriptive or if it is to
be understood as methodologically prescriptive.

However, Foucault is not alone in this oscillation be-

76
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tween a methodological and ontological treatment of history.

Indeed, this oscillation may be ~onsidered the moving force be-
hind the developments of modern French bhistoriography discussed
in the final chapter of the last Part. The methods adopted,
whether they are the quantitative ones characteristic of econo-
mics and statistical analysis, or the more qualitative ones de-
rived from anthropology and psychology, imply conceptions of the
historical process itself as best characterized or understood,
for the first, in terms of economic patterns, or, for the
second, in terms of the unconscious structures of various 'men-
talites'. And these conceptions in turn are shaped by the suc-
cess ér failure of various methodological extensions and appli-
cations.

An examination of the oscillation between methodology
and ontology characteristic of Foucault's approach to history
will be the focus of this Part. Generally speaking, Foucault's
approach to history is to be seen, as he himself suggests, as
the attempt "to reveal a positive unconscious of knowledge: a
level that eludes the consciousness of the scientist and yet is
part of scientific discourse."' Here we have a clear example
of how Foucault combines the structural concerns with the un-
conscious characteristic of the new history with the epistemo-

logical concerns of the history and philosophy of science as

'Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the
Human Sciences, trans. A. Sheridan-Smrith (New York:), p. =i,
Hereafter referred to as OT. Foucault has provided, for
this English translation, a useful introduction specifically
addressed to an English-speaking audience.
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practised by Bachelard and Canguilhem. Foucault describes this

positive unconscious as those '‘rules of formation, which were

never formulated in their own right, but are to be found only in
widely differing thecories, concepts, and objects of study, that
1 have tried to reveal, by isolating, as their specific locus, a
level that I have called, somewhat arbitrarily perhaps, archaeo-
logical." (OT, xi> Thus, it is quite clear that the uncovering
of this positive unconscious is the object of Foucault's histo-
rical investigations and we shall examine this more closelj in a
nmonent.

But can we say that the positive unconscious also des-
ignates the gubject of history? Is Foucault suggesting that
the historical process itself is to be understood as the process
of this positive unconscious such that the course of history is
determined unconsciously? The answer to this question - which
is the central question of the works we are here considering -
can only be found through an examination of some of the philo-
sophical problems that arise out of Foucault's conception of
this positive unconscious.

Foucault himself formulates three of the problems in

the forward to the English edition of The Order of Things. Ve

chall take up these formulations and devote a chapter to each.
The first chapter will deal with the problem of change.

It will exmamine the way in which continuity and discontinuity

play off each other in Foucault's work. More precisely, it will

discuss in what sense discontinuity is descriptive of the his-
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torical process as such.

The second chapter will discuss the problem of causal-

ity, provoked In large part by the theme of discontinuity. That
is, 1if the process of history is described in terms of success-
jve discontinuously related discursive formations, then what
causes the formations of any particular one and what causes the
rupture with the formatior of the next? [t should be noted
immediately that Foucault does not provide an answer to this
question; rather, his discussion throws an interesting light on
the whole question of causation in history.

And, finally, the question of causation leads to a final

chapter that deals with the problem of the subject indicated

above. What is the subject of history for Foucault? The struc-
tures of knowledge? And how are these related to the tradition-
al subject of history, i.e. the actual doings and sufferings of
human beings? That is, we will discuss what Foucault means when
he attempts to show how human agents, the traditional subject of
history, are 'determined in thelr situation, their function,
their perceptive capacity, and their practical possibilities by
conditions that dominate and even overwhelm them.'" <(OT, xiwv>

The examination of these problems should give us a good
idea of how, at this stage, Foucault conceives the historical

process.



CHAPTER CONE - THE PROBLEM OF CHANGE

Foucault has sonmetimes been called an anti-historian.’

The primary reason for this is his emphasis on the notion of

discontinuity in history; of abrupt, inexplicable, and fundamen-
tal changes in the way human beings have understcod the world
around them. Such an emphasis is anti-historical on a particu-
lar reading of history, one which characterizes history as the
story of how the present came to be. [ argued in the last Part
that this is the dominant view of history. It is a view which
recognizes and makes a distinction between the past and history.

History selects out of the past the gignificant developments

that have contributed to giving shape to the present and point-
ing to the future. On this view, the individual and the parti-
cular do not possess historical significance in and of them-
selves, but only to the extent that they can be seen to be con-
tributing to a larger collective developnent. Raymond Aron,
for example, espouses such a view and characterizes it as

follows:

At a certain goint in time, an individual reflects
on his adventure, a collectivity on its past, humanity
on its evolution: thus are born the autobiography, par-
ticular history, universal history. History is the
retrospective grasp of human development ([devenirl,
that is, at once social and spiritual.=

'For example, J.M. Merquior, Foucault (London: Fontana’, p.
45,
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On this view, to describe the historical process as

subject to abrupt discontinuous and inexplicable change is pre-

cisely to refuse to see the historical process historically.

That 1s, it is in effect to refuse to do history, whose task it
is to show the continuity of the historical process in terms of
human development.

However, as our examination of Foucault's work in the
last Part Las shown, it is precisely this plcture of history
that Foucault is intent on questioning. We saw that in
those works Foucault attempted to shift radically the point of
view of the historian, first by attempting to write from within
the space of Unreason and then from the space opened up by the
body of the dead indlvidual. What these attempts suggestied was
that Foucault realized in order to treak out of the traditional
approach to history - one which sees its task as the telling of
the story of how the past necessarily led up to the present - he
would have somehow to stand outside of that present's self-
understanding. In that sense, then, Foucault was indeed an anti-
historian. But in another sense, in wishing to break out of the

present’'s self-understanding, Foucault was nothing but an

historian, insofar as the historian's self-appointed task is to
give us an unbiased and 'objective’' account of the past. And as
many historians remind us, the interest and significance of

studying and preserving the past lies precisely in the fact that

®R. Aron, Introduction 3 la philosophie de 1'histoire (Paris:
Gallimard, 19483, p. 98. My translation.
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the past 1s unlike the present.’ In this sense, Fcoucault was
anything but an anti-historian. And it is only i1f we keep this
in mind that we can understand and properly assess Foucault's
often repeated claim of being merely a 'positivist'.=

Of course, these brief considerations lead immediately
to a series of well-known and much discussed difficulties in the
pkhilosophy of history concerning the 'objectivity’' of historical
knowledge, of the relation of the past to the present, and the
whole question of historical evidence. But these are precisely
the questions Foucault's work addresses in the development of
his archaeological approach to the past.

The primary function of this 'archaeclogical' approach
is to uncever the radical discontinuities that underiie the
seemingly unified development recounted by traditional
historiography. At least, this is Foucault's deliberately
provocative way of putting it. We have already noted that the
radical character of such a move is somewhat attenuated when
it is placed within the context of the twin development of
modern French historiocography discussed in the last chapter of the
previous Part of this study. And indeed this twin development
and Foucault's place within it are discussed in the introduction
to The Archaeglogy of Knowledge; we shall therefore have

occasion to return to it. However, this relation and influence

*Cf. Philippe Aries, Le temps de 1'histoire. Paris: Seuill,
1087,

=For Foucault's positivism, cf. Paul Veyne, "Foucault
révolutionne 1l'histoire” in Comment on écrit 1'histoire
(Paris: Seuil, 1978>, p. 201£ff.
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{e lems evident (and, perhaps, only or primarily implicit> imn

The Order of Things, and therefore something must be said about

the peculiar character of this undoubtedly most well-known of

all of Foucault's works,

Part of the interest of the Birth of the Clinic and

Madness and Civilization consisted in the way Foucault attempt-
ed to find a perspective on the past that stood ocutside the
dominant mode of understanding history, while at the same time
acknowledging that the past can be approached only via a certain
perspective such that the historian cannot claim transcendental
objectivity. The historian does not stand outside the histori-

cal process. Thus the appeal to Unreason and the body of the

dead individual. The problem with The QOrder of Things for most

critics is that in it there is no such acknowledgement of pers-

pective. The archasologist, i1t seens, unlike the historian, does
stand outside the process he is describing, unaffected by the
conditions that apparently determine everything (and everybody?>
else. How can Foucault describe the radical shkifts in gpisteme,
how can he describe an episteme that is thoroughly and complete-

ly discontinuous from his own without reducing it to the terms

characteristic of his own? In other words, how can Foucault

affirm that two periods are discontinuous if he does not claim
a position that transcends them both, or one that at least can
trace certain continuous elements within an otherwise disconti-

nuous process.
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This last point is important for, as we shall see,
Foucault does in fact presuppose an element of continuity in his
description of otherwise radically discontinuous episteme; how-

ever, this element of continuity is not explenatory, which, it

turns out, is what the point of the objection to the disconti-

nuity thesis usually is. For example, Michel Amiot writes:

One might accept, if need be, a pure historian
limiting himself to the reconstruction of a contingent
and unexplained succession of periods of knowledge; but
it is unacceptable for a philosopher to act as though
the comntingency of so-called "enigmatic" successions
was forever inexplicable to him, '

Foucault would no doubt respond by insisting that his
claim is not that the discontinuous character is 'forever inex-

plicable' but that he refuses to explain them away, as it were.

Traditional explanations of these important changes are, for
Foucault, "more magical than effective.' (OT, xiii)

But if these changes in history are contingent, they
are not arbitrary, in the sense that they are not unstructured.
This brings us back to the element of continuity that seems to

traverse The Order of Things. That element is: language. The

point, however, is not that language is in some sense an explana-
tory element of continuity; rather, it is a descriptive element
of continuity. The Order of Things cescribes the different ways
in which language is related to the world, or rather betrayed,

by the way that relation has been articulated by those whose

"Michel Amioct, 'Le relativisme culturaliste de Michel

Foucault', Temps modermes 22 (1967), p. 1294. My
translation.



8%

business ie to articulate such matters, such as alchemists,
grammarians, or philologists, depending on which period one is
examining. Foucault's claim is that this relation between lan-—
guage and the world (the implicit principle of continuity) is

radically different from one period to another (the thesis of

discontinuity’)., The Order of Things attempts to describe those

differences.

Foucault describes three discontinuous °‘periods' and
the possibility of a fourth. Tkat is, three 'pericds' in which
les mots and leg choses are related to each other, or are
connected together. In the first period, the Renaissance, lan-
guage and world are intimately connected in terms of
resemblance. In fact, language and world are in essence one,
insofar as the world is seen as an infinite text, one that
provokes endless commentary upon commentary. The world of nature
and the 'world' of knowledge are both fundamentally mysterious
and esoteric. That is, the world of nature and the obscure
texts of knowledge are replete with innumerable signs which,
however, point to a fundamental unity. In the terminology of
structural linguistics which Foucault often makes use of in this
work, during the Renaissance, the relation between les mots and
les choses is not the binary relation of signifier to signified
but a ternary organisation of signs "since it requires the for-
nal domain of marks, the content indicated by them, and the

similitudes that link the marks to the things designated by
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them; but since resenmblance is the form of the signs as well as
their content, the three distinct elements of this articulation
are resolved into a single form." <(OT, 42>

The next pericd is that of the Classical Age.

The relation between words and things in the Classical

Age is characterized by the notion of ‘representation' rather
than 'resemblance’ and illustrates the split that now persists
between words (language) and the things they merely represent
(the world). Language is severed from the world and "has with-
drawn from the midst of beings themselves and has entered a
period of transparency and neutrality." (OT, 56> The connection
between language and the world does not reveal a deep truth in
terms of a fundamental affinity, but is concerned with certainty
and accuracy. VWords and language can attempt to translate or
represent the world as accurately as possible, but "they no
longer have the right to be considered a mark of it.'" (0T, 56)
The relation between words and things is now one of peasure and
order,

The third period has been called the Modern period, or
the period of Man, and it is in many ways our own period,
although Foucault admits, even celebrates, the fact that there
are 'signs' suggesting we may be coming out of it.

The Modern period is the period of Man. That is, it is
the period characterizing the link or connection between words
and things as necessarily passing through Man, or subjectivity.

Language and world are medizted through the knowing
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conecticusnese of Man., Kant, of course, is the pivotal figure.

Representation is no longer directly of the world, but rather
stems from the active consciousness of the thinking subject.

The Classical Age severed language from the world in order to
represent that world in a measurable and orderly fashion. For
the Modern period, even this connection with the world is sever-
ed such that representations collapse within the subject, making
the subject, and not the world, the focal point of both words

and things, les mots et les choses. Or rather, the subject is

the focal point because it (and not language) must mediate an
independent world of things and an unconnected world of words
(représentations). Thus, on the one hand, '"there will be things
with their own organic structures, their hidden veins, the space
that articulates them, the time that produces them; and then re-
presentation, a purely temporal succession,in which those things
address themselves (always partially) tc a subjectivity, a con-
sciousness, a singular effort of cognition, to the 'psychologic-
al’ individual who from the depth of his own history, or on the
basis of the tradition handed down to him, is trying to know.”
(0T, 240>

In the final chapter, Foucault suggests that the Modern
period is coming to an end, by which he means that the figure of
Man (i.e. subjectivity) as the filter of knowledge, of the rela-
tion between language and the world no longer holds. Man is
dead. For Foucault, the death of Man refers to "the explosion

of man's face in laughter, and the return of masks; it is the
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scattering of the profound stream of time by which he felt him-
self carried along and whose pressure he suspected in the very
being of things; it is the identity of the Return of the Samne

and the absolute dispersion of man." (0T, 385 With the
dispersion of Man comes the final severance between word and
thing, between language and world, between representation and
that which it is said to represent. The world is wholly taken up

in language, the world is world of things said, neither grounded

in the subject nor in an ordered system of representations, but
nevertheless displaying “a unity that we ought to think but
cannot yet do so" (OT, 386>, a task whose possibility has been

'dug up' by Foucault's archaeology.

This emphasis on the continuity of the theme of lan-

guage within an otherwise discontinuous procession of epistemes
is not meant to smooth over the radicality of Foucault's con-
ception of history. This was what was meant by the claim that

language offered a descriptive continuity and not an explanatory

one. This appeal to language is akin to Foucault's earlier
appeals to Unreason and to the re-organized space around the
body of the dead individual in that he is trying to write from a
perspective which is both within the historical process and gut-
side of it. That is, he would like to describe the historical
process in terms that are immansnt to it, that do not have
transcendental or universal status, and yet are not the terms
used in the self-conceptions, self-articulations, self-justifi-

cations of those within the process. And he does this by treat-
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ing language, not as the vehicle or medium by which something is

said by someone, but rather in itself; not as a system of meaning

but as a record of things said. Language is thus higtorical in
that it has been ‘'said' at a particular time and place; and at
the same time, having been 'said', it is no longer dependent on
the occasion of its particuliar articulation. in other words,
although historical, language is not wnderstood as the
underlying substance of history, but quite simply (one might
say: positivistically) as the catalogue of 'things said’'.

So much for the general point about language.
Foucault's treatment of language is obviously indebted to the
work of people like Georges Dumezil, an historian of religion,
who '“had pointed out the need for an analysis of discourse dis-
tinct from traditional methods of exegesis as well as from those
of linguistic formalism" and himself "dedicated his efforis to
uncovering common structural principles among texts that were
viewed strictly in their specific historical, institutional, and
ideological functioning.''

It is important to note at this point that the language

Foucault is concerned with in The Order of Things is language

that expresses or pretends to express knowledge about the world.
The epistemes Foucault describes concern the expressions of know—
ledge. Thus the claim about discontinuity applies to the ex-
pressions oi knowledge.

Interestingly, if this latter point is kept in mind, it

'James Bermauer, Michel Foucault's Force of Flight, p. 96.




ap

suggests that the standard view of Foucault as the 'historian of
discontinuity' in fact understands things backwards. On this
view, the notion of discontinuity has a kind of ontological
status. That is , the historical process is said to be
fundamentally discontinuous. So much so that Foucault is seen as
propounding some kind of irrationalist reading of history; irra-
tionalist in the sense of refusing to see any point or purpnose
being achleved in and through history. History in terms of
progress and evolution is abandoned in favor of a view of his-
tory as sheer senseless becoming.' The problem with this is that
it leads to somewhat peculiar <(and overstated) interpretations of
Foucault's understanding of the historical process. For exanple,
Merquior tells us that "in Foucault epistemic mutations are fun-
damentally arbitrary. Epistemes succeed one another without any
inner logic. Moreover they tend to constitute radically hetero-
geneous blocks of knowledge: absolute discontinuity is the
supreme interepistemic law."™

This somewhat inflated <laim does not square well
with the kinds of things Foucault writes when he discusses

the discontinuities he encounters between various epistemes.

'A distinction expressed, for example, by Aron over forty
years ago: "L'histoire-évolution se degrade aujourd’'hui en
histoire-devenir. Sans cesse créairice d' neuvres
spirituelles ou sociales, elle est sans but, sans terme
fize, toute époque existe pDur elle-méme, irreductible et
solltalre puisque chacune s' asslgnu une fin differentn et
gu'aucune communauté profonde n'unit ces humanités

dispersées." Introduction 3 la philosophie 4* histoire, p.
183,

“Merquior, p. 42.
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For exzample, when he deals with the change from the Renaissance

tc the Classical Age, the problem of discontinuities is treated
as a series of questions rather than as a postulate. Questions
that cannot as yet be answered; not until "the archaeology of
thought has been established more firmly, until it is better
able to gauge what 1t is capable of describing directly and pos-
itively, until it has defined the particular systems and inter-
nal connections it has to deal with before attempting to encomn-
pass thought and to investigate how it contrives to escape it-
self."” (OT, 50-51> And until then, Foucault insists that all he
is doing is tracing "these discontinuities in the simultaneously
manifest and obscure empirical order wherever they posit them-
selves." (0T, 51) What this suggests is that the idea of dis-
continuity is not so much an ontological claim about the histor-
ical process, as it is a particular feature or peculiarity of the
history of ideas (or knowledge). And the specific question he
is asking (recall in the preface the description of Borges'
"Chinese encyclopedia") is not which concerns history as a whole
but rather: "What does it mean, no longer being able to think a
certain thought? Or to introduce a new thought." (0T, 350

It i® true that he does assume the fundamental character of these
disco tinuities, but not out of an ontological or metaphysical

impulse. He does this on the grounds of the evidence. That is,

there really is a fundamental discontinuity between the

expressions of knowledge of these different periods. What he is

not assuming is that there is some kind of explanatory principle
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keneath these 'surface' (i.e. thecretical, ideological, super-
structural, etec.)> discontinuities that would permit an

historical explanation. In fact, Foucault addresses this idea

of 'explaining' these discontinuities when he introduces the
second fundamental mutation from the Classical Age to the

Modern period. He writes:

What event, what law do they obey, these muta-
tions that suddenly decide that things are no longer
perceived, decribed, expressed, characterized, classi-
fied, and known in the same way, and that it is no
longer wealth, living beings, and discourse that are
presented to knowledge in the interstices of words or
through their transparency, but beings radically diffe-
rent from them? For an archaeology, this profound
breach in the expanse of continuities, though it must be
analysed, and minutely so, cannot be 'explained' or
even summed up in a single word. It 1s a radical event
that is distributed across the entire visible surface
of knowledge, and whose signs, shocks, and effects it
is possibl~ to follow step by step. (QT, 217)

What this suggest is that Foucault 1is at least as in-
terested in the continuities within a given episteme as he is in
the fact that they display fundamental discontinuities between
themselves. This runs against the grain of the traditional
history of ideas which seeks to trace the fundamental connections
that link one period to the next and which ultimately culminate
in the present. In that sense, the traditional approach over-
looks (indeed dismisses) the many differences that distinguish
different periods. Foucault, as against this, seeks to restore
the distinctiveness of these different periods, and in this
sense, agrees with the historian P. Ariés, that: "For a civiliza-

tion that eliminates differences, History must reinstate a lost
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sense 0of particularity.": perhaps the best way to put the

equal importance Foucault places on both continuities and dis-
continuities has been expressed by Roberto Machado who transiates
it in terms which, at this periocd, Foucault would have been more
familiar with: "The major ambition of The Order of Things is to
uncover the synchronic continuities and the diachronic discon-
tinuities between knowledges and to establisk a general confi-
guration of knowledge within a given period."= And indeed the

substantive content of The Order of Things describes in minute

detail (especially for a philosopher) these 'continuities’
between the diverse disciplines that flourished within these
different periods. And he is capable of doing this precisely
because he does 'respect’' the traditional boundaries and
self-conception of these various disciplines; and by making use
of Canguilbhem's notion of a 'history of concepts' in fact
vundermines the privileged role of disciplines in the history of
thought and knowledge."=

But, of course, Foucault is not merely a practitioner
of Canguilhem's 'history of concepts' which is still very much
tied to the philosophy and history of science. For Foucault,
all expressions of knowledge are descripiive in a particular

episteme, even those expressions which do not immediately appear

'P. Aries, Le Temps de 1'histoire, p. 248. My translation.

*Roberto Mochado, 'Archéologie et épistémologie’ in Michel
Foucault, philosophe (Paris: Seuwil, 1989>, p. 28. My
translation.

3Gutting, p. 219.
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to us as 'knowledge-clains'. In the words of Gilles Deleuze:
"Science and poetry equally are knowledge.”' Thie is where
those who read Foucault as 'the historian of discontinuities'
have it, in a sense, backwards. Discontinuity is not what
Foucault uncovers from beneath a surface continuity (although
this is what one finds in history textbooks); rather he uncovers
the continuities within a given episteme of the different
expressions of knowledge in a given perisd. 1In a sense, dis-

continuity is the surface phenomenon ag far as the evidence is

concerned (and not the reconstructions undertaken by traditional
historians of ideas). What Foucault is wary of is the way this
evidence has been classified and categorized. and seeks to go
‘beneath’' them to see what other continuities and discontinuities
they betray. After warning us away from the reductive continuity
characteristic of traditional history of ideas, he asks us to be
wary of the categories and classifications of knowledge we assume

to periods vastly different from our own. In The Archaeology of

Knowledge, he writes:

We must also question those divisions or groupings
with which we have btecome so familiar. <Can cne accept,
as such, the distinction between the major types of dis-
course, or that between such forms or genres as science,
literature, philosophy, religion, history, fiction,
etc., and which tend to create certain great historiecal
individualities? We are not even sure of ourselves
when we are analyzing groups of statements which, when
first formulated, were distributed, divided, and
characterized in a quite different way: after all,
'literature' and 'politics' are recent categories,
which can be applied to medieval culture, or even
classical culture, only by a retrospective hypothesis,
and by an interplay of formal analogies or semantic re-

'G. Deleuze, Foucault (Paris: Minuit, 1986, p. 29,
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semblances; but neither literature, nor politics, nor

philosophy and the sciences articulated the field of
discourse, in the seventeenth and eighteenth century,

as they did in the nineteenth century. In any case,
these divisions - whether our own, or those contemporary
with the discourse under examination - are always them-

selves reflexive categories, principles of classifica-
tion, normative rules, institutionalized types: they,
in turn, are facts of discourse that deserve to be
analysed beside others; of course, they also have com-
plex relations with each other, but they are not intrin-
sic, autochtonous, and universally recognizable charac-
teristics. (AK, 22>
And hence Foucault characterizes himself as an
‘archaeologist' rather than as a 'historian'. The choice of
words is obviously significant and yet we have not up to now
discussed that significance. One associates the image of the
archaeologist in this context as someone who is digging beneath
the surface and thus unearthing the 'true' story. However, this
is a better description of a detective than it is of the
archaenlogist. The image suggested by the term '‘archaeology' is
that of a ribboned off section of land, meticulgusly and care-
fully excavated, every 'chance' discovery catalogued and
analyzed (not in order to 'explain' its appearance, but merely
to identify it)>. An archaeclogical site appears to the
untrained eye to be merely the rubble and remains of what might
have been, admittedly, a human habitation. The archaeologist
knows nothing of what or who these people were save by what they
have unwittingly left behind. A broken pot, the walls of a
house, their thickness and disposition. And it is precisely

this anonymity and contingency that interests Foucault as arch-

aeologist because what is revealed is unadorned and unconnected
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to the investigator, at least in the sense of forming a link in
a continuous chain culminating in the present. The archaeolo-
gist seeks to uncover the intelligibility implicit in the
remains he digs up, not by connecting them to anything else, but
by discerning the patterns they reveal in the way they were
deposited, left behind, perhaps even buried.

0Of course, Foucault's 'archaeological digs' are pecu-
liar insofar as what he sifts through has nothing to do with mud
and dirt, but rather has to do with words and thoughts. 4And to
see words and thoughts as deposits (or, in Ffoucault's words, as
'archives') requires an effort on the part of the archaeologist.
For the archaeologist is not concerned with these words and
thoughts insofar as they do or do not say something to him/her;
rather his/her concern is to place them in the interrelated sys-
tem or formation in which they occur. In other words, the
archaeologist 'digs up' the discursive formations deposited in
the archives. Again, to recapitulate briefly what we have
already had occasion to note, the point of developing this
appreoach was to counter two nefarious tendencies in the
traditional approach to the history of ideas. Both are related
to the historian's (implicit) attitude towards the present. The
first was to see the task of the historian as that of showing how
the present came to be. This led to the second problem, this
time of a more methodological nature, of the idea that the his-
torian digs through the historical archives in search of

'precursor’ ideas that foreshadow in however obscure a manner,
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jdeas with which we are familiar today. The result of combining

these two tendencies is the view of history as a contilinuous,
progressive development which inevitably culminates in the pre-
sent (which is certainly not, Foucault argues, what the actual
historical record suggests). Foucault's 'archaeology' meant to
see different 'periods' of the past, not in relation to how they
contributed to the present, but on their own terms, as 'present'
to themselves, as a series of discontinuous 'present' discursive
formations, each structured by its own intelligibilities and
positivities. This approach to the past 'on its own terms’' as it
were, was not undertaken without concern for its own relation to
the present, however. On the contrary, 'archaeological'

analyses are meant to shock us out of the familiarity and
embeddedness of the present. The emphasis on discontinuity is

a reminder that things have not always been the way they were

now and that, because of this (a fact obscured by traditional
historiography?, there is nothing necessary about discursive for-
mations in the present.

However, this latter point, which is Foucauli's main
point in terms of archaeological methodelogy, is actually
obscured by the way he develops that methodology because, in
fact, as formulated, it raises as many questions as it resolves.
While we acknowledge discontinuity, the question remains, why do
epistemes change? And if a general answer is unavailable, then
the question becomes: what is the significance of such changes?

Can they be predicted, prevented, promoted? In addition to this,
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it 1= unclear at this point how past discursive formaticns are
related to the present; in fact, it is not even clear how any
particular discursive formation is related to the present it is
said tc structure. Is a discursive formation a function of the
words and deeds of actual historical agents, or are the said
words and deeds themselves a function of the discursive forma-
tions?

These problems arise, in part, out of Foucault's parti-
cular 'archaeological method' and in part out of any attempt to
deal with the past. But in order to discuss these matters
fruitfully we shall turn away from the context of continuities
and discontinuities and turn towards the matter of to what extent
Foucault's archaeolcgy partakes of both 'structuralist' and
'historical' approaches to the past, and how it can help us

understand the difficult matter of causation in history.



CHAPTER TWO - THE FPROBLEM OF CAUSALITY

It should be noted at the outset that Foucault does

not, either in The Order of Things or in The Archaenlogy of

Knowledge, offer a resolution of the problem of causality in
history. Indeed, he even claims to be leaving the whole ques-—
tion to one side, and '"chose instead to confine myself to des-—
cribing the transformations themselves, thinking that this would
be an indispensable step if, one day, a theory of sclentific
change and epistemological causality was to be constructed.”

(07T, =x=iid>

However, leaving the question explicitly to one side
does not mean that what he says doesn't impinge on the notion of
causality. In fact, the whole development of the archaeoleogical
methodology can be read as a response and critique of the loose
and uncritical discussion of 'causes' in history, at least 1o
the extent that important and fundamental changes are reduced to
an explanatory causal sequence that is unsatisfactory.

In addition, Foucault's insistence on description as
opposed to explanation also goes to the heart of the problem of
causality in history and the social sciences. To state the pro-
blem as briefly as possible: is the sense of cause used in his-
torical explanation the same as that used in scientific explana-
tion, the latter described as the discovery of necessary and
sufficient conditions?' That is, are historians, when they trace

the necessary conditions of a particular historical phenomenon

'Leaving aside for the moment the question of whether
sufficient conditions can be discovered even in science.

99
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and thereby attribute them causal significance, doing the same
thing as the scientist when he establishes the necessary condi-
tions for the occurrence of particular natural phenomena? Some
argue that there is a fundamental difference between the two
activities inasmuch as the historian "does not ask himself 'What
causes y's?'; he asks, 'What is the cause of this y?' - and he
asks this about a y in a determinate situation.”' Another way
of putting the point is to say that the generality of scientific
causal explanation gives way in history to the specificity of
the description of particular causes. As Dray goes on to say,
historians generally use the notion of cause "to draw attention
to some necessary condition which, for one reason or another, is
considered important in the context of writing."=®

This is where Foucault comes in. Although his work at
this point does refrain from attributing causal significance, it
does show that the attribution of pecessity to particular condi-
tions depenrds on the characterization of the context being des-
cribed, and that the context he is interested in, that is, the

context of knowledge is better described archaeologically than

it is by taking knowledge-claims (and the account of their own

genesis) at face~value. This is what Foucault means when b-

says that he wishes to describe the positive unconscious of

knowledge.

'W. H. Dray, Laws and Explanation in History (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1957), p. 104.

®=Ibid., p. 112.



In this concern with the unconscious in history,

Foucault demonstrates his affinity with the concerns of the new
history for the patterns and structures that unconsciously deter-
mine historical contexts. Foucault even draws attention to the
methods and concerns of this new history with obvious reference
to the development of his own archaeology. Four features are
discussed.

1. The first point is the historian's understanding of
'documents’' (what we might call evidence). Traditionmal
historiography treated documents "as the language of a voice
since reduced to silence, its fragile, but possibly decipherable
trace." (AK, 6> But this, of course, is to treat
evidence uncritically, as a ready-made 'aobject'. Rather the
evidence must be 'manipulated', information must be squeezed out
of it. The mass of evidence and documents that have been 'leit
over' from the past is no longer treated as a hollow chamber
resonating with echoes of voices of the past. Foucault tells us
that the document or the evidence is no longer for history
"an inert material through which it tries to reconstitute what
men have done or said, the events of which only the trace re-
mains; history is now trying to define within the documentary
material (tissu) itself unities, totalities, series, relations.”
(AK, 7) In other words, history is no longer consi-
dered as the memories of a particular society's past (understood
analogously to an individuval's conscious memories); rather,

history is to be understood as "one way in which a society re-



cognizes and develops a mass of documentation with which it is
inextricably linked.' <(AK, 7>

2. The second point is a re—evaluation of the notion of
discontinuity. For the traditional historian, 'discontinuity!
was how he received his 'data' and which it was his job to
transform into an intelligible account of an historical past.
That is, discontinuity was understood as '"the stigma of temporal
dislocation that it was the historian's task to remove from his-
tory." (AK, 8) For 'la nouvelle histoire', the notion
of discontinuity is used 1) as a methodological principle that
énables the historian to approach history from different 'levels
of analysis' (short-, mid-, and long-term, for example); 2) as a
result of analysis (the transformation of various 'series'); and
3) heterogeneousiy, depending on what 'domaine'’ one chooses to
describe.

3. The third point, one which is particularly important
for Foucault and which grows out of the two previous
developments, is that "the theme and the possibility of a total
history begin to disappear, and we see the emerzence of some-

thing different that might be called a general history." (AK, 9>

The idea behind this is now that historians can glean

from the historical record various 'series', the question arises
as to what relations, if any, can be correlated between these
different series, and this on a variety of different levels.

And the aim is not to get a complete picture (the correlation of

new series is always a possibility) but rather a general picture.
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Foucault describes the task of a general history as that of

determining '"what form of relation may be legitimately described
between these different series; what vertical system they are
capable of forming; what interplay of correlation and dominance
exists between them; what may be the effects of shifis, dif-
ferent temporalities, and various rehandlings; in what distinct
totalities certain elements may figure simultaneously; in sbhort,
not only what series, but also what 'series of series' - or, in
other words, what 'tables' it is possible to draw up.'" (AK, 10)
The point is that whereas a total history relates and
reconstitutes everything "around a single centre — a principle,
a meaging. a spirit, a world-view, an overall shape; a general
history, on the contrary, would deploy the space of dispersion."
CAK, 1>

4. And finally, all of these developments imply a
series of methodological gquestions concerning such matters as
what counts as evidence, the problem of selection, different
levels of analysis and the relations between them, all of them in
a certain 'standard' but whose resolutions require rethinking.

Foucault has described this 'nouvelle histoire' (within
which he clearly sees himself as working) for two reasons:
first, to relate this 'nouvelle histeoire' to the so-called
'structuralist tide that was sweeping Paris'? insofar as it

"intersects at certain points problems that are met in other

‘Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucaulit: Bevond Structuralism

and Hermeneutics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1983>, p. B83.
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fields" but that it does so only in "a certain number of
relatively limited cases™ (AK, 11); and, secondly, to show that
for the most part the concern with 'structures' in history,
because 'home-grown' should not be construed as "an attempt to
overcome a 'conflict' or 'opposition' between structure and his-
torical development: it is a long time now since historians un-
covered, described, and analyzed structures, without ever having
occasion to wonder whether they were not allowing the living,
fragile, pulsating 'history' to slip through their fingers. The

structure/development opposition is relevant neither to the

definition of the historical field, nor, in all probability, to

the definition of a structural method." (AK, 11, my emphasis)

The question we will want to ask now is whether or not
this explicit reference to 'la nouvelle histoire' helps us to
understand the significance and intelligibility of Foucault's
archaeology and the sense in which its analysis of the conditions
of possibility (to be distinguished from the necessary
conditions) of the formation and dissolution of the discourse of
knowledge points in the direction of a renewed conception of

history.
"Anonymous Statements and Anonymous Individuals"

For Foucault the target for attack and renewal is the
'history of ideas'. This, of course, from the outset, puts
considerable distance between him and someone like Braudel. But

it does bring him closer to others within the new history who
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zlaim to be werking out a 'histoire des mentalites'. It should

be noted immediately that Foucault does want to distance himself
from this approach; the reasons are what is interesting.

But, first, what is meant by the term 'histoire des
mentalites' and how does it differ from the history of ideas?
One way to point to the contrast it seeks to establish is to
replace the term 'history of ideas' with that of 'intellectual
history' which, for reasons of convenience, can be considered as
synonymous, Generally speaking, one might state the distinction
as that between consciously proposed and unconsciously held (or
perhaps between proposed and presupposed) ideas. In Jacques
Le Goff's words: "The history of mentalities operates at the
level of everyday automatisms of behavicur. Its object is that
which escapes historical individuals because it reveals the im—
personal content of their thought."' Roger Chartier tells us
that this "collective mentality that regulates the
representations and judgements of social agents without their
knowledge is opposed, term for term, to the conscious
construction of an individualized mind."* Thus, what the
'histoirs des mentalites' is interested in is the contents or
thought contained within the individuvalized expressions of ideas
insofar as "in fact the internaiized conditionings that escape

conscious knowledge and cause a group or a society to share a

'Jacques Le Goff in Roger Chartier, Cultural History:
Between Practices and Representations, trans. Lydia G.
Cochrane, <(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), p. 27.

*Ibid., p. 28.
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system of representations and a system of values without the need
to make them explicit.'’

The main reason Foucault wants to stay away from this
notion of 'mentalite' is that he considers it much too prone to
a facile continuity, and he places it (or rather disposes of it
along with those others notions like 'tradition', or 'evolutiocn’,
'influence' and 'development', all of which lead to the impasses
of traditional history of ideas. More specifically, he connects
it with the notion of 'spirit', in the sense that both serve to
establish "between the simultaneous or successive phenomena of a
given period a community of meanings, symbolic links, an inter-
play of resemblance and reflexion <(miroir’), or which allows the
sovereignty of collective consciousness to emerge as the prin-
ciple of unity and explanation.' (AKX, 22)» This identification
of 'mentalites' and 'esprit', however, is somewhat facile on
Foucault's part. For if anything, the notion of a 'mentalite',
used by Le Goff or Duby for example, refers to a collective
unconscious rather than a conscious one. That 1s, a notion of
'spirit' implies a certain measure of recognition and (ultimate)
direction which does not seem to be necessary for the notion of
'mentalite’'. Or rather, the notion of 'spirit' (which is in an
important sense fundamentally 'progressive' if not always in a
temporal sense then at least in terms of 'spreading' throughout
a given population) would be added on or rests upon a notion of

'mentalite’.

"1bid., p. 28.



107

But still, the notion remains unacceptable for Foucault

because of its constant reference to cpnccioucness, And it is

in attempting to avoid the idea of consciousness completely that
Foucault appeals to the idea of discourse and to discursive for-
mations. This, however, 1is a difficult notion to get a handle
on. Indeed, despite his apparent theoretical intentions,

one never really gets a clear treatement of the concepts intro-
duced. There seems to be much flailing about on Foucault's
part. He appears to come at the idea from a variety of diffe-
rent angles, but without ever grasping it firmly, as though he
were shadow-boxing with it. If it is true that what he is
offering are proposals for concrete historical analysis of
‘knowledge', then, of course, he may have adopted such a 'loose'
mode of presentation strategically or, at the very least,
purposefully. Whether or not such a 'strategy' is at all helpful
is an open guestion,

The first thing to say about 'discourse' is that it is
not some kind of independent sphere of meaning that 'speakers’
dip in and out of, or which somehow underlies everything they may
say. Foucault asks us to give up these images "whose function
is to ensure the infinite continuity of discourse and its secret
presence to itself in the interplay of a constantly recurring
absence." (AK, 25) Rather, Foucault wants us to understand

discourse as nothing other than the sum total of 'things said',

that is, the domain of discourse "is made up of the totality of

all effective statements [énoncésl (whether spoken or written),
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in their dispersion as events and in the occurrence that is
proper to them.”" (AK, 27> As we shall see, the key tern
Foucault uses throughout is that of dispersion. The point of
characterizing discourse, in terms of analysis, as the domain of
'things said' at a particular time and place is to distinguish
from the domain of language per se. For although in order to
study language one must consider actual instances of it, the
point of the analysis is to produce "a finite body of rules that
authorizes an infinite number of performances." (AK, 39>
Foucault develops his notion in explicit contradistinction from
this result. He writes:

The field of discursive events, on the other hand,
is a grouping that is always finite and limited at any
moment to the linguistic sequences that have been for-
mulated; they may be innumerable, they may, in sheer
size, exceed the capacities of recording, memory, or
reading: nevertheless they form a finite grouping. The
question posed by language analysis of some discursive
fact or other is always: according to what rules has a
particular statement been made, and consequently accord-
ing to what rules could other similar statements be
made? The description of the events of discourse poses
a quite different question: how is it that one particu-
lar statement appeared rather than anotkher? (AK, 27
The 'instances’ of language Foucault is concerned with,

which are historically-specific as it were, are given the name
of &noncé, and its particularity lies in the fact that it is
always "an event that neither the language (langue) nor the
meaning can quite exhaust." <(AK, 28> The reason for this
'intransparency’' is the specificity of its appearance. This

'specificity’', however, has its own particular characteristics.

A particular énoncé is of course linked to the particular manper



in which it was 'said' <(spoken, written’> but also to the

particular gpace of its appearance (in the 'thickness' of a given
language, or, as Foucault calls it, the 'materiality’ of a given
medium: books, magazines, etc.); an énoncé is obviously unique as
are all events, but is also capable of 'repetition’,
‘transformation' and 'reactivation'; and finally an énoncé is
obvicusly linked to that which precedes and follows it in the
standard relation of context and conseguencz, but also in a more
'formal' sense.

Foucault draws all of these distinctions in order to
discern the particular and peculiar specificity of the énoncé;
however, the point of establishing the 'space' where the énoncé
occurs {(or, as Foucault puts it, deploys itself! is not that of
reestablishing it "in an isolation that nothing could overcome;
it is not to close it upon itself; it is to leave oneself free
to describe the interplay of relations within it and outside it."
(AK, 293 Perhaps the best way of expressing what Foucault is
trying to do is to produce a concept of a 'statement' which
serves at one and the same time as both instance and rule.

Is this just another example of a philosopher
attempting to have his cake and eat it, too? It would appear so,
insofar as Foucault seems to be saying that "while a discursive
formation cannot be individualized save by reference to a group
of statements, at the same time a statement cannot be specified
save by reference to the discursive formation within which it

appears."' Is this a vicious circle? Or is it some-
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thing else altogether? I want to suggest that what we have here
is Foucault's attempt to describe the domain of knowledge in a
way compatible with (indeed as something of an extension of) the
way 'working historians' generally conceive the 'historical
process', at least implicitly, and to the extent that they do not
try to generalize their findings beyond their point of applica-
tion. In other words, insofar as they are not indulging in the
‘philosophy of history' (traditionally conceived)>. The 'working
historian' [ am referring to applies to those historians warking
in France at the same time Foucault was writing, but it can

also refer any (say '"social"”) historian who goes beyond the trad-
itional emphasis on political and diplomatic 'events'. The
student's nightmare-history of places and dates,

What is characteristic about these 'histories' is that,
in seeking to describe a particular period - the major 'events'
important trends, significant movements, as well as its general
structures and distributions - they refer more often than not to
what | earlier called 'anonymous individuals'. What this means
is that, although they do of course refer to named individuals
(like particular kings, presidents, and tyrants), they also reier
to nameless individuals (like peasants, warriors and priests).
These nameless or 'anonymous' individuals are not to be under-
stood principally as groups and classes, although of course they

can. In fact, this is one way of distinguishing history from

'B. Brown and M. Cousins, "The Linguistic Fault: the Case of
Foucault's Archaeolugy" in M. Gane <(ed.), Towards a Critigue
of Foucault (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986), p. 41.




socioclogy. While sociology is interested in the 'behaviour' of

these groups, history is concerned with the 'activities' of
these 'anonymous' individuals. And the reference to
'individuals' is fundamentally important, for the ultimate ref-
erence for sociology is the 'behaviour' itself, while for
history 1t is the lives of the individuals.

Let us take an example. Georges Duby, in a book
tracing economic expansion in Europe between the seventh and the
twelfth centuries, refers to 'anonymous individuals' both in the

persons of the lords and those of the peasants in describing the
particular economic developments that arise out of the feudal
organisation and distribution of wealth.

No man could exploit the workers excessively with-
out seeing their productivity fall, or forcing them to
take flight in a world where there was still plenty of
roon for enigrants., That is why the desire to raise
profits from seigneurial exploitation graduvally formu-
lated in the minds of lords and their agents the idea
of 'ameliorating' output from dependent peasants, and
the Latin word meliorare is often encountered in con-
temporary economic documents. Peasants were either
encouraged to beget more children, or given an oppor-
tunity to expand their productive capacities. Part
conscious, part countered by other influences and un-
sophisticated mental attitudes, this aim stimulated
further progress within the new feudal milieu.’

What Duby is doing is tracing an actual economic devel-
opment, not by referring to the 'behaviour' of groups (the

nobles and peasants), but by referring to the actions (and

'Georges Duby, The Early Growth of the European Economy:
Warriors and Peasants from the Seventh t¢ the Twelfth
Century, trans. Howard B. Clarke (London: Weidenfeld &
Nicolson, 1974, pp. 178-179.
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possible reactions) of concrete and yet 'anonymous' individuals.

These individuals are 'anonymous' inasmuch as they are not named

nor need they be for Duby to achieve his aim, which is to trace
the particular economic development of the period. And yet,
leaving the anonymity aside for the moment, Duby is still refer-
ring to concrete particular individuals and their actions and
not to the 'behaviour' of groups. He is referring to 'parti-
cular' nobles and 'particular' peasants who express various de-
grees of satisfactionr and/or dissatisfaction with thelr 'lot’ in
life. Underlying Duby's account are the lives of particular
individuals and the tough choices they had to make between 'stay-
ing' and making the best of things and 'going' off and risking
everything for the hope of something better, rather than more
‘universal' assumptions about how hungry people tend to seek for
food wherever it might take them, and that they will stay put if
a sufficient amount is provided. And the point is, even 1if Duby
(at the risk of narrative and evidential chaos) did spend pages
and pages naming all of these particular individuals, it

wouldn't add anything to his account, even though those individ-

vals are in fact presupposed, and are who Duby is referring to.
I want to suggest that these 'anonymous individuals'
who people Duby's histories are like Foucauli's idea of 'enonce’
in the archaeology of knowledge, insofar as they both serve as
instances of what Duby is talking about and as the rules which
permit him to give an account of their actions understood in

'socio-economic’' terms. The difference with Foucault, of
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=ourse, is that he 1s not dealing with socio-economics, but with

knowledge. Whereas Duby both presupposes and describes the
actions of ‘anonymous individuals', Foucault both presupposes and
describes the articulation of 'anonymous statements', that is,
of 'things said' at a given time and place. These 'anonymous
statements' are both general and particular; particular because
they have been gtated, and general because they are considered
'anonymously'. And just as Duby's account of economic develop-
ment would have been 'bogged down' and ultimately dissipated if
he had gone into the concrete details of the lives of the par-
ticular named individuals, so too for Foucault the history of
'ideas' dissipates the domain of knowledge into the ideas and
intuitions of named individuals.

To put this comparison between Duby and Foucault another
way: the 'subject' of Duby's book is the economic developmént of
Europe between the seventh and twelfth centuries. However, in an
important sense, the *subject' of the book is nothing other than
a description of the particular relations that existed in that
time between 'anonymous individuvals'’ (anchored of course in
occasional and 'strategic' proper names). Similarly, the 'sub-
ject' Foucault treats is knowledge, but by that he means nothing
other than the description of the particular relations that exist
at a given time between 'anonymous statements' (&noncés>
considered as 'claims' to knowledge.

This comparison with Duby is not meant to exempt

Foucault from all the difficulties and confusion the statement of



his own position has placsd him in, but it is intended to take
seriously his claim that he was not a 'structuralist'. This, of
course, has been noted in the literature. For example, Dreyius
and Rabinow summarize it neatly when they say that "whereas the
structuralist studies possibility, the archaeologist studies
existence."' However, Dreyfus and Rabinow give the notion of
'existence' here more ontological weight than [ suspect Foucault
intended and which this comparison with Duby was meant to clari-
fy. This 'ontological weight', as [ have called it, lead
Dreyfus and Rabinow to the conclusion cited earlier that
"Foucault illegitimately hypostatized the opbserved formal regu-
larities which describe discursive formations into conditions
for these formations' existence." = However, the

point I have been drawing attention to is that, if we grant along
with Gutting that Foucault is less interested in providing a
philosophical or social scientific theory than he is in providing
a method of concrete historical analysis, then the use of
'observed' and 'existence' in the Dreyfus and Rabinow objection
becomes problematic. It becomes problematic because

notions like 'observation' and 'existence’ take on a particular
status in historical studies, principally because the
'existence' of that which it is said to 'observe' 1s gone for-
ever, and all we have are 'things' from the past, our curiosity,

critical acumen, and the resourcefulness of our imaginations.

'Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 56.

#=lbid. My emphasis.
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This leads us to the question of where history is actually

‘made'; and Foucault might say, as would many historians,

history is 'made' in the library.
“"Foucault's Library"”

Vhat is an énoncé? Because it is a principle and/or
instance of historical specificity it is difficult to say what
it is without already undertaking a concrete analysis. However,
it 1s not to be understood as a logical proposition, nor as a
grammatical sentence, nor even as a speech-act.:' Ipdeed, it is
definitely not to be understood as an atomic unit of analysis.
But nor is it to be understood holistically, i.e. structurally.
I have tried to give it some shape by characterizing it as
having to do with 'things said'; however, this characterization
applied more specifically to discursive formations, and the pur-
pose of referring to 'things said' was to point out that to
define "a system of formation in its specific individuality is
therefore to characterize a discourse or a group of statements
by the regularity of a practice.” (AK, 74) However,
now we have to get more specific.

Foucault, after having eliminated various possible
characterizations, ends up suggesting that we consider the énoncé
less as an element of analysis than as a function. He writes:

It is not so much one element among others, a

division that can be located at a certain level of
analysis, as a function that operates vertically in

"On the relation between the notion of the énoncé and
speech-act theory, <f. Dreyfus and Rabinow, pp. 46fi.
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ralation to these varioue unite, and which enablea one
to say of a series of signe whether or not they are
present in it. The statement is not therefore a astruc-
ture (that is, a group of relations between variable
elements, thus authorizing a possibly infinite number
of concrete models); it is a function of existence that
properly belongs to signs and on the basis of which one
may then decide, through analysis or intuition, whether
or not they ‘make sense', according to what rule they
follow one another or are juxtaposed, of what they are
the sign, and what sort of act is carried out by their
formulation (oral or written). One should not be sur-
prised, then, 1f one has failed to find structural cri-
teria of unity for the statement; this is because it is
not in itself a wunit, but a function that cuts across a
domain of structures and_ possible unitiem, and which

reveals them, with concrete contents, in time and space.
(AK, 87; my emphasis)

Again, the enonce in the domain of knowledge serves the
same function that the 'anonymous individual' plays in social
history a 1la Duby insofar as a 'peasant' is not a particular
creature created by something called 'the feudal system' but an
individual who 'functions’ as a condition for the pomssibility of
that syztem and one which guarantees its existence, and does so
as long as that anonymity is preserwved. If the individual is
named (given a proper name) then it immediately takes on a unity
and content which returns it (or rather him/her) as an element of
a system, rather than a function which traverses various
systems.’ In other words, the 'anonymous individual', just as
Foucault's 'anonymous statement' is linked "to a 'referential’
that is made up not of 'things', 'facts’', 'realities’' or
'beings’, but of lawe of possibility, rules of existence for the

objects that are named, designated, or described within it, and

TCf. The Archaeology of Knowledge, p. 126.
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for the relations that are affirmed or denied in it.'' <(AK, &1,
What has happened here 1s that we have effectively entered
Foucault's library, for in a sense it is only in the library that
the énoncé, in its splendid anonymity, actually 'exists’.

Because the énoncé is not an ethereal substance, it does
have concrete, material existence, indeed must have it; and, in
fact, "the statement not only needs this materiality; its mate-
riality is not given to 1it, in addition, once all its determin-
ations have been fixed: 1t is partly made up of this material-
ity." (AK, 100> And this because the 'nmaterialiity' we are
speaking of is peculiar insofar as it must remain anonympus. That
is, the énoncé "cannot be identified with a fragment of matter;
but its identity varies with a complex set of material institu-
tions."” (AK, 103> This institutional reference is what guaran-
tees the materiality, i.e. the concrete existence, of the enonce
without however giving up 1ts anonymity. This anonymity would
in fact have to be abandoned if it were given spatio-temporal
localisation (i.e. if it were named?; however, as it is here pre-

sented, 'materiality' defines " the possibilites of reinsciption

and transcription (but also thresholds and limits?), rather than

limited and perishable individualities.'" (AK, 103> The

idea behind this notion of 'materiality', then, is not to provide
a principle of individualisation per se, but rather to provide a
principle of variation. It is this latter principle which
accounts for an énoncé's identity. Foucault writes: '"The

constancy of the statement, the preservation of its identity



through the unique events of the enunciations, its duplications
through the identity of the forms, constitute the function of
the field of use in which it is rlaced." (AK, 104> And

this, of course, is why what is required here is not a theoreti-
cal approach, but concrete historical analysis.

What Foucault means by concrete historical analysis is
historical analysis that is not theoretically motivated
(historical examples dug out to illustrate some theory or other)
but which also is not blind (does not submit to the *'authority’
of the texts). Foucault does not simply wander around the
libra;y to see what he might find like a Sunday-afternoon anti-
quarian. He goes in, rather, armed with an a priori 'form' of

analysis, but it is an historical a priori, by which he means

"not a condition of validity for judgements, but a condition of
reality for statements." <AK, 127> That is to say, the 'history'
Foucault is 'looking for' as he pores over the books in his
"library' is one "not of truths that might never be said, or
really given to experience; but the a priori of a history that is
given,since it is that of things actually said." (AS, 127) An
historical a priori is not a formal a priori but a contextual
one insofar as its task is to weed out formal a prioris
(for example, of different disciplines) and of the various
connections (and dis-connections) between them.

Thus, Foucault’'s 'library' does not contain the depth and

silence of the past, buzzing almost imperceptibly save for the

sensitivity of the historian's ear. Rather, it is a ’'space’



traversed by series and systems and discontinuous formations.

Foucault describes this 'space’ in the following way:
We are now dealing witl a complex volume, in which
heterogeneous regions are differentiated or deployed,
in acecordance with specific rules and practices that
cannot be superposed. Instead of seeing, on the great
mythical book of history, lines of words that translate
in visible characters thoughts that were formed in sone
other time and place, we have in the density of discur-
sive practices, systems that establish statements as
events (with their own conditions and domain of appear-
ance) and things (with their own possibility and field
of use>. They are all these systems of statements
{(whether events or things) that 1 propose to call
archive. (AKX, 128>
GGiven what we have saild thus far, it is clear that by
archive Foucault is not referring to all the documents self-
consciously preserved by a given culture, but rather to all the
documents (or monuments) deppsited in the archive. Tkat is, he
is referring to the sum-total of 'things said' and the "system
of discursivity, in the enunciative possibilities and impossibi-
lities that 1t lays down.”™ <(AK, 129> The archive is not, in
other words, a grand text, "the great confused murmur of a dis-
course' but rather "it is that which differentiates discourses
in their multiple existence and specifies them in their own
duration." (AK, 129; my enphasis)

A word returns again and again : dispersion. To
put this in the conteut of Foucault’'s 'library' we can see that
what Foucault is interested in is tracing the various 'dispers-
ions' that run through this library whose material provides the

evidence of the past. This is not hermeneutics. Foucault is not

interested in opening up a 'dialogue' with the texts of the
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past, in the attempt to effect a 'fusion of horizons' on the
Gadamerian model. Rather, Foucault is interested in discerning
what the texts 'say' despite themselves, and in order to do this,
he cannot view them as disembodied voices but as the place where
various 'dispersed' discourses can be seen to operate. And
although these discursive formations display structural charac-
teristics, they are not formal but actual, that is, historical,
which for Foucault means that they are discontinuous. They are
subject to mutation and transformation. This, of course, as we
have already noted, is why Foucault distances himself from the
universalist c¢laims of structuralism. In fact, the opposition
structuralism/history, given recent developments in historio-
graphy, has become less acute, not to say obsolete. As Deleuze
has pointed cut in his book on Foucauit:
...the heart of contemporary debates has less to do
with structuralism as such - that is, with the
existence (or lack of it) of models and realities that
we call structures - than with the place and status
bestowed on the subject in ways we feel are not com-
pletely structured. Therefore, as long as we c¢ontinue
to contrast history directly with structure, we persist
in believing that the subject can gather, build up and
unify matter. But this no longer holds true if we
tbhink of 'epochs' or historical formations as being
multiplicities.
However, while this may be true and important in hist-
oriographical terms (and the explosion of historiographical pro-

duction in France in the sixties and seventies is a testament to

this approach) we are still left with a difficult philosophical

G. Deleuze, Foucault, trans. 8. Hand (Minneaplois:
University of Minnesota Press, 1988, p. 1l4.



provlem: what about Foucault? What about the archivist himself?

If he is going to describe history in terms of discursive forma-
tions and multiplicities, then surely it is the case that his own
discourse is 'subject' to the same multiplicity.

In other words, if Foucault's archaeology is capable of
describing the conditions of possibility of particular discur-
sive formations, and thereby the positive uncoascious that under-
lies them, then surely the conditions of possibility of
Foucault's owﬁ discourse about discursive formations must be
capable of archaeclogical description. But from what stand-
point, from which point of view? How does the archaeologist
himself reveal the c¢onditions of his own positive unconscious?

This, 1 will be arguing is a specific instance of the
larger philosophical problem of relating unconscious structures

or relations with conscious discourse.



CEAPTER THREE - THE PROBLEM OF THE SUBJECT

What, then, about Foucault himself? What is the status
cf his own discourse? This has turned out to be one of the mpst

fundamental criticisns of his 'archaeology’. And if the 'arch-

aenlogy' is read as primarily concerned with undermining the

human sciences by exposing their claims to scientific status,
then Foucault's own project is undermined because it assumes a
status for the 'archaeology' it is nowhere shown to possess.
The status it assumes 1s said to be one 1t explicitly rejects,
i.e. that of a kind Df phenomenology, insofar as the archaeolo-
gist 'brackets' his own self-understanding qua archaeologist in
order simply to 'transcribe' the discursive formations of the
past. As Dreyfus and Rabinow have pointed out, Foucault, from
the archaeological 'perspective' "looks on, as a detached meta-
phenomenoclogist, at the historical Foucault who can't, if he
thinks about human beings in a serious way, help thinking in
terms of the meanings and truth claims governed by the latest
discursive formation."’

I want to suggest that this is a misleading approach,
insofar as it tends to read Foucault's 'archaeology' as an alter-
native human gcience. This, of course, is a plausible reading

if attention is focused on The Order of Things, where Foucault

tells us that "a 'human science' exists, not wherever man is in
guestion, but wherever there is analysis - within the dimension

proper to the unconscious -~ of norms, rules, and signifying tot-

'Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 87.
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alities which unveil to consciousness the conditions of its

forme and contents.' (OT, 364> The difference with Foucault's
'method’, it is said, is that the analysis is not referred back
to 'consciousness' but to the archaeologist! Stated this way,
the problem (not to say incoherence) is overwhelming. However,
the problem of status of the archeeclogist is no more a problem
for Foucault than it is for any historian seeking to go beyond
and beneath the exegetical account of discourses in the past in
order to lay bare the conditions of those discourses. The
difference between the archaeologist and the historian is that
the érchaeologist attempts to reveal the conditions of
possibiliity of particular discourses by describing the enonces
that govern their formation, while the historian describes
the conditione he deems necessary for the characterization of
subsequent events relative to the story he is trying to recount.
However, both sets of conditions and their descriptions depend
on the prior commitments of the inquirer, whether he be
archaeologist or historian. The commitments of the historian
are revealed by the significance he places on particular condi-
tions vis-a-vis the story he is recounting. The conmitments of
the archaenlogist, on the other hand, are revealed by the
differences he describes. The point is, the problem doesn't lie
with the commitments themselves, or, more precisely, the problen
doesn't lie in the fact of.having these prior commitments, but
in how these commitments are to be identified and understood.
Foucault's archaeology attempts to show that this

ijdentification is deeply problematic and it limits itself to



identifying them by tracing their conditions of possibility
rather than attempting to justify them by characterizing those
conditions as necessary for the further development of those
commitments. The problem with the latter approach, the approach
of traditional historiography, is that before one can atiribute
necessity to particular conditions one must first be able to
identify them. And this identification is problematic because,
as Foucault tells us, "1t is not possible for us to describe our
own archive, since it is from within these rules that we speak,
since it is that which gives to what we can say - and to itself,
the object of our discourse - its mode of appearance, its forms
of existence and coexistence, 1its system of accumulation,
historicity, and disappearance." (AK, 130) The fundamental
difficulty expressed in a sentence: *"The archive cannot be
described in its totality; and in its presence it is
unavoidable." (AK, 130>

Since we cannot give a so-called 'objective'’
description of the archive we 'belong' to because we are in fact
actually using it, what should we do? Foucault suggests that we
resist the temptation of reducing everything to terms we are
immediately familiar with, and try, instead, to describe another
archive in all of its 'strangeness' and poeitivety. Thie is
done, not out of a 'mere' interest, out of a desire to escape
from the present into an idealized past. The analysis of an

archive represents an altogether different function; what that
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analysis shows is that "at once ¢lose to us, and different from

our present existence, it is the border of time that surrounds
our presence, which overhangs it, and which indicates it in its

otherness; it is that which, outside ourselves, delimits us."

(AKX, 130> This analysis evokes and describes a discourse we no
longer share, 1ts practices and pronouncements are ones we can no
longer (immediately) recognize, its world begins where ours
leaves off. It presents us with a fun-house mirror that tells us
what we are not. This analysis finds its place within the space
left open or silent by our own discursive practices. And in that
sense it is a diagnostic analysis; it does not describe a whole,
whether healthy or 1ll, 1t merely describes the functioning and
relation of various parts. Foucault gives this description of
what the archaeological analysis of an archive achieves:
...1t deprives us of our continuities; it dissi-
pates that temporal identity in which we are pleased
to loock at ourselves when we wish to exorcise the dis-~
continuties of history; it breaks the thread of trans-
cendental teleologies; and where anthropological thought
once questioned man's being or subjectivity, it now
bursts open the other, and the outside. In this sense,
the diagnosis does not establish the fact of our identi-
ty by the play of distinctions. It establishes that we
are difference, that our reason is the difference of
discourses, our history the difference of times, our
selves the difference of masks. That difference, far
from being the forgotten and recovered origin, is this
dispersion that we are and make. <AK, 131>
¥hat I would like to suggest is that the 'archaeology'
that Foucault has developed is a first expression of what I am

calling his djagnostic philosophy of history whose aim is to

produce an understanding of history from within that history,
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but anonymously, so that the understanding achieved is not re-
duced to being a mere moment in that history. Thus, his parti-

cular approach is not a theoretical philosophy of history,

that is, its aim is not to tell us what history is or must be;

but nor is it practical, in ihe sense of producing a progran for
action. Ratlier, it is diagnostic in the sense that it tells us

what history is not, and consequently what it need not be.

Of course, what we have here is a first expression of
this idea and many of its details and difficulties have yet to
be worked out. However, before going on to deal with some of
them, I would like, briefly, to compare Foucault's diagnostic

approach to history with VWittgenstein's therapeutic approach to

philosophy. And I want to do this in order to tone down some-
what Foucault's overbliown rhetoric about the death of Man, which
I find of only limited usefulness.

First of all, as for the idea that one cannot decribe
one's own archive, a similar view is expressed by Wittgenstein

in On Certainty', where he says "I did not get my picture of the

world by satisfying myself of its correctness. No: it is the
inherited background against which I distinguish between true
and false." (OC, par 94) Of course, the reference to 'world'
and '1' does not fit guite well with Foucault, but the notion
that truth and falsity are distinctions that are made certainly
does., As 1is Wittgenstein's consistent practice of describing

the use of language rather than theorizing about it. This idea

" (Basil Blackwell, 196%).



of the concrete, actual yee of language as, not so uwush under-
lying, but actually composing the world (or, for Foucault, the
'order of discourse') also seems to be what Wittgenstein attempts

to illustrate in the very next paragraph:

The propositions describing this world-picture
might be part of a kind of mythology. And their role
is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be
learned purely practically, without learning any expli-
cit rules. (OC, par 95>

The point being expressed here shows the diffi-
culty of distinguishing between 'ourselves' and the 'worid'.
Both seem to be the function of the structured use of language.

The 'propositions' (language) are learned practically (inmplicitly

through use) as a game. By whom? By the players of the game.
And as Gadamer has brilliantly shown, players are, in play, in-
distinguishable from the game.' Thus, one might say that
Vittgenstein, too, is an 'anti-bhumenist' insofar as his descrip-
tions of 'games people play' are not intended to tell us
something about people. His interest lies solely in the games

that are played; and specifically 'philosophical' games that lead

only to illusion and impasse. Another way of putting it is to
say that Wittgenstein is not interested in what Man is, but in
merely in what he does. And in that sense his use of

language-games and forms of life is not so much descriptive of
what he takes the world to be, as it is a conceptual matter of

getting at what is in fact done. This is what he means when he

Cf. Truth and Method, (New York: Crossroad, 1986>, pp. 91ff,




128

says that "it is our acting, which lies at the bottom c. the
language~ganme.'" <(0C, par 204>

Another similarity between Foucault and Wittgenstein
can be found in another example provided by the latter:

The child learns to believe a host of things. I.e.
it learns to act according to these beliefs. Bit by bit
there forms a system of what is believed, and in that
system some things stand unshakeably fast and some are
more or less liable to shift. Vhat stands fast does so,
not because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing,
it is rather held fast by what lies around it. (OC, par
21
Note that Wittgenstein refers belief back to action and

not 'consciousness', and the rest of the paragraph is less in-
terested in the content of belief but rather in what might be
called its 'contextual configuration'. One might even suggest
that 'the system of what is believed' (i.e. system of ways of
acting) is somewhat akin to both the notions of episteme and
discursive formations in Foucault. Especially given the fact
that what 'stands fast' and what is 'liable to shift', that is,
the continuities and discontinuities within a given 'system of
belief' is not a function of something that lies 'beneath' that
system, like a core meaning. A 'system of belief' is quite
simply - one might say with Foucault, quite 'positively' - held
together 'by what lies around it', that is, by the systematic
activities that compose the 'contextual configuration' of that
system. And were Wittgenstein more interested in history, one

could very well imagine his descriptions dealing with the way

language has been used in various synchronically continuous and
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diachronically discontinuous ways, such that different

language-games can be conceptually devised in order to trace
different forms of life. ©Note that these 'forms of life' would
not refer ultimately to an entity called Man, but rather to their
changing 'contextual configurations'. Vittgenstein, like
Foucault, does not refer his analysis to a 'founding subject' but
rather to the activities human beings just so happen to
undertake. Again, Wittgenstein like Foucault, is not interested
in telling us what human beings are, but simply in describing
what it is human beings do. And one can easily imagine
Vittgenstein agreeing with Foucault that their effort was not to
tell us what human beings must everywhere and always do, but
rather to show "how it was possible for men, within the same
discursive practice, to speak of different objects, to have con-
trary opinions, and to make contradictory choices; my aim was
also to show in what way discursive practices were distinguished
from one another; in short, I wanted not to exclude the problen
of the subject, but to define the positions and functions that
the subject could occupy in the diversity of discourse.' (&K,
2003

But these descriptions are not nerely descriptions for
description's sake. It is clear, for example, in Witigenstein
that the use of the conceptual device of language—games is
designed to weed out the confusions and difficulties that arise
out of the misuse and misapplication of language appropriate to

specific circumstances. His philosophical approach is therefore
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characterized as 'therapeutic'. Its aim is not to prescribe a

treatment nor propose a cure, but to relieve certain tensions,
caused for the most part by philosophy's overextension of its
capacities and possibilities.

What about Foucault? Cannot his work be read as exclu-
sively descriptive? Indeed, doesn't he himself insist on this
very point when he tells us that he is "un positiviste heureux"?
(AS, 164> Foucault does seem to be of two minds on precisely

this point, at least in The Archaeology of Knowledge. But as

many passages suggest, and as his subsequent work will show, his
own approach is primarily critical. However, the difficulty
arises out of the ambigulty Foucault displays and even maintains
about his own position vis-a-~vis both philosophy and history. Is
Foucault doing philosophy or is he doing history? And rather
than answer a predictable 'neither and/or both', he confesses his
embarrassment and tells us that '"for the moment, and as far
ahead as I can see, my discourse, far from determining the locus
in which it speaks, 1s avoiding the ground on which it could
find support." (AK, 205>

This avoidance of professing one's commitments or stak-
ing one's grounds, on which so much <riticism has been heaped, is
insisted upon by Foucault precisely because he wishes to avoid
falling back into what might be calied the self-justificatory
discourses of our present archive. This requires effort and
vigilance, according to Foucault; and, perhaps more importantly,

it requires a new way of thinking. This new way of thinking
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Foucault calls 'archaecological', and 1t is not, strictly speak-

ing, philosophical, in the sense that it does not s=ek out the
tinmeless essence of things, but rather seeks to show how they
are discursively specific. And this reference to discourse
suggests that this new way of thinking is not, strictly speak-
ing, historical either, inasmuch as it does not tell the story
of a process from the point of view of a subject that ultimately
culminates in the present. Or, in other words, Foucault seeks
to avoid the philosophical figure of the subject, and the his-
torical figure of man, in favour of an archaeclogical approach
to discursive practices which are reducible netither to the con-
sciousness of a subject, nor to the self~development of man.

Foucault is not here merely proposing an alternative to these

other two approaches, but he is in effect criticizing them inso-
far as they both stem from "an anthropological thought that
orders all these questions around the question of man's being,
and allows us to avoid an analysis of practice," (AK, 204>
which, as we shall see, continues to be Foucault's main concern.
Neither history nor philosophy traditionally conceived,
Foucault's work can be seen, I am arguing , as a philosophy of
history, one which centers on the use of the concept of history.
It is a diagnostic philosophy of histeory, as opposed to a spec-
ulative or analytic philosophy of history; one that discusses
not the meaning of the process considered as a whole, nor the
epistemological evaluation of its methods, but rather attempts

to provide a way of using the past that will, instead of simply



justifying the present, provide a perspective that enables one
to question and challenge it.

But this brings us back to a central difficulty of
Foucault's archaeology. If its task is to uncover the condi-
tions of various discursive practices, 1t 1s still not clear
what effect such an 'uncovering' is to have, and on whom it is
supposed to occur. In other words, which specific discursive
practices in the past are supposed to offer a perspective on
what specific (and problematic) features of the present? An
answer will require Foucault to move beyond the framework he
has set up for himself in The Archaeology of Knowledge.

And indeed, one can see him moving towards a
positive account of what his analysis is for, one which goes
beyond the purpose of shaking up our complacent certitudes.
These complacent certitudes are no longer to play the merely
negative role of jphibiting our understanding, but the positive
role of actually shaping it in ways we are unaware of precisely
because of that complacency. Foucault shows himself to be going
after, not our certitudes - they must be taken for granted and
indeed serve as the starting point - but rather the shape those
certitudes (and the complacency that keeps them alive) actually
take, and in what ways this shape affects what we in fact do.
Foucault doesn't 'merely' want to describe the 'truths' we hold
and the 'things' we say; he wants to describe what 'holding'’
certain truths and 'saying' certain things itself does. He

writes:
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It is an attempt to reveal discursive practices in
their complexity and density; to show that to speak is
to do something - something other than to express what
one thinks; to translate what one knows, and something
other than to play with the structures of a language
(langue); to show that to add a statement to a pre-
existing series of statements is to perform a complica-
ted and costly gesture, which involves conditions (and
not only a situation, a context, and motives), and rules
(not the logical and linguistic rules of construction);
to show that a change in the order of discourse does
not presuppose ‘'new ideas', a little invention and
creativity, a different mentality, but transforwations
in a practice, perhaps also in neighboring practices,
and in their common articulation. I have not denied -
far from it - the possibility of changing discourse: I
have deprived the sovereignty of the subject of the
exclusive and instantaneous right te it. (AK, 209>

Thus, this concern with 'discourse', this convoluted
elaboration of the notion of an enonce (of an 'anonymous state-—
ment'?), the historical a pricri and the archive, all of these
conceptual devices are meant to enable us to grasp 'things said'
not as belonging tﬁ someone, not as being ultimately connected to
a speaking subject, but simply as gsaid. Anonymous statements
and the connections between them (between them and not between
the presupposed 'speakers'). Fote that it is the anonymity that
is important and not the supposed independence or self-reference

of these statements. Foucault does not draw this distinction

sufficiently clearly in these works and is led on occasion to
asssume an independence or self-sufficiency to his 'domains of
discourse' (which, after all, like Wittgenstein's language-games
are more conceptual or logical devices than they are
metaphysical descriptions) which his concrete proposals do not

warrant. And although he mentions practices (without distin-
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guishing between discursive and non-discursive practices), it is
clear that the lack of any explicit connection between discourse
and practice is the single most important failure of his work in
this period. In attempting to deal with the theoretical diffi-
culties of his earlier 'histories' he seems to have lost the
(intuitive) grasp of the force of the connectlon between dis-
course and practice they illustrated.

However, as our next Part will show, he will try to
regain the force of the connection, without abandoning the
*anonymity' required to avoid the reduction to the self-
consciousness of the 'subject’. And he will do so by still
treating 'things said' anonymously but not independently. That
is, he will begin to treat more explicitly the fact that 'things
said' are also 'things done'. And within this new framework,
the problem he will have to face ceases to be that of accounting
(or failing to account) for the status of his own discourse, and

becomes that of justifying the character of his action.



PART 111 : THE PROCESS OF HISTORY - THINGS DORE

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION: GENEALOGIST AS NEW HISTORIAN

The ambiguity contained in the word history — the same
word refers to a process and to an activity or discipline - could
be alleviated if we restricted the use of the word history to
the activity or discipline of historical research, and retained
the use of the past as denoting all that has occurred prior to
the present. Such a distinction has the virtue of properly dis-
tinguishing between the concept of history considered as a
dimension of time and history considered as mode of inquiry that
investigates that dimension. I recognize that such a distinction
rests on the assumption that there is not, within the dimension
of time we call the past, a movement or process that we can spec-
ifically call historical such that the task of history as a dis-
cipline is simply to describe it. This is not to say that his-
torians do not discern movements and processes within the past -
indeed it is what they do best - but simply, like Kant, ! refuse
to ascribe an ontological status to those processes and move-
ments. Strictly speaking, their ontological status belongs to
the evidence and reconstructive efforts of the historian.

I do not mean by this that what happened in the past
depends on the historian's reconstructive efforts, but our
awareness of those happenings in the past certainly does. In~
deed, the more historians discover about the past, the more
evident such a statement becomes, in the sense that the present-

ation of new evidence or a fresh appeal to old evidence often
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reveals how prior accounts of the so-called historical process

in fact distorted what actually happened in the past, or so now
claims this new historian as she refers to her evidence and re-
construction.

In other words, historians refer to the past and yet
all they come up with are histories. Or, the object of history
is indeed the past, but its subject is the evidence and the re-
constructive efforts of historians.

This is all very obvious; and yet such considerations
seem to play no part in discussions surrounding the philosophy
of history. This is because, I am suggesting, philosophers of
history - both analytic and speculative - fail to make the pro-
per distinction between the past and history. Or, put another
way, they fail to give an adequate account of how, in effect,
the past becomes history.

One way of describing this 1s to say that the past re-
collected becomes an historical past. The past as such denotes
that which is no longer. History, or the historical treatment
of the past, denotes that which is preserved. Or again, the
past refers (somewhat ambiguously)> to that which was and has now
been forgotten. History, on the other hand, refers to those
things now remembered. Thus, history is often connected with
the notion of memory. Just as an adult remembers his childhood
(its struggles in many ways defining the shape the rest of his

life has taken and will take), so a collectivity remembers its

past.



The analogy, of course, 1s an old one, and it is as rich

as it is potentially misleading. For history and memory are not
the same thing, just as the past and history are not the same.
Remembering something about the past does not serve the same
function as understanding it historically. Collectively speak-
ing, remembering the past (or certain elements of the past’
forms part of the process of moving into the future (becomes the
vehicle for trarsmitting and perpetuated the acquired knowledge
of that collectivity). Understanding the past historically does
not mean linking the past to the future, but rather means under-
standing the past within the past, that is, in terms of itself.
At least, this is the lmpetus behind the project of recording
history.

What characterizes the historical approach to the past
is the fact that history is written, and it is thus tied in a
very concrete way with the past it attempts to recount. Because
of this 1t restricts itself to recounting the past in gquestion
in as accurate a manner as possible. It is this written
character of history that distinguishes it from other attitudes
to the past, and defines its scope and limits. Again, this is
not to say that societies and cultures that do not have any
written record dc not have and understanding of their own pasts,
but only that that understanding plays a different role than
that of recording, as carefully and accurately as possible, the
historical past. One might say that such cultures are less tied

to the past and may seek to hand on the past in more diverse
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and less formal ways (one can imagine the twists and turns a
story of 'origins' might take as it is passed on from generation
to generatiom).

But if the development of historiography is so
connected toc the written word, then it becomes imperative to
understand, certainly what is being written down ~ the problem
of selection as discussed in contemporary analytic philosophy of
history - but also, and probably more importantly, who is writing
it down, for what purposes, and to what end. This, interestingly
enough, has not been a standard question in analytic philosophy
of history. One of the reasons for this is that the historian
was treated in much the same way as the scientist, in that it was
assumed that the historian's purpose was to tell us what
happened in the past (just as the scientist's purpose is to tell
us how nature works’. That is, the historian's task is to give
us knowledge of the past. The question for the analytic
philosophy of history, then, revolved around the character and
status of that knowledge. Never was it asked why historical
knowledge was sought, nor to what ends it was directed. (Nor
was this asked of the scientist, it being postulated that the
'thirst for knowledge' is inherent in man's nature.> Thus,

while analytic philosophy of history does discuss - in relation

"As Jacques Le Goff has pointed out in an interesting work
entitled Histoire et mémoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1988>, p.114:
"tandis que la reproduction mnemonique mot & mot serait 11é
3% 1'écriture, les sociétés sans écriture, 2 1'exception de
certaines pratiques de mémorisation pe_variatur, dont la
principale est le chant, accordent a la memoire plus de
liberté de possibilités créatives.”
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to the epistemological question of the 'objectivity' of histori-

cal knowledge - the value-commitments of the individual histo-

rian, 1t does not ask about the value—commitments of the disci-
pline or activity. ©Nor does it discuss how history, agalin as a
discipline or activity, is itself productive of certain values,
indeed of value itself.

Foucault does ask these questions by developing the
Nietzschean notion of genealogy. However, while definitely
stemming from his reading of Nietzsche - a reading we shall
examine presently - Foucault's genealogy is interesting for the
way it systematically develops concerns and approaches charac-
teristic of the new history. Jacques Le Goff, himself an impor-
tant new historian, goes so far as to claim that Foucault "pro-
poses an original philosophy of histery that is closely linked

to the practice and methodology of the discipline of history."?

The most explicit discussion of the concept of
genealogy is to be found in Foucault's "Nietzsche, Genealogy,
History"=, The text is somewhat ambiguous in that it is not
always clear when Foucault is ascribing a sense to the concept
itself, such for example as he understands it and uses it, and
when he is discussing Nietzsche's own particular use of it. Our
concern is with the concept as Foucault will use it in his other

works. More specifically, we are concerned with the concept of

'I1bid., p. 296 My translation.

21y, The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), pp.
76-100. Hereafter referred to as NGH.
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genealogy in its relation to history. I would like to show two
things. First, how the concept of genealogy removes some of the
limitations of the archaeological approach; and, second, how the
concept of genealogy c¢an be read as a philosophical treatment of
the concept of history implicit and implied in the new history.
The most important limitation of the archaeological
approach removed by the concept of genealogy is that the latter
explicitly deals with the relation between the past and the pre-
sent. However, in doing so, genealogy in no way undermines the
importance of archaeology and its critique of traditional history
of ideas. That is, geﬁealogy. like the archaeological concern
with uncovering the positive unconscious of knowledge, "must
record the singularity of events outside of any monotonous
finality; it must seek them in the most unpromising places, in
what we tend to feel is without history - in sentiments, love,
conscience, instincts: it must be sensitive to their recurrence,
not in order to trace the gradual curve of their evolution, but
to isolate the different scenes where they engaged in different
rples."” (NGH, 76> This statement not only describes genea-
logy, it also describes the precccupations of the new history
in its search for new methods and new objects for studying the
past.’' From the very beginnings of this movement, with the work
of Bloch and Febvre, there is the desire to investigate things

normally not considered of historical significance, principally

'Cf. Le Goff and Nora (eds), Faire de 1'histoire, 3 vol.
(Paris: Gallimard, 1974>.




because of what was thought to be a lack of suitable evidence.:

However, this lack of evidence was merely a lack of imagination
in developing methods to get at what was considered inaccessible,
or simply to lonok at old evidence in a new way, Michel Vovelle's
project of examining wills and testaments in order to understand
the eighteenth century’'s attitude to death®, or Roger Chartier's
examination of the book trade in order to understand different
kinds of literacy and sensibilities™ come to mind. Such an
approach, which Foucault calls genealogical, requires a great
deal of patience and knowledge of details as well as relentless
erudition. However, such an approach also requires another con-
dition; it must reject "the metahistorical deployment of ideal
significations and indefinite teleologies." (NGH, 77> In other
words, the genealogical approach "opposes itself to the search
for 'origins'." (NGH, 77>

What Foucault means by the search for "origins" is a
kind of search that hopes, through history, "to capture the
exact essence of things, their purest possibilities, and their
carefully protected identities'" and it is based on an assumption
of "the existence of immobile forms that precede the external

world of accident and successicn'"; that is, this attitude and

‘Some notable examples: fear, climate, culinary tastes,
private life.

=M. Vovelle, Piété€ baroque et déchristianisation en Provence
au XVIlle sidcle (Paris: Plon, 1973). See also his

Ideclogies et mentalités (Paris: Maspero, 1982).

*R. Chartier, _Les origines culturelles de_la Révolution
francaise (Paris: Seull, 19960). ‘
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approach to history is enraptured by *the image of a primerdial
truth” that demands and '"necessitates the removal of every mask
to ultimately disclose an original identity.' (NGH, 78> The
genealogist challenges this "lofty" approach to history in much
the same way that historians challenge (and deride) the specula-
tive philosophers of history and their armchair attempts at dis-
closing the meaning of history as a whole. And such a specula-
tive approach must be challenged, according to Foucault,
because: "What 1s found at the historical beginning of things is
not the invioclable ldentity of the origin; it is the dissension
of other things" and what the insistence on the origin actually
does is create "a field of knowledge whose function is to
recover it, but always in a false recognition due to the
excesses of its own speech.'" (NGH, 79> Thus, Foucault here goes
further than most contemporary philosophers of history and his-
torians who reject 'speculative' philosophy of history in that
he follows through on this rejection. That is, instead of simply
retreating to the safe domain of 'analytic' philosophy of
history, he acknowledges the character of the historical process
implicit in the rejection of speculation and even proposes to
deal with the consequences that appear to follow from that
rejection.' That is why the philosopher of history, for

Foucault, becomes the genealogist. The genealogist makes use of

TAnalytic philosophers of history tend to leave aside these
important considerations and instead turn their attention
almost exclusively to the form of historical explanation. A
move that, according to a recent critic, has exhausted its
usefulness. Cf. Martin, The Past Within Us (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1989),.




143

what might be called the 'contingent character' of the historical

process in order to combat the 'metaphysicél' {in the Kantian
sense) search for ultimate meaning., He writes:

The genealogist needs history to dispel the
chimeras of the origin, somewhat in the manner of the
plious philosopher who needs a doctor *o exorcise the
shadow of his scul. He must be able to recognize the
events of history, its jolts, its surprises, its
unsteady victories and unpalatable defeats - the basis
of all beginnings, atavisms, and heredities. Similarly,
he must be able to diagnose the illnesses of the body,
its conditions of weakness and strength, its breakdowns
and resistances, to be in a position to judge philo-
sophical discourse. History is the concrete body of a
development, with its moments of intensity, its lapses,
its extended periods of feverish agitation, its
fainting spells; and only a metaphysican would seek its
spul in the distant ideality of the origin. (¥GH, 80>

But even more than this, even more than the rejection
of an ultimate meaning to the historical process, is the reject-
jon of the desire to seek meaning in or through history, to seek
an understanding of ourselves and of our 'destiny' through the
understanding of our 'collective' past. For Foucault, the
genealogist, in tracing lines of 'descent', '"does not pretend
to go back in time to restore an unbroken continuity that
operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten things" but rather

to follow the complex course of descent is to maintain

passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to
identify the accidents, the minute deviations - or
conversely, the complete reversals - the errors, the
false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that

gave birth to those things that continue to exist and

have value for us; it is to discover that truth and

being does not lie at the root of what we know and what
we are, but the exteriority of accidents. (NGH, 81>

Again, the 'view' of history expressed here, is

not all that unfamiliar. At least, not if one is in the habit
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of reading 'la nouvelle histoire', with its minute approach and
re—evaluation of the historical 'legacy'!' as well as its desire
to find more 'material' support for the history of ideas and
culture.*® Foucault's originality, then, lies less in the
'view' of history his genealogy presupposes (although I would
not deny that his work has had a profound effect on the arti-
culation of that 'view'®) than the use he proposes tc make of
it, explicitly relating it to the dispersion and disruption of
"what was previously considered immobile; it fragments what was
thought unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was imagined
consistent with itself." (NGH, 82>

One might say that what genealogy attempts to do is
reveal (or unmask) ideas through their bodily manifestations.
But, in fact, it is more than this; for Foucault is not only,
as are the new historians, trying to ground ideas and structures
in concrete 'materiality', he is actually eguating the notions of
body and history insecfar as you cannot (any longer) have omne
without the other. Nor, indeed, can you have both. Thus the

need for a genealogical dismantling of a view of the history of

'Like G. Duby’'s Le dimanche des Bouvines (Paris: Gallimard,
1973> and J. Le Goff's La naissance du Purgatoire (Paris:
Gallimard, 1980>.

*Viz. again Jacques Le Goff, Pour un Autre Moyen Age (Paris:
Gallimard, 1977) ang Roger Chartier, Les origines
culturelles de la Revolution francaise (Paris: Seuil, 19903.

*As evidenced especially in the work and praise of the
historian Paul Veyne. op.cit. One also sees obvious traces
of Foucault is works like J. Donzelot's La police des
familles (Paris: Minuit, 1977).
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ideas as a continuous process that need not make reference to its

concrete, i.e. bodily effects.
The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced
by language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a
dissociated self (adopting the illusion of a
substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual disinte-
gration. Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus
situated within the articulation of the body and
history. 1ts task is to expose a body totally
imprinted by history and the process of history's des-
truction of the body. (NGH, 83>
Genealogy is called on not only to dismantle the trad-
tional conception of history, but also the traditional
conception of the self. It is here, more than anywhere else,
that Foucault demonstrates his firm grasp, both of the bistorio-
graphical developments going on uround him, and of the very
idea of history. An idea which, for the most part, remains
implicit in the work of historians. The idea is the recognition
that our historical interests and concerns, the reasons one
might say, that we write and study history, are constitutive of
our self-identity. History is supposed to tell us who we are.
At least in theory, in the general conception that history has
of itself and which it voices whenever it has to justify its
activities (not only to those who hold the purse-strings but to
all of its potential practitioners). This is its answer to the
gquestion: why study history at all? The past is, after all, the
past. In practice, historians and indeed philosophers of history
(the latter, at least in the English-speaking world> have been

much more concerned with the problems and possibilities of actual

historical research (the extent to which its explanations are
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‘true', the status of its claims to knowledge, the particular-
ities of its appeal to evidence, the idea of an historical
fact). And although not all of these gquestions have been
answered (some have even been dismissed as ultimately irrelevant
or misplaced’), there is no denying the important developments
that have been achieved. It is generally recognized that no
history of any given subject-matter can be considered definitive
or complete given the innumerable perspectives that can be
adopted. The ﬁractice of bistory, in France particularly, but
elsewhere as well (England, Germany, Italy? is characterized by
the adoption of new methods, new problems and even of new
objects of historical research. However, curiously enough, all
these new developments have not seemed to affect the general
conception of the uitimate justification of the interest in
history, namely, that it tells us who we are. I+ would seen
reasonable to expect that such important and varicus changes in
the practice of history would (or should)> have some kind of
effect on the theory or generalized conception of what history,
ultimately. is for. In other words, if traditional historio-
graphy was constitutive of our selves, what effect does (or
should) the 'new history' have on that constitutive function?
This is where Foucault comes in. His genealogy
is a practical reconceptualization of how to study the past,
and a theoretical articulation of what that reconceptualization

entails, As an historian he partakes of the development and

"Cf. Martin, chap. 1.



147

renewal of historical research, and as a philosopher he iraces

the radical implications these developments have on the the
conception we have of our very selves.

Foucault opposes to traditional Listory of ideas a
genealogy of the body, or rather, genealogy "is
situated within the articulation of the body and history.' <(NGH,
83) What this means is that if, for example, one wants to
investigate the practice of punishment, one does not treat its
present form as the culmination of a long historical
developmental process. Foucault insists that, on the contrary,
such "developments may appear as a culmination, but they are
merely the current episodes in a series of subjugations...” and
his own particular approach "seeks to reestablish the various
systems of subjection: not the anticipatory power of meaning,
but the hazardous play of dominations.' (NGH, 83> And, it is
important to note, this 'play of dominations' is basic. It is
what lies at the base of the historical process. Here, Foucault
goes further than the 'new historians'. While they insist on a
more concrete, closer, ‘'material' reading of history and are
less prone - not to say methodologically opposed — to idealistic
abstractions of progressive lines of development, they are not
however hostile to the notion of progress as such. Indeed, they
might be characterized as bringing to the notion of progress a

more careful, cautious, and empirical approach.’

'This is clearly the tendency in the work of such historians
as Michel Vovelle and Roger Chartier. It is also present in
Jacques Le Goff, Histoire et memoire.
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Foucault, on the other hand, is clear on this point:
"Humanity does not gradually progress from combat to combat
until it arrives at universal reciprocity, where the rule of law
finally replaces warfare; humanity installs each of its viclences
in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domi-
nation." (NGH, 85) Here we have a marvelously succinct
statement of the project that underlies his book Discipline and
Punish which we will turn to in a moment. But more generally, it
is a statement about the inescapably historical character of eny
practice, including that of the historian himself. Foucault is
in effect responding to the question we left off
with a¥ the end of the last Part: what is the status of
Foucault's own discourse? However, answering it involves
questioning the status of any historian’'s discourse, a status
that is actually thrown inté question by his very practice. In
other words, if the cumulative, progressive picture of history
is to be abandoned, so then must the historical project of
telling us who we are by showing us how we got here. For
Foucault, an 'effective' history not only abandons the idea of
"retracing the past as a patient and continuous development" but
it also, and more importantly, "emphatically excludes the 're-
discovery of ourselves'.' (NGH, 88) If the 'mnew' history is to
be an 'effective' history, one that adeguately and honestly?
responds to its own demands, then it must face up to its new

task.

'In the words of Dreyfus anc Rabinow, p. 125.
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History becomes "effective" to the degree that it
introduces discontinuity into our very being - as it

divides pur emotions, dramatizes our instincts, multi-
plies our body and sets it against itself. "Effective”
history deprives the self of the reassuring stability of
life and nature, and it will not permit itself to be
transported by a voiceless obstinacy toward a millenial
ending. It will uproot its traditional foundations and
relentlessly disrupt its pretended continuity. This is
because knowledge is not made for understanding; it
is made for cutting. (NGH, 88>
Foucault's discussion of Nietzsche and genealogy here
become especially interesting inasmuch as we can discern,
through the references to "effective" history and continuous
reference to the disper=sal of the self, a critique and correc-
tion (as when one corrects one's trajectory’) of his earlier
archaeological approach. This becomes apparent when we examine
the distinctions between traditional history, the true histori-
cal sense, and genealogy. The true historical sense can be
iikened to Foucault's archaeology in its opposition to
traditional history; whereas the latter tends "to confirm our
belief that the present rests upon profound intentions and immu-
table necessities,” the former, that is, "the true historical
sense confirms our existence among countless lost events, with-
out a landmark or a point of reference.” (NGH, 89> The true
historical sense, effective history, like archaeology and like
the new history, attempts "to disclose dispersions and differ~
ences, to leave things undisturbed in their own dimension and

intensity.” (NGH, 89> And the task of effective history, like

the diagnostic function of archaeology "is to become a curative
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science." (NGH, 90

The addition of genealogy to this picture, however, is
a recognition of the common roots of what Nietzsche calls 'the
historian's history' and 'effective history' and which I have
likened to Foucault's distinction batween 'traditional history
of ideas' and 'archaeology'. That is, both turn to the past, and
turning to the past and focussing exclusively on the past incurs
the risk of producing "a faceless anonymity” (NGH, 91) in the
historian such that he can no longer recognize the character of
his own present. The danger is that both the historian and the
presént will "lack individuality" (NGH, 92) and both will be
submitted and sacrificed on the altar of timeless verities and
eternal truths, thereby betraying the force and strength of
their truly historical character. Or, in other words, 1f in
turning to the past one c¢an thereby reveal the masks worn by
the present, one must be careful not to take the step of regard-

ing this turning to the past itself as formative of one's true

identity, an identity without masks. That i{=, one should be
careful not to reify and consecrate a process that éffectively
reveals illusions and masks into a process that considers itself
constitutive of the truth. Nietzsche showed how "the locus for
the emergence for metaphysics was surely Athenian demagoguery,
the vulgar spite of Socrates and his belief in immortality, and
Plato could have seized this Socratic philosophy to turn it
against itself." (NGH, 93) However, Plato failed to do this;

in fact, he did the opposite by consecrating that philosophy.
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The same danger haunts the true historical sense. The anonymity

and lack of individuality that characterizes the "popular
ascetism of historians" should not be consecrated "but
dismantled, beginning with the things it produced; it is nece-
ssary to master history so as to turn it to genealogical uses,
that is, strictly anti-Platonic purposes." (NGH, 93>

Foucault's archaeological approach to the past, as we
saw in the last Part, focussed on anonymous statements and dis—
course and on the discontinuous character of *'things said' at
different times and different places. In this, he shared the
desire to let the past speak for itself as opposed to bhaving it
speak for a self-justifying present. But in doing so, Foucault
ran the risk of having the idea of discontinuity reified, and of
having the anonymity and facelessness of the archaeoclogist
consecrated. Thus, his archaeology must be supplemented with a
genealogical thrust. The archaeological approach must begin
genealogically from the present. Genealogy is meant to keep us
from characterizing the historical process itself, or reifying
the way it effectively explores the past. Discontinuity, a term
whose archaeological use ran the risk of describing the
histori~al process itself, now has the prescriptive function of
actually guiding historical research. Discontinuity describes
not theory but practice. History, genealogically conceived, has
now as its task not to tell us who we are, but to show us that we

are not who we thought we were. Foucault writes:



The 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 home-
land to which metaphysicians promise a return; it seeks
to make visible all those discontinuities that cross us,
(NGH, 95>

Foucault's use of history therefore not only poses an
archaeological challenge to the tiraditional conception of history
as the story of how the present came to be, but it alsoc proposes
a genealogical project of dismantling that conception and the
self-justificatory role it plays. Rather than promote a sense
of self-awareness, Foucault's conception of history strives to
instill in us a sense of self-wariness; a wariness, that is, of
those selves the traditiomal approach seeks to justify. As
Foucault writes: "It is no longer a question of judging the past
in the name of truth that only we can possess in the present,
but of risking the destruction of the subject who seeks knowledge
in the endless deployment of the will to knowledge." (NGH, 97)
Vhat we shall examine next 1s some of the shapes such a deploy-
ment can take.

This is Foucault's appropriation of Nietzsche. And
what I am suggesting 1is that its peculiarities can best be
understood and evaluated within the context and contours of a
philosophy of history, rather then, say, as Foucault's own
attempt as a 'tranvaluation of all values'. Foucault takes a
great deal from Nietzsche, but his contribution can better be
assessed, I am claiming, against the backdrop of Kant and Hegel

and their respective conceptions of the philosophy of history.



To repeat what I mentioned earlier: Foucault agrees with

Nietzsche in rejecting Kant's transcendental standpoint for a
'perspectival’ one, as well as opposing Hegel's 'necessary' his-
torical process with a radically contingent one. However,
Foucault's approach to the idea of history is in a certain sense
like Kant's insofar as 1t has a kind of hypothetical character
that is geared towards practice.' But Foucault's approach to
history is also akin to Hegel's to the extent that, rather than
looking to the future, he is resolutely concerned with the
present. Indeed, as is well known, he characterized his own
approach as that of writing 'the history of the present.'

- But what does it mean to write 'the history of the pre-
sent’', and how does it contribute to what we have characterizedqd
as Foucault's conception of history's ultimate purpose: of show-
ing us that we are not who we thought we were? The only way to
answer that question is to examine those works in which these

ideas come to play.

‘For Kant's philosophy of history, cf. Y. Yovel, Kant and the
Philosophy of History (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1980>.




CHAPTER TWO - THE SHADOW OF LIBERTY

They usually lie just on the outskirts of our cities,
neither surrounded by trees nor shrouded in mist. On the con-
trary, were it not for the barbed wire fences, the pccasicnal
signs, and the lookout tower, one would suppose that this com-
pound of buildings was a school, or a home for the eldszrly, or
perhaps even government buildings, given the price of real
estate in the city. But a closer look at the familiar architec-
tural setting reveals its particularity: these buildings make up
what has come to be called a penitentiary. The prison. Ve drive

by, acknowledging its presence, the necessity of it. And then
we do not give it a second thought.

The necessity of its presence? We live in a free
society. A free society is a soclety governed by the rule of
law. Laws that are broken must not go unpunished. Punishment
involves, normally, a fine and/or imprisonment. That's the
logic of it, but where's the necessity? Why, to punish those
who break the law, do we lock them up in prisons? And the
guestion is not whether there are alternatives; fines alone are
an example, community work is another. The question is rather:
where does this idea come from, when did it arise? Kot: why are
there prisons? but: when did locking people up become a solution?

Is this a philosophical gquestion? Or is 1t an
historical question? Look at the title: Surveiller et punir: La

naissance de la prison. The birth of the prison. Definitely an

historical problem. But what about the main title, do these

154
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worde represent concepts? or practices? A rphilosophical

problem. So which is it: philosophy or history? Of course, it
can be both; but what does that mean?

Perhaps it means that Foucault is looking at the
question from both perspectives at once. Foucault
tells us that: "My books aren't treatises in philosophy or
studies in history: at most, they are philosophical fragments
put to work in a historical field of problems.'?® What I would
like to do in this chapter is discuss what Foucault means by
this statement and show its connection to what ! have been call-
ing his philosophy of history. First of all, what does he mean
by placing his work "in a historical field of problems"7?
Clearly, Foucault's Discipline and Punish, while definitely
containing much historical material, is not the narrative
treatment of the 'birth'and rise of the modern prison as it is
has taken its place in our institutional landscape. And in that
sense Discipline and Punish can be seen as implicitly recogni-
zing the distinction made in contemporary historiography between
what has come to be called 'histoire-probléme‘’ as opposed to
‘histoire-récit'. Rather than simply proposing itself as a
narrative of past events, history recognizes itself as problem—
oriented. As Furet has pointed cut®, such a recognition stens

from four related developments. First, historians recognize

'"Burchell, et al. (eds), The Fpucault Effect: Studies in
Governmentality, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1891>, p. 74,

=Cf. Francois Furet, L'Atelier de l'histoire (Paris:
Flammarion, 1982>, pp. 76-77.




that their object is not time as such, or even the past as a
whole. The historian understands that his treatment is highly
selective, and that the significance of his selections depends
not on some hypothetical conception of the course of universal
history, but on the particular gquestions he is asking. Thus, a
history is judged less on 1lts alleged accuracy to certain 'facts’
about what 'really' happened, thar on the clear formulation of
the problems it sets out to solve. Secondly, historians are less
tied to events and their alleged effects and concern themselves
with conceptualizing networks of significance that cut across
the period in question rather than linking them to a linear
series leading up to the present. This leads to the third point
concerning the historian's responsibility for developing and
"inventing" his own sources that will enable him to answer his
questions. Finally, this intimate connection between the ques-
tions and problems formulated by the historian and the develop-
nent of sources meant to answer them means that the conclusions
reached carry with them their own mode of verification.

Foucault's Discipline and Punish clearly falls within

this general pattern inasmuch as it is not a narrative of the
development of the prison but addresses a specific problem. It
attempts to analyze the networks of significance surrounding the
‘*birth' of the prison’, and it does so by examining not merely

matters related to the prison, but matters relating to schools,

'The subtitle here, like the title Les mots et les choses, is
intended to be ironic.
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factories, and hospitals, and it shaould be judged as to how well
it answers its own questions.
In connection with this, 1t is interesting to note how

Foucault himself characterizes his work to a_group of historians.

He explains his project in these terums:

What is 'the birth of the prison' all about? French
society in a given period? No. Delinquency in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century? No. Prisons in
France between 1760 and 18407 Kot even this. It is
about something more subtle: the well-considered
motives, the type of calculation, the 'ratio' which was
at work during the reform of the penal system when it
was decided to introduce, though not without certain
modifications, the old practice of imprisonment. In
sum, it is a chapter in the history of 'punitive
rationale' [raison punitivel. Why the prison? Why the
reutilisation of this discredited system of locking-up?’
This passage is particularly revealing. It shows how

Foucault has clearly adoptecd a 'problem' approach to the history
of a particular period inscfar as his concern is not to trace

the various developments of the 'period' as a whole, but rather
to tackle a very specific question (arising out of the present)
whose answer is to be discerned there. The question, whose sense
and purpose stems from the present configuration of our social
and institutional framework ('why do we lock people up when they

break the law?>, becomes an historical problem (why imprisonment

was ‘'accepted’ as a sclution to penal reform). And in this

sense, Discipline and Punish is definitely a work of history.

Indeed, as Foucault tells us, it is "a chapter in the history of

"From Michelle Perrot (ed.), L'impossible prison (Paris:
Seuil, 1980), pp. 29-39. This translation in Aymard and
Mukhia (eds), French Studies in History, Vol. II (New Delhi:
Orient Longman, 1960>, p. 327.
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'punitive rationale [la raison punitivel." But precisely by
characterizing his work in this way, Foucault also reveals that
the work is not like other works of either social or economnic or
cultural history. Discipline and Punish is a chapter in the
history of 'la raison punitive' which is neither a social

nor an economic nor even a cultural category. It is quite prop-
erly a philosophical category. This is the sense of the express-
ion 'philosophical fragment' that Foucault uses to characterize
his work to this group of historians. Foucault seeks to show
"the well-considered motives, the type of calculation, the
‘ratic'" that operated (more precisely, was put into

Dperat;on) within the penal reforms undertaken at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century.

Note however that Foucault calls his work a philosophi-
cal fragment. That is, it is a piece of philosophy, more pre-
cisely, a plece of philosophizing about a particular manifesta-
tion of a particular kind of reason. Thus, ke examines the kind
of reasoning surrounding penal reform at the turn of the nine-
teenth century. But rather than focus exclusively on the rea-
soning expressed in discourse, he examines the reasoning reveal-
ed by the various practices that surround penal reform. Here is
where the actual functioning of reason, of specifically punitive
reason, is best discerned. Again, in response to the questions
of historians, he says:

In this piece of research on the prisons, as in ny
other earlier work, the target of analysis wasn't 'in-

stitutions', 'theories' or ‘ideology', but practices -
with the aim of grasping the conditions which make these



158

acceptable at a given moment; the hypothesis being that
these types of practice are not just governed by insti-

tutions, prescribed by ideologies, guided by pragmatic
clircumstances - whatever role these elements may
actually play - but possess up to a point their own
specific regularities, logic, strategy, self-evidence
and 'reason'. It is a question of analyzing a 'regime
of practices’ - practices being understood here as
places where what is said and what is done, rules in-
posed and reasons given, the planned and the taken for
granted meet and interconnect.’
The importance of this passage lies in the way Foucault
here clarified the archaeological approach by the addition of a
genealogical purpose. The archaeological concern is still
present inasmuch as the practices he is examining are treated
according to "their own specific regularities, logic, strategy,
self-evidence and ‘'reason'”, and are not placed in a linear
causal series leading up to the present. But note the genealog-
ical inflexion; rather than talk about the conditions of possibi-
lity of particular discursive formations, he says more specifi-
cally that he 1s concerned with "the conditions which make these
[ practices] acceptable at a given moment'". Thus, thare is a re-
ference to the self-consciousness of what people think they are
doing as well as a reference to what actually gets accomplished
which together point to the conditions of possibility of these
particular practices which are themselves considered anonymously
i.e. as neither translatable directly into the discourse held by
those involved, nor imputable to a process - like the mode of

production or the self-actualization of spirit - said or suppos-

ed to underlie them. Put in other terms, practices designate the

'Quoted in The Foucault Effect, p. 75.
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space where things said have a concrate effect in the world.
Foucault's account of practices takes into account what human
agents think they are doing, along with what they actually do
without reducing one to the other but rather by showing the con-
tingent and yet effective character of their connection.

However, the question remains, which practices do we
analyse? One might want to argue that strictly from the point
of view of history, any and all practices are open to investiga-
tion (including, of course, that of the historian himself). How-
ever, from the philosophical point of view this question becomes
fundamental. Because what we are loocking for here is a notion of
practices that self-consciocusly, or, if you will, self-
reflexively includes the very activity of investigating themn
as part and parcel of that investigation. The job of the his-
torian may very well be to pass judgment on past events (and bhe
does this in the very act of reconstruction), but it is the task

of the philosopher of history to give an account of his status

within the act of reconstructing the past. The question he must
ask is: which past? and why?

This is the problem Foucault’'s work now addresses=, and
it is to this problem that the notion of the 'history of the
present' serves as a solution. Above 1 gave two of Foucault's
descriptions of what he was trying to do with this book, and I
noted that those descrimtions were primarily addressed to a group
of historians. The impact the book has had on philosophical

circles revolves less arcund the status and character of the
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historical analysis itself than it does on the development of

Foucault's notion of power/knowledge. Part of my argument, of
course, is that one cannot understand the notion of power/know-
ledge without placing it within the context of the status and
character of historical analysis. This, I think, is evident if
we look at what Foucault, once again, claims to be trying to do
in Discipline and Punish, but this time in the actual teuat.
There he writes that the objective is to provide "a
correlative history of the modern soul and of a new power to
judge; a genealogy of the present scientifico-legal complex from
which the power to punish derives its bases, justifications and
rules, from which it extends it=s effects and by which its masks
its exorbitant singularity.”™ (DF, 23

Here we see how the choice of studying the practice of
imprisonment is conceptually linked to his earlier study of the
practice of confining the mad and the analysis of the discursive
practices surrounding the birth of the clinie¢; again, the target
of his study, that which his 'correlative history’' or 'counter-
memory' challenges, are the standard histories of particular
institutional practices that, in effect, maintain present insti-
tutional arrangements by recounting their historical origins.
And as we saw in the last chapter, the function of this search
for orgins, in effect, or practically speaking, "makes possible
a field of knowledge whose function is to recover it, but always

in a false recognition due to the excesses of its own speech."

(NGH, 79; my emphasis) Foucault attempts to show the concrete



._.
o
~J

practical effects of those excesses of speech.

This is why Foucault chooses to study the prison; it is
because the effects of the excesses of speech have become appar-
ent,

Foucault places the 'birth' of the prison within the
wider context of what he calls "a political technology of the
body" which arose at the end of the eighteenth century in the
'interstices', as it were, of the develcopment of various prac-
tices and the discourses that surrounded them. What this means
is that this 'technology of the body' cannot be eguated to, say,
biology or to demographics nor even to medical practices, but
rather is to be found between them or as arising out of the space
they create. That is, Foucault suggest that there can be "a
*knowledge' of the body that is not exactly the science of its
functioning, and a mastery of its forces that is more than the
ability to conguer them: this knowledge and this mastery consti-
tute what might be called the political technology of the body."
(DP 26> This 'technology', i.e. the political application of
knowledge to different aspects of the social 'body', 1s not
connected or exclusive to any particular institution or progran.
It is taken up or utilised by various institutions of programs in
the formation and execution of their explicit projects, but the
'technology' itself "in it mechanisms and its effects [...] is
situated at quite a different level" which Foucaulit then goes on
to describe as a kind of "nicro-physics of power, whose field ox

validity is situated in a sense between these great functionings
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and the bodies themselves with their materiality and their

forces.' (DF, 26>

Such knowledge is revealed not through self-conscious
affirmations nor by being presupposed as a hypothetical postul-
ate. Such knowledge is revealed by the excesses of speech
surrounding given practices. For example, the 'knowledge' or,
as it has come to be called, the power/knowledge characterizing
the practice of imprisonment is made evident through the prison
revolts that were occurring as Foucault wrote Discipline and
Punish. He tells us that this idea of "a political technology
of the body is a lesson that I have learnt not so much from
history as from the present." (DP, 30> And by 'present’
here, he does not mean some vague, distrustful and dissatisfied
sense of the 'way things are', but a very concrete present and
the lacunae that characterize it. Such lacunae as those
axpressed in the various prison revolts at the time, and the
ambiguities and paradoxes contained therein. Let me cite how
Foucault describes this 'present' somewhat at length, because it
holds a key to getting hold of his notion of 'power’.

In recent years, prison revolts have occurred
throughout the world. There was certainly something
paradoxical about their aims, their slogans and the
way they took place. They were revolis against an
entire state of physical misery that is over a century
nld: against cold, suffocation and overcrowding,
against decrepit walls, hunger, physical maltreatment.
But they were also a revolt against model prisomns,
tranguilizers, isclation, the medical or educational
services. Were they revolis whese aims were merely
material? Or contradictory revolts: against the obso-
lete, but also against comfort; against the warders, but

also against the psychiatrists? In fact, all these
movenents — and the innumerable discourses that the
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prison has given rise to s=ince the early nineteenth
century -~ have been about the body and material things.
What has sustained these discourses, these memories and
invectives are indeed those minute material details.
One may, if one is so disposed, see them as no nmore
than blind demands or suspect the existence behind them

of alien strategies. In fact, they were revolts, at
the level of the body, against the very body of the
prison. What was at issue was not whether the prison

environment was too harsh or too aseptic, too primitive
or too efficient, but its very materiality as an instru-
nment and vector of power; it is this whole technology
of power over the body that the technology of the
'*soul' - that of educationalists, psychologists and
psychiatrists - fails either to conceal or to compen-
sate, for the simple reason that it is one of its tools.
1 would like to wrlte the history of this prison, with
all the political investments of the body that it
gathers together in its closed architecture. Why?
Simply because I am interested in the past? No, if one
means by that writing a history of the past in terms of
the present. Yes, if one means writing the history uof
the present. (DF, 30-31>
Ve get here a clear picture of how the couplet power/
knowledge works. It is developed to understand a particular
phenomenon - the prison - and arises out of that phenomenon -
the prison revolts. 'Power/knowledge' is not so much what
the prisoners were revolting against, but rather is what their
revolt reveals (or, rather, suggests to someone iike Foucauit
who then articulates it in those terms>. The revolts, through
their paradoxes and contradictions - the prisoners are revolting
at once against lack of treatment and overtreatment, against in-
ternal structures and external interference - betray the
effective structure of th= prison, where the discourcse that usu-
ally serves as its support and justification can be seen as an

integral part of it. These prisen revolts, then, offer Foucault

the occasion and opportunity to analyse the system thereby
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‘revealed'; a system not so0 much previously hidden as excessively
discreet. What you don't know can't hurt you.

But, of course, the point, purpose, and streangth of
Discipline and Punish lies in the fact that it is about a lot
more than the prison structure. However, here we must be
careful. Certainly the priscon structures do not arise gui
generis from inside the prison walls. Part of the force and
interest of what Foucault shows us is precisely how prisons
concentrate the various social projects and political goals that
characterize (our) society's general self-understanding. The
prison demonstrates not how these projects have been successfully
realized, or for that matter how they have failed, but how such

projects and practices actually and effectively take shape within

the social body.' Or, one might want to say, how these projects
and practices actually take shape and thereby effectively ghape
the social body, despite not only its 'best' intentions, but
despite any intentionality at all. This is what Foucault's
history of the prison is designed to show.

And thus it remains a history of the prison and not a
metaphorical or microcosmic portrait of contemporary soclety, as
some commentaries seem to suggest. Foucault is not suggesting
that our society is a prison. He is asking what makes prisons
in our society possible, and that involves investigating more

than just the prisons themselves. It involves examining the

"The notion of 'body' in Foucault is analoguous to the
general search for 'materiality' as sought by the new
historians in order to better account for ideas and cultural
practices.
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socliety in which prisons exist. In that sense, 1t is quite
right to say that it 1s as much about the composition of 'modern
socliety' as it is about the birth of the prison. But this, I am
maintaining, for Foucault is analoguous to the historian's
‘choice’ of subject-matter as being guided by present concerns,
not only to reflect those concerns but in some sense to respond
to them. The historilan, in dolng this, 1s not trying to reduce
the past to the present, nor the present to the past (although
the risk is always there and, in fact, may very well be what
defines the historical challenge’ but simply trying to do hist-
ory in a highly self—éonscious. reflective way. That is,
Foucault is not proposing a 'model’ of contemporary

society - one characterized by, as Taylor puts 1i, 'strategies
without projects'' - but writing the history or genealogy of a
highly suggestive and problematic part of it. That this is a
political history, there can be no doubt; but it is a political
bistory and not a political theory. Foucault is not concerned
with the power of a Leviathan, but with the power relations that
traverse the body politic. And, ironically, a considerable
amount of 'light' can be cast on that body and the network of
relations that sustain it by examining the way a part of it - the
prison - works. The social body is reflected in the prisoner's
body as it is *'formed' by the prison, for within this

darkest region of the political field the condemned man repre-

sents the symetrical inverted figure of the king." (DP, 29)

'Taylor, p. 169.



Or, put in its contemporary context, the prison is to be

understood as the shadow c¢ast by the brightly lit self-conscious
discourse surrounding liberalism's self-conception of liberty.
This brings me to another objection often raised about

Foucault generally, but more particularly about Discipline and:

Punish that is, what might by called its 'negativism'.’

Foucault, it is said, destroys but offers no help in
reconstruction. This kind of objection, guite reasonable on the
face of it, stems from what R.G. Collingwonod once called 'the
principle of concrete negation' whick holds that one cannot be
said to have effectively 'negated' a position or point of view
unless one is in a position to say or suggest what should go in
its place. Granted, prisons as they actually are and have been
canstituted are flawed both in theory and practice, but what
should we put in their place? Justice may indeed not be done by
throwing people into jail, but surely some form of punishment
must be exacted on those who break the law. Foucault may not
approve of the social order and its current judicial structure,
but whether he likes it or not it still affords him protection
and a certain degree of security. He can point out its flaws and
outline its insufficiencies, but unless he can show us something
better, those criticisms lose their force and relevance. Or so,
in a nutshell, the argument goes.

But this kind of argument would only really apply if

'] use this term here rather than the more usual 'nihilism’
because [ wish to deal with the whole problem of Foucault's
nihilism later on.
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Foucault were proposing, in fact, an albeit primarily negative
model of society and its prospects. But, 1if my

argument thus far 1is correct, this 1is not the case; Foucault is
not offering us a pessimistic, not to say fatalistic, account of
the social order as everywhere and always repressive and domina-
ting. Indeed, his account of power/knowledge is meant to free
us from the Hanichean conception of power relations of the ruler
and the ruled and to replace it with a notion that is at once

productive and effective, both in terms of the analysis itself

and that which is analyzed. The use of the notion of power/
knowledge is meant to show precisely in what ways the modern
liberal pronouncements concerning liberty and autonomy are

effectively translated in the concrete, real world, itself

understood as a web of relations. That 1s, the notion of power
is developed "in its external visage, at the point where it is
in direct and immediate relationship with that which we can pro-
visonally call its object, its target, its field of application,
there - that is to say - where it installs itself and produces
real effects.”' And nowhere is this more evident - due to the

revaolts -~ than in the prisons; and once that institution shows
the cracks in its functionings, it also reveals the structural
similarities of other institutions, such as schools, factories,

and hospitals.

In that sense, Foucault cannot be sald to be

"Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books,
1980>, p. 97. Hereafter referred to as P/K.
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contravening Collingwood's principle of concrete negation

because he is not attempting to 'negate' or ‘'refute' a point of
view or perspective which has the prison as its focal point. In
fact, he does not dismantle the notion of the ‘prison' and lieave
nothing in its place; on the contrary, it quite concretely
places the prison within a historical context tlL-t gives it
pride of place. Foucault's work is indeed 'disconcerting' as
Taylor says, but it is also much more than that, inasmuch as it
“"not only opens up realms of historical inguiry but at the same
time tests those places in contemporary reality where change is
desirable and possible.”"' Such a contribution may not resolve
the concrete adninistrative problems connected with prisons, but
then again it never pretended to. It may however help us under-
stand them.

This discussion is also connected to the more idenlogi-
cally-motivated objection that Foucault, in refusing to affirm
any substantive normative claims, is in fact parasitically
living off the very liberal structures he denounces but which in
fact allow for his work to continue, and indeed flourish. But
this too is a result of an overly theoretical reading of
Foucault's notion of power that overlooks Foucault's attempt to
develop a notion whose pnint is "not to formulate the global
systematic theory which holds everything in place, but to ana-

lyse the specificity of mechanisms of power, to locate the con-

'"Peg Birmingham, "Local Theory" in The Question of the Other:
Essays in Contemporary Continental Philosopbhy ¢(Albany: SURY
Press, 1989), p. 210.




nections and extensions, to build little by little a strategic
knowledge <(savoir)." <(P/K, 145> But even when they do recognize
his refusal to formulate a 'global systematic theory', the net
effect of the notion of power on their view is simply the inco-
herent refusal to affirm the pronmises of freedom and truth such a
notion relies on. That 1is, it is his rejection of

theoretical totality which leads to his normative silence and his
refusal to point us in any particular direction. As one recent
critic has put it: "Foucault would assert that he does not reject

emancipation but he refuses to identify or name it for fear of

callusion in new totalitarian regimes of power/knowledge."’

This is misguided; it 1s not a fear of collusion that fuels
Foucauli's soc-called 'normative silence' but a vigilance and
wariness of the function and effect that such naming and identi-
fication itself has. Things said are also things done. The
genealogical use of the notion of power is meant to show how
this is so. I shall examine this more closely in the next
chapter - indeed, throughout the remainder of the thesis -~ how-
ever, at this point I would simply like to point out that
Foucault's rejection of totality is of course in keeping with
'modernity's self-consciousness', to use Habermas, but it is
also, and perhats more importantly, akin to the new historians

ﬁethodological rejection of total history. And also of course

with the historian's traditional rejection of the philosophy of

history understood as pointing the past towards the future. In-

"John E, Grumley, History and Totality: Radical Historicism
from Hegel to Foucault (London: Routledge, 198%), p. 200.




deed, 1 would suggest that, if Foucault refuses to name or iden-—

tify the emancipatory direction of his work, it is because his
works are works of history and thus have nothing to do with the
future. And in this, interestingly enough, Foucault is a lot
less Nietzschean than most critics think. For it is Nietzsche's
conception of the will to power and his commitment to the trans-
valuation of all values that lead him to direct his thought to a

philosophy of the future. And as Benjamin Sax has recently

pointed out, this is not at all the case with Foucault's genea-
logy which is "eternally tied to the present, destined to fight
a rearguard action and without the hope of victory because no
victory can be concelved of."' This difference is fundamental
in terms of the philosophy of history and we shall return to it
in the conclusion.

But what about the charge that Foucault's 'normative
silence' masks an inability to 'come clean' or, to put it rather
simplistically, to 'take a stand'? Some have characterized this
silence in other terms saying that, on the contrary, "Foucault
is largely successful in avoiding universalist arrogance as well
as its relativist opposite because he advocates cosmopolitanism
as thke attribute of the engaged ethos'; however, others point out
that, in fact, this "cosmopolitanism unnecessarily retreats from

engagement at the crucial moment."* Indeed, what alternatives

'Benjamin C. Sax, "Foucault, Nietzsche, History: Two Mpdes of
Genealogical Method" History of Buropean Ideas (198%9), p.
780.

ZMark Poster, Critical Theory and Poststructuramlism: In




does Foucault propose?

Most of the criticisms and objections are directed at

Discipline and Punish, and the various other pieces in which
Foucault discusses the notion of 'power/knowledge’'. And, as I

have pointed out, Discipline and Punish is read

as providing a 'carceral' or 'panoptical' model of society
as a whole. But what if, as 1 have also repeatedly suggested, we

read it as a particular kind of history? Do these objections re-

tain their force? Is it the role of the historlan, as opposed
to the social scientist, to look arocund for alternatives, for
models aimed at administrative adaptability? Isn't i+t the task
of the historian to tell us the 'truth' about the past, no
matter how disagreeable 1t may be? 0Of course, it will not do
merely to hide Foucault behind the historical profession, for I
am arguing that he is not only an historian. However, I amn
arguing that he is more of an historian than these objections
imply. These objections fault Foucault as a political theorist
where his 'silence' is a serious liability. At this level he is
variously described as an anarchist, a nihilist, or more

curiously as "not a good revolutionary."™ But what if we treat

Discipline and Punish as a work of political history rather than

political theory? What happens to the objections? Do they still

Search of a Contexi (Ithaca: Cornelil University Press,
19882, pp. 64-65.

M. Walzer, "The Politics of Michel Foucault" in Hoy (ed.?
Fourault: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986),
p. 64.




173

hold or do they need to be reformulated? What does this &o to
the relevance of such questions as the following: Foucault
obviously rejects the Marxist framework, but can it really be
said that his critique of liberal institutions operate from
within those structures? Does he not reject liberalism just as
much as he does Marxism (and presumably any other ideological
label> by his so-called 'silence' while nonetheless profiting by,
and indeed flourishing within, those very liberal institutions he
so consistently (and dare we say effectively?) criticizes?

(After all, he was Professeur au College de France.)!

Foucault has an interesting response to these kinds of
objections, and it is one that will lead directly into a discuss-
tion of what Foucault and other new historians understand their
own relation to history, polities, and truth to be. It is
claimed that Discipline and Punish read in connection with these
other historical works begins to show to what extent Foucault can
fruitfully be read as providing a philosophy of history that
accounts for and devélops the insights of the new history. One
of the major characteristics of this new history is an awareness
of the specific (i.e. culturally, politically, contextually
interested) character, not only of its subject-matter (like
traditional historiography), but of its very own practice. It is
the tools and methods devised in order te account and deal with

this difficult awareness that will retain our attention.

'MacIntyre even here accuses him of being a lousy
Nietzschean! Cf. his Thre Rival Versions of Moral Enguiry:
Encyc icpedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1990, p. 53.




An indication of the character of that awareness is
contained in the response Foucault has for the charge that he at

once thrives by means of and yet denounces liberal structures

and institutions. He tells us:

Liberalism, evidently, is neither an ideology nor
an ideal. It is a highly complex form of government
and of governmental "rationality". It is, I believe,
the duty of the historian to study how it has
functioned, at what cost, and with what instruments -

this obviously for a given period and within a glven
situation.

Do we have here the statement oi a program, a formula-

tion of a commitment on Foucault's part? Perhaps. In any case,

what follows goes substantially beyond Foucault in that history

is now being treated far more seriously than it ever has in the

past,

a7

'My translation. L'impossible prison, p. 317.



CHAPTER THREE - HISTORY IN CONTEXT

The significance of the new history has generally been
discussed in the literature in terms of its methocdological
innovations: its treatment of time, its statistical and
quantitative use of various sources, of graphs and maps and
tables. I+ is shown that history borrows a great deal from the
social sciences. It is even seen as history's response to the
encroachment of the social scilences; a response that has been
judged more than merely effective.' Indeed, it has perhaps been
tao successful, according to some critics, in that history, in
its desire to guantitatively back up its claims, seems somehow
to have lost its way; history no longer seems to be saying any-
thing meaningful about the past, and seems content to drudge up
a great deal of data.®

To some extent, this is true. Quantitative historical
research whose sole interpretative concession 1s reserved for
the explanation of how to read its graphs does not seem to have
much to do with history, whatever the paradigm. Having said
that, however, one should not reduce the importance of this third
paradigm merely to its methodological innovations. They are not
simply a (jealous?) response to the prestige (sic) of the social
sciences. They were developed to answer specifically historical
needs. And those needs are defined by the tasks the historical

profession has set itself. Georges Duby, an eminent

‘Cf. Coutau-Begarie, op. cit.

#Cf. F. Dosse, op. cit.
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practitioner of the profession, gives this account of what

these quantitative methods are used for:

To the extent that history is interested in struc-
tural forms, oscillations of very long frequency and
very short amplitude; to the extent that it casts
its gaze upon the deepest levels of the social body,
towards those people who speak little and whose words
are for the most part lost; to the extent that the day-
to-day, the banal, that which no one seeks to preserve
in memory, is for it more worthy of attention than the
sensational, then it must find a multitude of very
minute clues that differ little from one another and
are scattered amidst paperwork and registers. '

The interesting reference here is to the pemory of

things not normally thought worth preserving. By whom? By his-

torians, of course. The ‘revolution in memory', as Jacques

Le Goff puts it® effected by the new history not only involves
giving voice to that in the past which remained sbrouded in
silence, but also is responsible for making the historian hear
his pwn voice. This approach to the past drags the historian
out from behind his lectern and places him 'in the field'. It
also promotes a self-consciousness that for a long time seemed
alien to the profession. By giving voice to a past heretofore
without one, the historian becomes acutely conscious of how de-
pendent the past is on what he is saying. This consciousness
then increases the sense of responsibility the historian has of
what he is saying in particular, and of what historians say gene-

rally. Thus, through a revolntion in methods and objectives, a

'G. Duby, Male moyen age: de l'amour et autres essais (FParis:
Flammarion, 1988>, p. 245, My translation.

“Histoire et memoire, pp. 170-1.
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whole new sense of how we are related and relate agurselves to
the past is generated. This raises new guestions. And, as
Le Goff points out, within the discipline of history, 'under the
influence of new conceptions of historical time there has dev-
eloped a new form of historiography - the 'history of history' -
that, in effect, is most often the study cof the manipulation by
the collective memory of an historical phenomenon that had pre-
viously only been studied by traditional history.” °

What interests us here is not so much how the collect-
ive memory of a particular culture manipulates particular his-
torical phenomena®, but rather, in contrast with this, how his-
torians and the historical profession itself manipulate
particular phencmena. 1 am claiming that within this
framework Foucault's work, in earnest, begins to show its use-

fulness as a philosophy of history, here understood in its con-

temporary sense. Part of that originality lies in the way
Foucault draws out the gpecific character of the practice of
history, by showing how historical research itself is tied to
its own institutional and practical conditions and how these in
effect shape the ways in which historical research can take
place. And he does this, not by theoreticaily drawing out the
poclitical assumptions of particular historians (thereby leaving

the practice as such untouched? but by providing an exanple of a

'Ibid., pp. 172-3. My translation.

“Something Le Goff of course does very well. See his La
naissance du Purgatoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1981).




history that jtcelf draws out those political implications.

To show this, [ will compare Discipline and Punish with

another historical work that shares a similar concern with the
political dimension of the manipulation of historical phenonena.
By doing so, I hope to show tn what extent Foucault's work shares
many of the assumptions and commitments of the work done by the
new historians, and also to what extent his work differs from
theirs, and, indeed, goes beyond it. The work in gquestion is

Georges Duby's Le dimanche des Bouvines', which has becomne

something of a classic of the genre.

Written ironically for a series entitled "Les trente
journées qui ont fait la France", an obviously 'event-oriented’
approach to history, Duby's book demonstrates perfectly the
innovative approach of the new historians. Within it, he de-
nonstrates not only the methods and objectives of the new his-
tory, but also asks some important questions about the writing
of history and the purposes it is meant to serve.

The purpose of the series was to mark out thirty 'red-
letter' days in the history of France and devote a volume to
each 'day'. Of course, the text itself was not supposed to deal
only with that particular day (in Duby's case, July 27, 1214
but to use that day as the focal peoint of the study. In other
words, the traditional ‘'event-oriented' historian takes what

happened on that particular day (eg. the battle of Bouvines) as

"Paris: Gallimard, 1973. English transliation by Catherine
Tihanyi, The Legend of Bouvines (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1950).
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what is historically significant and thus spends a good part of
the text describing the events and such that 'led up' to it (its
conditions) and then spends the rest of the text assessing the
impact it had on subsequent events (its consequences).

There is some of this in Duby's book. But very little,
In fact, the tone is set right from the beginning: the extra-
ordinariness of this particular 'day' in the history of France
was not that there was a battle (battles were fairly common cur-
rency in those days)>, but that it was a Sunday. In the thir-
teenth century parishioners weren't supposed to do anything on
Sunday, let alone fight. But on Sunday, July 27, 1214, they did.
And not only parishioners, but grand ducs, and even kings. This
ie what made this day memorable. And this is what interests
Duby. Not the battle itself, but the fact that it has remained
memorable.' And, ultimately, as an historian, his task is to
show us the shapes that memory can take. The event, in itself,
means nothing. Duby writes:

Events are like the foam of history, bubbles large
or small that burst at the surface and whose rupture
triggers waves that travel varying distances. This one
has left very enduring traces that are not yet
completely erased today. It is those traces that
bestow existence upon it. Outside of them, the event

is nothing, and it is thus with them that this book is
essentially concerned.

"The battle is, however, painstakingly reconstructed from the
sources. Reduced to its profile, it looks miidly pathetic.
Duby sums it up thus: "...le roi de France a pris le conte
de Flandre et quglques autres, grand nombre aussi de
chevaliers; tombé a terre, il s'est releve pour metire en
fuite un "faux'" empereur, excommunié; ceci se passait un
dimanche." Ibid., p. 191.

+“Ibid., p. 8. English translation. pp. 1-2.



180

There are two ways one can treat these 'traces', that
is, the evidence connected with the event. One can discuss the
evidence itself and the character and circumstances cf its
preservation. Or one can manipulate the evidence in such a way
as to make it reveal things despite itself. To take from it, as
it were, information it did not 'ceonsciously' provide.' Of
course, the two are not mutually exclusive. And, in fact, Duby
does combine both.

The memory of the Battle of Bouvines has had a fluc-
tuating and unstable presence in French historiography. However
there is enough documentary evidence to get a fairly clear pic-
ture of the actors and events of the day. But why? Why re-
construct the battle? And from whose point of view? The
winners? The losers? Who are the principal actors? Whose
movements do we watch? The king on his horse? The glinting
knights? Or the unprotected throng of the foot soldiers? All
of these questions are provoked by Duby's account because of the
way he sets up his narrative. Rather than giving us the 'story’
of the battle, he begins by presenting the actors and the scene.
He then gives a documentary account of the battle (adapted for
modern readers) which, of course, is a particular point of view
(that of Guillaume le Bretor). Why does Duby choose the point
of view of Guillaume le Breton?

A substantial part of the book is devoted to a commen-—

'We are obviously talking about 'written' documents and thus
may perhaps be forgiven this reference to 'consciousness'.
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tary of the battle from what night be called a 'socio-concept-
ual' point of view. VWhat [ mean by this is that Duby analyzes
the ‘battle’ in such a way as to bring out the general concepts
that structure it, or give it form. Thus, he examines the
'battle’ in terms of the notion of 'peace' it is meant to proec-
ure, thereby demonstrating not merely its point or purpose, but
the general conceptual space within which 'battles' took place

at this period. That includes classifying the 'peace' according
to guarantors and its ennemies,as well as the kinds of factors
that are seen as a threat to it. Other 'socio-conceptual' frame-
works or structures Duby draws out are those of 'war' itself; how
it is conducted, who stands to win or lose by it, 1its general
characteristics; also its relation to the notion of 'battle' dis-
cussed above, i.e. how the idea of 'battle’' differs from the

more general notion of 'war', and the more specific notion of a
'duel’, distinguished especially by its decisive character, '
which in itself leads to the 'socio-concept' of victory and how
that notion plays itself out among the different 'orders’' of
society.

Essentially, the victory of Bouvines, as analyzed and
described by Duby, was a victory in the incessant and, more im-
portantly, unstable varring of the period that guaranteed and
imposed a peace which re-established a particular order of the

'good' society.® So muech for the reconstruction. Duby then

"ibid., p. 154.

#Those who pray, those who fight, and those who work. Cf,
Duby, Les trois ordres ou 1'imaginaire du feodalisme (Paris:
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turns to an examination of the place thisz 'battle’' took in the
history of French historiography. That is, the re-counting of
the battle became a symbal and a reminder of the victory of the
conception Duby outlined, turning from a socio—conceptual analy-
sis to a socio-political account of what role the battle played
in tbe contexts in which it was recounted or deemed significant
and worth recounting.

What is interesting about Duby's work is the way it con-
bines social history and the history of ideas and comes up with
what I have called a 'socio—conceptual’ history of particular
practices. I call it 'socio-conceptual' because it seeks to get
at the actual 'lived' character of those practices through their
distortive self-understanding or self-conception. I say
distortive because if history teaches us anything it teaches
that any account of any practice is always prey to certain
illusions and somewhat distorted by intentions and interests
both implicit and explicit. As Duby so succinctly puts it:

..men regulate their conduct, not according to their
true condition, but to the image they have of it and
which is never a faithful representation. They strive
to have it conform to a cultural model of conduct that,
in the course of history, adjusts itself for btetter or
worse to material realities. -

What history can help us understand, at least for past

societies, is the various connections and correlations and 'dis-

sonances' between these Ymodels of conduct' and the actual

"Gallimard, 1978).

“Duby, 'Histoire sociale et ideologies des societes' in Nora,
Le Goff, Faire de l'histoire I, p. 148. My translation.
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results they produce in practice. That is, the historian, in
'looking back' can trace the various developments and practices,
can actually see them through the "distortive"” lenses, as it
were, of the self-justification and self-legitimation (or, in
Foucault's terminology, the 'discourses') that also forms part
of the 'socio-conceptual' whole. One could call these self-
justificatory discourses, as Duby himself does, ‘ideologies’, as
long as one does not restrict the concept to that of something
like the false consciousness of social and economic realities
characteristic of a certain class. It is not so much a matter
of 'false' consciousness as it is one cof 'limited’ consciousness
(the term here is used in a more or less neutral sense but it
need not be); limited, that is, to particular purposes and prac-
tices. In fact, the concept of 'ideologie' as used by Duby re-
sembles to some extent Foucault's notion of power in that it is
more pasitive than it is negative, at least from the conceptual
point of view. For it is the 'dissonances' between ideologies
and the actual development of social practices that creates the
space from within which the historian can work. For most of the
historian's 'sources' are written documents and to that extent
can be considered 'ideological' (they convey the structure of
the various general conceptions that are current at a particular
time). Hawever, these sources come from various backgrounds (eg
for the Middles Ages, ecclesiastical, canonical, and royal’
which share many features but emphasize them according to their

own purposes. The examination of these various intersections
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ttself suggests wider, implicit, themes and structures which the

historian can pursue in varlous quantitative and serial ways.
Indeed, these are what ultimately interest the historian, for,
as Duby notes, given that "ideologies are really coverings
(couvertures], systems of representation whose goal is to re-
assure and to provide a justification for people'’'s conduct, it
is indeed the forms, schemas, and themes that count and obser-—
vation must situate itself at that level."' For it is

through these forms, schemes, and themes, as discerned and devel-
oped by the historian, that will permit him to detect and trace
the various developments of material and political structures.
This, of course, is an extremely difficult task, in that there
is always the danger that the themes, forms, and structures that
the historian constructs, either from lack of gquantitative supp-
ort or even imagination, themselves merely transliate and repeat
the ideological characteristics, but this time at a more 'mate-
rial' level.

This 1s why this first constructive level of analysis
nust be followed by a second, more critical, one. That is, once
the historian has reconstructed the 'gap' or 'dissonance’
between the ideological justification and actual material struc-
tures, then his study must turn to a critique of those ideolo-
gies. Duby writes:

Such an analysis of these temporal gaps naturally

must lead historians of society then to criticize these
coherent systems of past ideclogies, to demystify them

"Ibid., p. 157. My translation.
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a posteriori by showing, at each step of histiorical de-
velopment, how characteristics of the material condi-
tions of social life that can be discerned are more or
less travestied amidst mental images. That is, the
historian must measure as exactly as possible - and the
fact that in most documents expressions of the lived and
dreamed for are confusedly mixed renders the task sing-
ularly difficult - the concordances and discordances
that at each diachronic point, are established between
three variables: on the one hand, between the objective
situation of groups and individuals and the illusory
image they have for reassurance and justification; and

on the other hand, between this image and individual
and collective practices.’'

The reason I cite Duby at this length is, [ trust, more
or less apparent by now. I would like to show that Discipline
and Punish can fruitfully be evaluated and described
along similar lines in that it traces the 'concordances ' and
'discordances' between the image of punishment and actual

practical results.

As I have already noted, Foucault's account of 'the
birth of the prison' 1is set up, as are many of the new histories
being written at the time, in the form of a problem needing re-
solution rather than as a narrative to be recounted. The
problem is how did the prison, as the form of punishment, come
to replace the older system of corporal punishment. Such a
problem, of course, bears Foucault’'s stamp, in that he has point-
ed ocut yet another important discontinuity. However, as we have
also seen, the choice of this particular discontinuity stems not
from mere historical curiosity, but from the very real and con-

temporary contradictions that find a voice in the prison revolts

1Ibid., p. 158-159. ¥y translation.
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that were irrupting in French prisons at the time. These ccu-

tradictions and paradoxes, discussed in the last chapter, can be
likened to the 'discordances' Duby's historian must trace beiween
the 'objective situaticn' of the prisons (as revealed by the
prison revolts) and the illusory image that justifies its struc-
tures (in Foucault's discussion, the various projects of penal
reform); but as well as this, which is only one side of the
equation, the historian must trace 'dissonances’ and 'discord-
ances' between that image (and its relation with other projects
for society that inform educational, medical and political re-
forms) and collective and individual practices (that make up
schools, hospitals, and political institutions)y.

This approach is implicit in the way Foucault sets up
his work. The first two sections deal with the two discontinuous
practices of punisbment. Or rather it deals with the 'images’
that are develioped to justify these practices. And part of
Foucault's purpose in these sections is to show that the dis-
continuity between both periods lies more in the images than it
does in the practices. That 1s, the practices, although
radically different, remain 'corporal’' even though the 'images’
that justify them suggest that punishment has moved from the
body to the 'soul’. And it is precisely within the 'discord-
ance' between the images and the actual practices tkat have
resulted that Foucault places his study. Elsewhere in this
study I have called what is doing as showing how 'things said’

are also 'things done'.



The whole first section deals with the practice of
punishment in the Old Regime, where punishment was exacted on the
individual's body in full view of the public. The body here
represents (this is, after all, the Age -f Representation') the
social body and the punishment is a graphic display of the power
of the sovereign.®

The second section deals with the practice of punish-
ment at the end of the eighteenth century znd the beginning of
the nineteenth century. Tke locus of power is no longer in the
sovereign whose head has been sliced off (the guillotine itself
is an important symbol of the transformation of the manifestation
of power: rather than killing slowly for maximum effect, it
slices efficiently and - presumably - painlessly) but is rather
being established within the social body itself. This is
because the social body has changed (i.e. actual practices?; for
example, social and economic practices no longer emanate (for
the most part) from the king's coffers and court, but rather
have developed a complicated network of patterns of trade.® The
point here, however, 1is not to discuss the development of those
patterns, but to see how they are reflected in patterns of
punishment. And these patterns of punishment justify themselves

by noting changing patterns of crime. In fact, contemporary his-

'Cf, Les mots et les choses.

“Cf. Surveiller et Punir, pp. 60-1.

#Cf. F. Braudel, The Structures of Evervday Life, +trans. S.
Reynolds (New York: Harper & Row, 1981).
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torians have noted at the #nd of the seventeenth century "a
considerable diminuation in murders and, generally speaking, in
physical acts of aggression; offences against property seem to
take over for crimes of violence; theft and swindling, from
murder and assault; the diffuse, occasional, but frequent delin-
quency of the poorest classes was superseded by a limited but
'skilled' delinquency"” (DP, 75, and in this they are wholly
supported by those who, at the time, were advocates of penal
reform. The reform was required not because punishment was
unnecessarily cruel and inhuman, but because it was inefficient
and ineffective. The desire for more =fficient control over the
social body is the context within which we are to understand the
call for reform and not in sonme vague 'humanitarian impulse'.
There is much more to it than that. Foucault writes:
In fact, the shift from a c¢riminality of blood zo
a criminality of fraud forms part of a whole complex
mechanism, enbracing the development of production, the
increase of wealth, a higher juridical and moral value
placed on property relations, stricter methods of sur-
veillance, a tighter partitioning of the population,
more efficient techniques of locating and obtaining
information: the shift in illegal practices is correla-
tive with an extension and a refinement of punitive
practices. (DP, 77>
The individual's body no longer represents the social
body, and the punishment inflicted on that body can no longer
effectively control (impose an order on) that body. The social
body i now a network of work and money and distribution;
effective control of that body must traverse that body, not

through its representative, but through the actual individual

bodies that make it up. This can be accomplished, in part, by
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reforming the prisons, whose primary philosophical and political
objectives 1s: '""to make of the punishment and repression of
illegalities a regular function, coextensive with society; not
to punish less, but to punish better; to punish with an attenu-
ated severity perhaps, but in order to punish with more univers-
ality and necessity; to insert the power to punish more deeply

into the social body.'" (DP, 82)»

The whole third part of Discipline and Punish focusses

on the 'socio-concept' of discipline as it 'deploys' and is
'dispersed’' throughout various practices and the 'images' that
were developed to justify those practices as they are found in
schools, in the military, and in the workplace. '"Discipline", as
a concept in theory and practice, arose as an 'image' with which
one could understand (and therefore extend the possibility to
manipulate and control) the social body, for the idea of
'discipline' "is no longer simply an art of distributing bodies,
of extracting time from them and accumulating it, but of
composing forces in order to obtain an efficient machine." (DP,
164>

The notion of discipline is used by Foucault as an
example of the functioning of knowledge and power. That is,
Foucault has elaborated, if I may continue with my termi-
nology, the 'socio~-concept' of discipline as it exists in the
talk and projects and images that surround it and within the
institutional framework where it is exercised and with the dis-

cordance between these two levels. Thus, the purpose of his
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work is mnot to ,roue the connection between power and knowledge;
indeed, the connection between power and knowledge is more of a
premiss than 1t is a conclusion, and it is a premiss that is
shared by other historians (like Duby> who wish to draw out the
connection between éolitics and the history of ideas; not
politice and (traditional) ideology, but politics and the
practices where ideas come to play, and, ultimately, the
effective results of the various combinations. And it is not
merely a matter of rendering ‘'those who know' accountable for
‘what is done'. Foucault insists that it is not simply "at the
level of consciousness of representations and in what one thinks
one knows, but at the level of what makes possible the knowledge
that is transformed into political investment." (DP, 185) Againm,
Foucault wants to show not only ‘'what is done' by power/knowledge
but thereby to show what, in fact, 'what is done'’ itself does.
This is why Discipline and Punish is a work of history
and not a theoretical or sociological blueprint model of society.
In it he describes an important element of, to borrow a concept
dear to the new historians, the "imaginaire", but this time, of
modern society. But, I would argue, where he goes beyond those
historians is in more systematically tracing that "imaginaire”
within the practices of knowledge (those institutional settings
and the various texts and rules they surround themselves with)
and then by drawing out the political character of those
practices. The whole third section is an example of this

approach. By examining in sometimres surprisingly minute detail
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some of the effects of disciplinary practices, Foucault actually

shows us the 'other side of the coin' of the usual
self-conception of ourselves as autonomous, free, self-determined
individuals. He is not denying that self-conception, on the
contrary; but what he wants is to see on what concrete practices
such a self-conception rests, how does it translate in
institutional terms, what shadow does such a self-conception
cast.

Foucault's originality here is that he shows us not the
opposite of these self~conceptions, but thelr concrete institu-
tional supports. We can conceive ourselves as free individuals
because some individuals are imprisoned. We can conceive of
ourselves as autonomous, because some of us are constrained.

And finally we can conceive of ourselves as self-determined
because some are carefully controlled. We can 'think' of our-
;elves in these ways because the world we 'live’ in has a par-
ticular institutional and practical configuration. And those
self-conceptions we find most convincing will indeed reflect
that configuration, but it will not do so directly nor transpa-
rently. In effect, Foucault has shown us that even concepts
cast shadows. Free modern democratic societies made up of free
avtonomous individuals; both are concepts that find their insti-
tutional support in the various 'disciplines' that actually make
concrete individuals. Indeed, the more discipline is involved,

the more individuality is refined.

In a system of discipline, the child is more indi-
vidualized than the adult, the patient more than the
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healthy man, the madman and the delinguent more than
the normal and the non-delingquent. In each case, it is

towards the first of these pairs that all the individ-

ualizing mechanisms are turned in our civilization; and

when one wishes to individualize the healthy, normal

and law-abiding adult, it is always by asking him how

much of the child he has in him, what secret madness

lies within him, what fundamental crime he has dreamt

of committing. (DP, 193

Here we see how the abstract conception of the indivi-
dual is referred back to concrete institutional practices in
order to give it content whenever that content is called for.
Considered individually each of us can, of course, relate to
the abstract conception since we simply give it content through
our own lives; but because our lives are shared with others and
are thus social, then it is not surprising that those contents
sometimes conflict, giving rise to processes and procedures of
normalization {(schools, hospitals, social security, etc.> But,
then, what of the abstract conception, what purpose does it
serve? According to Foucault: it removes attention from these
processes of normalization and the ambiguity that surrounds what
in fact it is they accomplish (despite their own 'best' intent-
ions? .

This passage also shows to what extent Foucault's work
can be seen within the context of the work of those historians
who seek to elucidate the imaginaire of particular societies, in

order, ultimately, to elucidate and illuminate our own. Duby

drew out the concept of the 'Three Orders' and Le Goff that of

"For a lucid account of the ambiguity contained in this
process, cf. W.E. Connolly, Politics and Ambiguity (Madison:
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1887), Chapter 1.
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the 'Purgatory' and their significance within the space created
by the 'discordance' it provoked between the ideas they expressed
and the practices they generated. Where Foucault's work differs,

of course, is that he is tackling the imaginaire of our own

society. ©No where is this better exemplified in his work than in
the use he makes of the image, and the practices thereby
generated, of Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon. Foucault turns it
into a concept: "le panoptisme” and shows how it expresses, both
'ideologically’ and in its practical transformations into actual
prisons, schools, and factories, the modern process of
‘discipline’. That is, it is not to be considered as a model or
a blheprint of modern society, but the force of its imagery helps
us understand and identify the 'discordance' between the modern

ethos, as it were, and our modern practices. Foucault writes:

The fact that it should have given rise, even in
our own time, to so many variations, projected or real-
zed, is evidence of the imaginary intensity that it has
possessed for almost two hundred years, But the Panop-
ticon must not be understood as a dream building: it is
the diagram of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal
form; its functioning, abstracted from any obstacle,
resistance or rfriction, must be represented as a Ppure
architectural and optical system: it is in fact a figure
of political technology that may and must be detached
from any specific use. (DP, 20%5)

It can and must be 'detached' because it is what
provides us with the tools to grasp the discordance and disson-
ance between theoretical projects and their practical results.
That is, the Panopticon as a conception informs in being distor-
ted by both the theory and practice of institutional reform and

thus serves as a yardstick for conceptualizing the discrepency
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or diszonance between the two, it gerves to help us get a hold

of what 'things said and things done’ themselves do. It serves
as a graphic illustration and 'image' of the structure of modern
power relations and suggests how they could be characterized.

I have put considerable weight on the circumstantial

context of Discipline and Punish as suggested by Foucault. And I

have insisted that it is not for Foucault simply a matter of
current events 'suggesting' or 'proveoking' certain kinds of
research as most historians indicate in the prefaces to their
works. If we are to take Foucault seriously when he claims to be
a 'specific' intellectual’, then the connection between ‘events'

such as prison revolts and books such as Discipline and Punish

is closer than that. By this I do not mean that the 'results' of
his research have only a specific spatio-temporal reference
(Paris in the mid-seventies), although most historians realize
that their work is necessarily short-lived; but the concepts he
develops and uses do profit by and find their justification in
that specificity. How better to describe the power social
institutions have on (or display through’ individuwals than by
examining that institution which actually 'constructs' those
individuals? How better to describe that power than through its
most concrete manifestations? Where is power more evident than
in the prison? And are not prisons part of our social framework?

But this raises the question of how far Foucault's

'Cf. interview with G. Deleuze in Michel Foucault, Language,
Counter—Memory, Practice (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1877>, pp. 207ff.
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notion of power extends; what conceptual weight it carries when
it is applied ocutside of the prison walls, as it were. !

Foucault is not providing a theoretical reconstruction of modern
society, but rather is constructing conceptual tools for anal-
yzing particular features of it. But how useful are these tools
when applied to matters they weren't originally designed for?

Are they precise instruments engineered for precise jobs, or are
they tools for the bricoleur? How specific is a specific intell-
ectual? For example, does power apply to all relations that make
up modern soclety? Does power apply to everything that goes into

the formation of the modern individual? Does power apply to sex?

'Walls that can be found in schools, factories, and hosptials
as well.



CHAPTER FQUR - HISTORY AND TRUTH

Part of the reason Foucault chose to study the prison
was the exenmplary way it revealed the effective discordances be-
tween projects and practices. The actual effectiveness of these
discordances - the real historical results of the putting into
practice of specific projects - was described by Foucault in
terms of the connection of knowledge and power. The point of
connecting knowledge and power is not to say that knowledge or
knowledge-claims are ideological masks concealing the real world
of power-relations; it is rather to show how knowledge itself is
effective, has real effects in the world. The point is to bring
knowledge into history; not to show how it has developed over
time, over, that 1s, the processes in which it has been
invested, but rather how it has deployed itself in or through
time, how it effectively and concretely has operated. With the
conception of power/knowledge, Foucault was trying to counter
what he described at one point as the '"great biological image of
a progressive maturation of science'"; an image that is not "per-
tinent to history."” (P/K, 112> The idea of power/knowledge is a
conceptual innovation that follows through on the rejection of
speculative philosophy of history. Indeed, connecting knowledge
and power is a way of producing a concrete, "effective" history.
[t serves as a foil to the abstract, continuist, edifying but
illusory history linked to the 'transcendent' categories of lan-

guage and meaning. Foucault tells us that:

19
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..one’'s point af reference should not be to the great
model of language (langue) and signs, but to that of
war and battle. The history which bears and determines
us has the form of a war rather than that of a language:

relations of power, not relations of meaning. History
has no 'meaning', though this is not say that it is
absurd or incoherent. On the contrary, it is

intelligible and should be susceptible of analysis down
to the smaliest detail - but this in accordance with
the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and
tactics. Neither the dialectic, as logic of contra-
dictions, nor semiotics, as the structure of communica-
tion, can account for the intrinsic intelligibility of
conflicts. 'Dialectic' is a way of evading the always
open and hazardous reality of conflict by reducing it
to a Hegellan skeleton, and 'semiology' is a way of
avoiding its violent, bloody and lethal character by
reducing it to the calm Platonic form of language and
dialogue. (P/K, 114-115>
In other words, understanding history as the deployment
of anonymous strategies is itself strategic. The emphasis on
power-relations and their characterization in terms of struggles
and tactics is meant to counter the tendency of history to re-
duce conflict to development, and to downplay the implicit vio-
lence in the application of various projects and practices by
recounting the historical process in such terms as the progres-
sive unfolding of new dimensions of thought and language. This
smooth, continuist reading of history seems, in effect, to be
saying: '"Our job, as historians, is not to dwell on the past;
but to distill from it that which should be preserved, that
which is worth preserving.'" Stated in such a bald form, one is
not surprised to find someone like Foucault insisting that the
task of the philgsopher of history is to be suspicious of such
a history and critical of its results. If the idea of the

cunning of reason as formulated by Hegel seems to be the epitome
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of thie smooth, continuist, untouched and untainted reading of

history, then Foucault's notion of 'power' is a direct counter
to Hegel's notion of 'reason’. If, for Hegel, history is the
process whereby the Absolute realizes itself in and through time,
for Foucault, history 1s a process whereby power deploys itself
over and across time and space. Having sald that, however, one
should note that if, for Hegel, the Absolute finds full expres-
sion in the State, for Foucault, on the contrary, power does not.
Rather, as Foucault tells us:
. ..power must be understood in the first instance as the
multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere
in which they operate and which constitute their own
organization:; as the process which, through ceaseless
struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens,
or reverses therm; as the support which these force re-
lations find in one another, thus forming a chain or a
system, or on the contrary, the disjunctions and
contradictions which isoclate them from one another; and
lastly, as the strategies in which they take effect,
whose general design or institutional crystallization
is embodied in the state apparatus, in the formulation
of the law, in the various social hegemonies. (HS, 937
So what do we have here then: Nietzsche vs. Hegel?
Power vs. Reason? Or, for that matter, why not: history vs.
philesophy? This last opposition seems relevant, if one under-
stands philosophy as the search for truth regardless of context-
uval constraints. History a la Foucault, that is, history under-
stood in terms of power-relations, would be, not the search, but
the analys’'s of truth as productive of contextual constraints.
Thus, Foucault's kiand of history contrasts with philosophy inas-

much as it is not concerned with establishing the transcendantal

conditions of truth, but rather is intent on "seeing historically
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how effects of truth are produced within discourses which in

themselves are neither true or false." (P/K, 118) Such a history
is based on the idea that: "Truth is a thing of this world: it

is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint."

(P/7K, 131> These 'forms of constraint' are what must be

analyzed historically. That is, Foucault's genealogical investi-
gations are premissed on the idea that:

Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general
politics' of truth: that is, the types of discourse
which it accepts and makes function as true; the mech-
anisms and instances which enable one to distinguish
true and false statements, the means by which each is
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded
value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those

who are charged with saying what counts as true. (P/K,
131>

Many critics of Foucault latch onto such statements as
in effect 'revealing' his commitment to a 'social ontology of
power'' and an incoherent relativist theory of truth® that seems
to denounce truth in the name of truth and deny freedom in the
name of liberation. This latter point is taken up by Taylor in
his critique of Foucault.® He cites the passage above and then
adds to this a citation where Foucault states that: "We are sub-
jected to the production of truth through power and we cannot

exercise power except through the production of truth,” and that

'Thomas McCarthy, Ideals and Illusions: On Reconstruction and

Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory (Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1991>, pp. SOff.

“Joseph Margolis, The Truth about Relativism (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991>, pp. 201-203.

“Charles Taylor, 'Foucault on Freedom anf Truth' in his
Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 152-184.
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further, this "i= the case for every spctety, .. " (Ps/K, 93> What

bothers Taylor and other critics about such a view that links
the production of truth to particular 'regimes' is that it "means

that we cannot raise the banner of truth against our own regime,”

and, worse, "that liberation in the name of 'truth’ could only
be the substitution of another system of power for this one, as
indeed the modern course of history has substituted the tech-
nigues of control for the royal sovereignty which dominated the
seventeenth century.'' As we have seen in the preceding two

chapters, such a reading of DPiscipline and Punish is simplistic

and near-sighted at best; and more probably, as we shall see,
deliberately distortive. While the passages do make claims
about 'each' and 'every' society, and thus enable some critics
hastily to conclude that Foucault is here expressing at once a
speculative philosophy of history and a general theory of truth,
the real purpose of characterizing his work in this way enables
them conveniently to dismiss his 'position’ as incoherent.
Thus, Taylor writes:
The 'truth' manufactured by power also turns out to
be its 'masks' or disguises and hence untruth. The
idea of a manufactured or imposed 'truth' inescapably
slips the word into inverted commas, and opens the space
pf a truth-outside-quotes, the kind of truth, for in-
stance, which the sentences unmasking power manifest,
or which the sentences expounding the general theory of

regime relativity themselves manifest (a paradox’ . ®

This formal, or in Foucault's terms, discursive refuta-

"Ibid., p. 178 {(my emphasis).

“Ibid.
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tion of Foucault's position is itself an example of the way
power, knowledge, and discourse are linked. Taylor complains
that Foucault's so-called 'general relativity thesis will not
allow for liberation through a transformation of power
relations".' However, Foucault's point is that a transformation
of power relations does not in itself lead to liberation and

that the digcourse surrcunding the possibility of liberation is

itgself connected to that fact. This becomes evident when we

consider, not a formalized, abstract conception of Foucault's
'position', but the actual works. In order to understand the
connection between discourse and power and truth and liberation

we must examine what Foucault has to say about sex.

The pilcture of Foucault as a theoretician of power is
usually based on claims he made in the course of interviews. i
have been insisting throughout this thesis that if we look at
the works he produced - all of them, with the exception of The

Archaeology of Knowledge, in the form of histories - a different

Foucault emerges. What we find is a philosopher of history who,
like most contemporary philosophers of history, rejects specula-
tion, and yet attempts to make sense of history nonetheless. In
fact, a lot of Foucault's apparent posturing, his deliberate
elusiveness and occasional evasiveness is due, not as suggested
above to a fear of collusion with dominant patterns of thought

and action, but to a genuine effort to think in terms other than

tIbid.




20z

the established ones,: ;549 this without slipping back into those

patterns and without, like Flato did to Socrates, reifying that
way of thinking. Thus, the best way to understand the notion of
power is to see how he employs 1t in his histories, and not to
treat it apart, azs either an independent theoretical construct
or some kind of ground for his histories, because, he reninds
us, "power is not an institution, and not a structure; mneither
is 1t a certain strength we are endowed with; 1t is a name that
one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particu-
lar society.'" (HS, 9&) And one of those complex strategical
situations that characterizes contemporary society, other than,
but related to, the one surrounding punishment and control, is
the one surrounding modern 'sexuality'.

The first volume of The History of Sex—.ility was ini-

tially meant to be an introduction to a proposed six-volume study
of the formation of the notion of 'sexuality', an historical
object, according to Fopucault, that did not exist prior to the
nineteenth century. That study never materialized, as we know,
to be replaced by an examination of ancient practices that were,
in effect, constitutive of a 'self'. We shall discuss tuis
latter project in the next and last Part of this thesis. How-
ever, a brief look at the first volume here is important for the
response to the objections mentioned above.

Throughout our examination of Foucauli's work we have

'For a reading of Foucault as introducing a new way of
+hinking about thinking, cf. James Bernauer, op. cit.
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been confronted with a tension between history and philosophy,
Foucault's genealogies are clearly a challenge to philosophy's
'lofty' self-conception, Indeed, Foucault's work as a whole can
be seen as a philosophically sensitive series of histories that
seek to reveal and expose philosophy's distorted and misleading
appropriation of the past. And the way Foucault does that is by
showing how ideas and concepts do not circulate from mind %o
mind, self-transparent and self-contained, but rather circulate
from body to body through networks that traverse various insti-
tutions and practices. He attempted to demonstrate this in
Discipline and Punish by examining the institutional and prac-

tical network of punishment. In The History of Sexuality, what

he would like to show is how the discourses emanating from these

institutional and practical networks can in effect conceal and

thereby majintain the 'deployment' of those networks. Ke

attempts to show this, not in a context-independent theoretical
way, but in a concrete historical analysis of how the discourse
surrounding sexuality in effect permits the deployment of a
domination the discourse itself loudly denies. To put this in
the terms of Taylor's objection to Foucault's work cited above,
he is trying to show how discursively 'raising the banner of
truth against our own regime' can in effect merely be the perpe-
tuation of that regime.

The major explicit thrust of the discourse surrounding
sexuality is the claim that, since the end of the seventeenth

century, we have been sexually repressed, that if only this re-
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pression were removed, if only we were allowed to express our-
selves sexually, then we would be liberated and free. Foucault
calls this the 'repressive hypothesis'. Our sexuality has ba:n
silenced, i.e. repressed. Foucault wants to show that sex has
been anything but silenced, that it is endlessly talked about,
that it is "put into discourse" (HS, 11) and how this discur-
sivity is linked to power.

On the surface, sex and power are linked through the
notion of repression because "then the mere fact that one is
speaking about it has the appearance of a deliberate transgres-—
sion." (HS, 6> Indeed, through the constant and repeated re-
ference to repression "we are conscious of defying established
power, our tone of voice shows that we know we are being sub-
versive, and we ardently conjure away the present and appeal to
the future, whose day will be hastened by the contribution we
believe we are making.'" (HS, 6-7) But the very basis of the
claim of repression, and the hope of a future liberation, rests
on the premiss that sex has indeed been 'silenced', that it
remains 'unspoken'. However, Foucault shows that rather than
being silenced, there occurred at what he calls the discursive
level "an institutional incitement to speak about it, and to do
so more and more; & determination on the part of agencies of
power to hear it spoken about, and to cause it to speak through
explicit articulation and endlessly accumulated detail." (HS,
18) Thus, while the repressive hypotbesis focusses, indeed

diverts, attention to the simple fact that it was "no longer



named, sex was taken charge of, tracked down as it were, by a
discourse that aimed to allow it no obscurity, no respite." (HS,
20> Actually, it is misleading to speak of a discourse because
it has led many critics to ontologize or reify this notion and
the power said to underlie it; rather, as Foucault writes "we
are dealing less with a discourse on sex than with a multipli-
city of discourses produced by a whole series of mechanisms ope-
rating in different institutions." (HS, 33> Thus, the proposed
study would have as its task the examination of the deployment
of discourses concerning sexuality through the domains of demo-
graphy, bioclogy, medicine, psychiatry, psychology, ethics, peda-

gogy, and political criticism in the interplay of their theoret-
ical and practical configurations.

Such an investigation is hampered by the repressive
hypothesis whose promise of a future liberation serves only to
conceal and guarantee the spread of a particular configuration of
power. Thus, Foucault claims that the actual function Df.the re-
pressive hypothesis is merely to render this exercise of power
tolerable because, Foucault tells us, "power is tolerable only
on condition that it mask a substantial part of itself. Its
success is proporticnal to its ability to hide its own mechan-
isms." (HS, 86> And these mechanisms are hidden, at least as
far as sex is concerned, in a binary and binding conception of
repression and liberation.

This is why Foucault proposes to investigate sexuality

historically, by which he means in terms of power and knowledge
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as theze are expressed in various discursive practices. He

Indeed, it is in discourse that power and know-
ledge are joined together. And for this very reason,
we must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous
segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor
stable. To be more precise, we must not imagine a
world of discourse divided between accepted discourse
and excluded discourse, or between the dominant dis-
course and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of
discursive elements that can come into play in various
strategies. It 1is this distr’bution that we must re-
construct, with the things said and those concealed,
the enunciations required znd those forbidden, that it
comprises; with the variants and different effects -
according to who is speaking, his position of power,
the institutional context in which he happens to be
situated - that it implies; and with the shifts and
and reutilizations of identical formulas for contrary
objectives that it also includes. (HS, 100>

Only an historical investigation can do this, The
notions of power and discourse are the means by which such an
investigation can be undertaken. Foucault does not conceptual-
ize history itself, as a process, as a function of power and
discourse, considered in themselwves; rather, the notions of
power and discourse are a function of Foucault's historical in-
vestigations. And thus they should be challenged on those
grounds.

This brings me back to Foucault's critics. i1t is not
only that they are missing the point by theoretically trying to
refute what is essentially an historical question (motivated, as
we shall see, by a misguided - and often concealed - thecretical
conception of history’), but, more importantly, that the attempt
to prop up a straw Foucault on the theoretical stage, in effect,

diverts attention from the effective historical critique of truth



and liberation Foucault's work actuwally provides.

However, this last point is a matter for concern. For
even if we grant the overall effectiveness of Foucault's analysis
of the discourse of sexuality (an analysis that, at this point,
was yet to be done? then it does seem that we are, in some sense,
‘'trapped' in these systems or networks of power-relations, and,
further, that if one rejects that acknowledging these networks
does not thereby effectively liberate one from them, then one is
left with the important gquestion about what Foucault's historical
investigations are actually for. What, if anything, does follow
from the recognition of our embeddedness in these networks of
discourse and power? Does Foucault suggest anything we might e
be able to do? Is there even any sense, given the anonymity
Foucault presupposes and argues for, of speaking of a 'we'?

What, then, is the purpose of Foucault's histories, if it is not

"truth' or 'liberation'? These will be the questions addressed

in the last Part of this thesis.



PART 1V - THE PURPOSE OF HISTORY

CHAFPTER ONE - THE QUESTION OF IDENTITY

Many critics of Foucault ultimately want to claim that
his Nietzschean stance 1s untenable on philosophical grounds.
And in order te do this, critics like Taylor and Habermas try to
show how Foucault's work leads to something like theoretical ni-
hilism. However, there is a certain straw man guality to this
kind of argument inasmuch as it refuses to confront Foucault's
work head on. His work, as we have seen, is intent on showing
how philosophy itself rests on historical grounds; Foucault sets
himgelf the task of exploring those grounds genealogically.

Critics sucﬁ\as Taylor and Habermas do of course recog-
nize the historical dimension of philosophy; and indeed their
work, different as they are from one another', can be read as
attempts to account for, and accommodate, history within a broad-
ened philosophical framework. Their mistake is to think that
Foucault's challenge is at this theoretical level. Foucault's
genealogies are in a sense a practical challenge to a philosoph-
ical appropriation of history by showing how history in effect
traverses such appropriations. And the concentration and uiti-
mate dismissal of what is called Foucault's theoretical stance
serves only to divert attention from the effective critique
Foucault's genealogies make of these philosophical appropria-

tions. That is, more generally, such a move tries to sidestep

‘The works I have in mind are Taylor's Sources of the Self:
The Making of the Modern ldentity (Harvard: Harvard
University Press, 1989), and J. Habermas's The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987).
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a direct confrontation between philosophy and history; not be-

tween philosophy and its history, but between philosophy and
history as such.

Now, one of the main features of the argument that runs
through this thesis i{s that history as such can no longer refer
to an historical process but to the practice of historical recon-
struction. This is a consequence of the rejection of speculative
philosophy of history. Philosophers and historians are no
longer concerned with making sense of history as a process but
rather are concerned with history as a practice, and this in
spite of a predominant picture of history that sees the past in
itself as somehow leading to the present. However, it is in-
creasingly recognized by philosophers of history that this is
indeed only a picture, a picture that dissolves once we consider

the actual practice of history. That is, although we like to

think that there is a distinction between the past as such and
the historian's reconstruction of the past, on reflection we
must concede that there is no such distinction. At least, not

in an unproblematic sense. As Raymond Martin has recently put

it:

For theoretical purposes, we distinguish between
the past and gur pas+*, between what really happened and
our best interpretation of what really happened. For
practical purposes, the distinction collapses. Ve have
no direct access to the past. We have direct access

only to the present and to pur past, which is an arti-
fact of the present.’

'Raymond Martin, The Past Within Us (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989>, p. 4.
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Onze the collapse of this distinction is recognized, a

fundamental shift occurs in the philosophy of history. It is
transformed and renewed. That is, it faces a new question, or a
new set of questions. Having nominally rejected speculative
philosophy of history, it now confronts the gap that an actual
rejection leaves. What a renewed philosophy of history must do
is make sense of these changes in historical practice rather than
continue to make sense of the historical process,

One of the most important matters the philoscpher must
try to make sense of when confronted with the new historical
praétice takes the form of a quesiion: what, 1f we admit that we
have no direct access to the past, that the past is, as Martin
puts it, 'an artifact of the present', what then is the function
of history or historical research? The question now, indeed the
central question for a renewed philosophy of history concerns
the function and purpose of history. It is now tantamount for
philosophers to ask to what use, given that it is an artifact,
the past is being put. What, in other words, is the practice of
history used for? And the answer the philosophy of history gives
is also the answer to the guestion posed in the preceding Part
concerning which practices and discursive discordances are to
be focussed on and scrutinized. In other words, it aids us in
answering what is politically and, as we shall see, ethically
relevant.

The question of the function and purpose (indeed the

value) of historical investigations is of course not new. In
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fact, it has a fairly standard answer: knowing where one comes
from is, in an important sense, knowing who one is. This is a
traditional - and often traditionalist - answer to the general
question. Raymond Martin sums it up quite nicely:

Our past, it seems, is behind us: fixed, stable,

and secure. Our future is not fixed, but open. Ve
can know our past, but we can only speculate about our
future. Our present, neither stable nor secure, con-

stantly and swiftly recedes into the past. Only by in-
terpreting the past, and then viewing the present
through the lens of this interpretation, can we locate
purselves in a stable worid, If we cannot know what we
will be, and cannot directly interpret who we are, at
least, it seems, we can know what we have been. And in
knowing what we have been, we discover who we are.’
This, on the surface, appears to be a fully acceptable,
unproblematic account of the purpose the study of history
serves. (One can imagine history teachers using it in their
introductory lectures or researchers using it order to get grant
money.> Indeed, not only does it appear acceptable, it is, when
considered more closely, frankly seductive. It, in effect,
promises a great deal; it promises that history can tell us “who
we are", something that has eluded both science and religion, one
might say. However, on even closer inspection, this seductive
characteristic attributed to history should, from a rhilosophical
perspective, make us suspicious, For in what sense
can it be said that "knowing what we have been” does in
fact enable us to "discover who we are"? Who does the "we" refer

to? That is, history can indeed show us what people have been

like in the past; or, more precisely, it can show how people have

"Ibid., p. 3.



212

been understood, both institutionally and in theory and practice,

in the past. But in what sense does that tell us who we are,
today, in the present? This account of the purpose of history
seems to presuppose the picture of history which sees the past
as leading tc the present. However, if that picture is rejected
in favour of an understanding of history as a reconstructive
effort, then the question becomes that of finding out how the
reconstruction of what people have done in the past tells us
something about ourselves and the present. History does this
negatively as 1t were; that is, history, by recounting what
people have done in the past, tells us, not who we are, but

who we are not, History, by showing and describing various ways

of life and circumstances, shows in effect the different ways
people were but no longer are. It shows how the present is
different from the past; how the present is unlike the past in
specified and specifiable ways.

This seems to be an sbvious point. However, it is ob-
scured by the assignation of the pronoun 'we' to both the past
and the present, an assignation that not only obscures the
actual relation between the past and the present but relies on
a picture of history that is otherwise discursively denied. The
effect of this is the concealment of those differences in the
past that would, if exposed, reveal the particularity and con-—
tingency of the present and thereby weaken the effectiveness of
the structures that support it. That is, because the

particularity of the present is obscured, the structures that
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maintain it remain unchallenged and effectively unchallengeable.

An example of this can be found in the work of Charles
Taylor, whose criticisms of Foucault, we will recall,
were considered briefly <n the last chapter of Part II1I.

In the examination of his criticism, it was
mentioned that Taylor presupposed his own particular agenda
that, in many ways, is the polar opposite of Foucault's project
in the sense that his understanding of history is almost point
for pcint the position Foucault combats. Taylor himself re-
cognized this. Recall that his essential criticism of Foucault
concerned the notion of power and is summed up in his claim that:
"Power can only be understood within 2 context; and this is the
obverse of the point that the contexts can only be understoed in
relation to the kind of power which constitutes them (Foucault's
thesis)."' ©Now, I have already argued that I think Taylor is
wrong in attributing this 'thesis' to Foucault. Power does not
constitute contexts for Foucault: it is a concept he uses to
render their configurations (in terms of the relations that con-
stitute them) intelligible. Or put in other words,
the notion of power does not bear the ontological weight
Taylor assigns 1it. (Foucault assigns that weight to the notion
of relations, as we shall see later.) However, the point I wish
to draw attention to here is not this mistake but what it reveals
about Taylor's own ontological commitments. In other words, the

importance of this passage lies in the way Taylor shifts the

'Taylor, op. cit.
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ontological weight accorded Foucault's notion of power back onto

his own notion of context. Ontological weight he does not
actually argue for, relying, it seems, on the idea that in
reversing Foucault's point he also achieves a reversal of its
supposed unintelligibility.

In fact, Taylor is not only objecting to
Foucault's particular kind of history because of this alleged
reversal of power and context. Perhaps more fundamentally,
Taylor is objecting to the kind of history that refuses to judge
or evaluate the historical process in terms of relative gains
and relative losses (of progress or of regress)>. This, after
all, is why Taylor finds Foucault's work "disconcerting'".’
History 1is supposed to provide us with a sense of
identity and not merely serve to 'unmask' that identity as the
fabrication of power-relations. Here, I would claim, is where
the reai debate begins. Foucault presents Taylor less with an
unintelligible option than with a fundamental opposition, one
that goes straight to the heart of the matter. Taylor does not
see the opposition Foucault presents to his position because he
reads him exclusively in terms of a theory of truth® rather than
in terms of a particular mode of historical understanding. This
is particularly evident when Taylor himself appeals unself-

consciously to history in order to refute Foucault's alleged

'Ibid., p. 152,

“Cf. his reply to Connolly in "Connolly, Foucault, and Truth"
Political Theory, Vol. 13, No. 3 (August, 19685>, pp.
377-385.




conception of truth. He claims that Foucault misunderstands
what Taylor calls the 'reality' of history because he "tidies it
up too much, makes it into a series of hermetically sealed,
monolithic truth-regimes, a picture which as far from reality as
the blandest Whig perspective of smoothly broadening freedom, '
Taylor insists on presenting Foucault in terms of a misguided
theory of truth in order to make room for his own conception of
history. If Foucault's conception of history is a discontinucus
series of 'hermetically sealed truth-regimes' then Foucault must
understand himself as an 'outsider' of that process, as
identityless, a mere 'recorder' of various forms of donmination.

However, such a position, according to Taylor's ontolegy, is not

possible. He tells us:

We have already become something. Questions of
truth and freedom can arise for us in the transforma-

tions we undergo or project. In short, we have a
history. We live in a time not just self-enclosed in

the present, but essentially related to a past which

helped define our identity, and a future which puts it

again in question.=

The concepticn of history that Taylor is proposing is
not actually argued for in the paper on Foucault. Fortunately,

a2 more detailed and sustained defence of that conception is

available in Taylor's recent Sources of the Self: The Making of

the Modern Identity.”® Foucault is mentioned here and there in

that work, along with a great many others, but he is not Taylor's

''Foucault on Freedom and Truth', p. 182,
“1bid.

*Harvard: Harvard University Preess, 106%.
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main concern., Taylor's main objective is to give us a particular

reading of history such that it can provide us with the moral
sources that enable us to establish our identity as {(moral)
selves. He obviously subscribes to the view that history is in
some sense formative of ocur identities. The problem, of course,
is with which identity he is speaking of. We must, given what
we have said about historical practice, remain suspicious of his
appeal to 'we' and of the definite articles in the subtitle: The
Making of the Modern Identity. We might agree that history

does indeed provide sources which establish 'our' identities as

(moral? selves, zud that is precisely why suspicion is called for.

That is, Taylor has more in common with Foucault than he is
willing to admit. Because Foucault too is concerned with the
self and its sources, as well as with the formation of the modern
identity. The 'self' is the explicit concern of the last two

(published) volumes of Foucault's History of Sexuality, while

the modern identity is a constant throughout his work. But
while Taylor seeks to establish the identity of the modern self,
Foucault aims at its dispersal. And they both do so by means of
their individual reappropriation and manipulation of the his-
torical record.

Both Taylor and Foucault appeal to history for similar
reasons basrd on similar assumptions. Connolly has pointed out
some striking commonalities between the two thinkers. He charac-
terizes them as follows:

(1> An episteme sets (in Taylor's language) '“the limits
of the thinkable" for an age, even though those limits
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do not necessarily correspond to the limits of thought
as such.

(2> The correspondence theory of truth does not coalesce
with modern understandings of finitude as those under-
standings find expression in theories of life, labor,
and language.

(3> The premodern mode of attunement to the world no
longer is available to us, although Taylor seems to
think that a new form of attunement between self-ident-
ity and the world might become available.

(4> There is more to being than knowing, or, in the
formulation Foucault would prefer, there is more to life
than knowing.

(5> Language is impoverished if it is forced into a
designative philosophy of language, and the
prediscursive realm from which discourse is formed never
can be drawn fully into discourse.

(6> The strong theory of the subject as sovereign or
universal no longer is sustainable.

(7> The death of God does or would spread an infection
throughout prevailing understandings of truth, the self,
rationality and morality.’

The reason for this last remark signals Taylor's as yet
undeveloped theistic sclutions to the problems raised in his
book. Obviously, for Foucault, this possibility is a
non-starter. These are huge matters, of course, way beyond my
scope; but not completely irrelevant insofar as Taylor's
theistic appeal may not be required in order to move forward
with the assumptions just outlined. As for moving beyond them,
that 1is not my concern.

However, although there do exist these commonalities
between Taylor and Foucault, very real differences remain. What
are we to make of these? Taylor‘s account of them is unhelpful
because they are distorted by the lack of recognition

of the similarities outlined by Connolly. What we have to do

"W. Connolliy, 'Foucault and Otherness' FPolitical Theory,
(August, 1985>, p. 367.
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then ie look briefly at what Tayleor is attempting to do in

Sources of the Self,

The foe of Taylor's big book is clearly not Foucault
but the epistemological naturalist and his idea of a disengaged
self. Indeed, when he does openly attack Foucault 1t is due
mainly to what he considers to be Foucault's own disengaged
commitment, as least as far as the archaeologist is concerned.
Foucault's alleged assumption of the possibility of total dis-
engagement and the subsequent characterization of the process of
history as a series of 'regimes of truth’ that are exclusionary
and dominating can only operate, according to Taylor, beceuse of
a sf%tematic blindness to an unacknowledged commitment to a
'hypergood’ that transcends that dominatiqn. A hypergood is a
second-order qualitative distinction that defines "higher goods,
on the basis of which we discriminate among other goods, attri-
bute differential weight or importance to them, or determine
when and if to follow them."' 1In other words, they provide the
standpoint from which we judge various other goods. For example,
the hypergood Foucault appeals to but refuses to acknowledge is
"connected to the principle of universal and equal respect."=®
However, it is not merely the lack of acknowledgement that
bothers Taylor about Foucault. Human beings often act and dis-
criminate without a highly developed or articulated sense of

their ultimate commitments. Rather, it is the claim which he

‘Taylor, Sources of the Self, p. 63.

“Ibid., p. 71.



imputes to Foucault that all such hypergoods are by nature ex-
clusionary and dominating. As [ have argued, Foucault is not
putting forward a thesis about the historical process at all, and
certainly not the particular thesis Taylor here attributes to
him. His works are presented as particular kinds of histories.
Not as the history of such-and~such a la Taylor, but as the
genealogical treatment of particular problems. It is true that
the genealogical approach is motivated by the desire to under-
mine or 'unsettle’ the hold hypergoods may have on us, by show-
ing the various relations that underpin their, shall we say,

hyperstatus. And it may be that this motivation stems from the

stronger - perhaps debatable but by no means implausible -
assunption that all such hypergoods and the status conferred on
them have inherent and irreducible exclusionary and distortive
elements., There are, after all, good historical reasons to hold
such a view.

However, even if we grant Taylor his point that
showing that some hypergoods are illusory or distortive does not

mean they all are, it remaing the case that some are, and one

would expect that Taylor would be especially preoccupied by

them. And given the kind of cases people like Foucault put for-
ward, one‘might even expect that anyone wishing to argue for a
given hypergood would set the counterexamples front and center

to show how the proposed hypergood is different. Taylor does not
do this, primarily because he is after what he considers to be

bigger fish. The real culprit is not bad or distortive hyper-
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goods, but a 'maturalist epistemology’ that denies us the capa-

=ity (and opportunity’ to distinguish between good and bad
hypergoods., This capacity is denied because of the recognition
that there are no independent or objective criteria for deciding
between moral alternatives; independent and objective here
meaning criteria which "could be established even outside the
perspectives in dispute and which nevertheless would be
decisive.""' But the way to decide moral issues, according

to Taylor, 1Is not to rely on this "bad model of practical rea-
soning" but rather to "convince me by changing my reading of my
moral experience, and in particular my reading of my life story,

of the transitions that I have lived through - or perhaps have

refused to live through."® This line of reasoning is interest-
ing because if one replaces 'my moral experience' and 'my life
story’' with history, then once again we see how close Taylor is
to Foucault, fur what else was Foucault doing than trying to
change standard historical readings of current self-understand-
ings, to reveal how they have been illusory and distortive? But
again, the closeness also reveals the fundamental opposition.
Foucault seeks to unsettle or shake up the hold present confi-
gurations have on our thinking and acting. Taylor seeks to pro-
vide the best possible account of those hypergoods that in some
sense move us, or empower us. That account - the best account

we can find - is, he admits, provisional. It must raise and

'ITbid., p. 73.

~“Ibid.
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face "this or that particular critique": and, presumably, it

must be able to answer them. My point here would be that
Taylor occasionally raises but hardly faces (let alone answers)
the critique of hypergoods put forward by Foucault, who can be
seen as simply making sure that the provisional status is main-
tained.

But what about Taylor's claim that Foucault, too, even
if he doesn't admit it, is moved by particular hypergoods; hyper-
goods that Taylor is valiantly trying to account for? Here we
see how tied Taylor is to his naturalist foe in that he sees
much of his task as arguing for the plausibility and basic exist~
ence of hypergoods. Foucault recognizes the existence of Lyover-
goods and the role Taylor gives them. As far as the naturalist
foe is concerned, Foucault is on Taylor's side. For example,
Taylor is targeiting those who reject frameworks; sc is Foucault.
Taylor sees these frameworks as empowering or enabling; Foucault
sees them as constitutive and productive. Taylor wants to give
the best account of the current situation: Foucault wants to
point out its constitutive relations and its "conditions of pos-
sibility". The difference between the two stems from their
rival ontologies. For Taylor, the function and purpose of
frameworks is to enable us to articulate what it is to be fully
buman. They provide us with an identity. Taylor's job as a
philosopher is to help us with that articulation by seeking out

the gources of our identity that are constitutive of the modern

"Ibid., p. 74.
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s=lf. Foucault's genealogical challenge to Taylor's project

raises the historical question of whose sources are being used
on order to ground which self? For surely one of the
fundamental characteristics of modernity (since we are, after
all, talking about the modern self) is the explosion of identi-
ties it has to offer. (Opponents describe this as rampant indi-
vidualism; proponents as the prerogative of freedom.)

Foucault's relational ontology is an attempt to raecognize the
irreducible character of this diversity, and to trace its 'des-
cent'.' Taylor's ontology alsc wants to account for this di-
versity; nevertheless it is fueled by a unifying thrust. In
other words, Tavlor is sensitive to the cost of such diversity
(as far as personal identity is concerned) and he seeks to meet
the challenge by grounding personal identity in a particular
kind of history. But tken any history which seeks to establish
a particular identity is subject to Foucaultian genealogical
analysis whose task is to draw out the historical relations that
underpin any particular identity,

Taylor seems to think he can avoid this because he
claims to be giving us the making (or history) of the modern
identity. However, as I have been arguing throughout the
thesis, the attempt to write the history of anything is
generally no longer considered plausible, let alone the history
0f the modern identity. That is, Taylor recognizes the histeori-

cal character of the formation of identity, and he tries to

'Cf. his 'Nietzsche, Genealogy., History' op.cit.
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account for this philosophically by writing a history that shows

how a particular (i.e. historically contingent? identity has been

formed over time, the purpose of which is to _conceal the parti-

cularity of that formation. This is the point of calling the
result of this history as the modern identity. In other words,
he attempts to use history in order to ground in a non-histori-
cal way (i.e. a way that does not recognize the situatedness and
‘artifactuality’'of its own attempt) an ontologically particular
identity (as artifact of the present).

The reason Taylor doesn't see that he is doing this is
because his understanding of history is marred by his particular
ontology of self-identity that itself seems overly dependent on a
strictly negative assessment of what he calls an
"identity-crisis’'. A sense of self-identity for Taylor is quite
simply a sense of 'knowing who I am' and to know who I am is to
know where I stand. One might want to say here: in relation to
what? But this is not what Taylor is after; he neans: knowing
who I am means knowing where ! stand within what he calls a moral
space bounded by 'strongly qualified horizons' that tell me, in
effect, who I am. Remember this is a constitutive or ontological
claim, such that "living within such strongly qualified horizons
is constitutive of human agency.":

Someone like Foucault would of course agree that
human agency is bounded by such qualified horizons; however, he

would refuse to put the ontological weight here, principally

‘Sources of the Self, p. 27.




because of the implication Taylor himself draws, namely, that

'stepping’' outside of these gqualified horizons would mean to
step outside of '"what we would recognize as integral, that is,
undamaged human personhood."' Indeed, one of the primary func-
tions of Foucault's histories is precisely that; to allow us to
step outside of particular qualified horizons. This is an im-
possibility for Taylor because it would mean stepping outside of
human agency altogether. However, it isn't a problem for
Foucault because the ontological weight of the frameworks belongs
to the present and not to human persons; and one can 'step out-
side' of present frameworks by exploring those of the past
through writing histories that trace the networks of relatioms
that traverse various institutions, practices and discourses.
Why isn't this an acceptable alternative, one which accepts the
need for and possibility of rejecting particular qualitative
frameworks? Why does 1t have to Te all or nothing? Again,
Taylor seems much too tied to the terms of his naturalist foe
who, on Taylor's account, rejects all frameworks and promotes
the idea of a disengaged self. A self that for Taylor would be
incapable of moral discourse.

One might accept this critique of the totally disen-
gaged self and yet be dissatisfied with where Taylor takes 1it.
He comes back again to the notion of identity-crisis. To suffer
from an identity-crisis is to suffer from a lack of orientation.

It is, according to Taylor, not to know where one stands vis-a-

tIbid.
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vis others and the world. And it is, as he says, "a painful and
frightening experience."' This is true, but then so is moving
away from home, having a child, falling in love for the second
time, etc. What all of these experiences have in common, one
night say, besides the pain and fear, is that they are
cathartic. They are fundamentally disorienting, but they
usuvally lead to reorientations and reevaluations, the very stuff
of moral reflection. However, this isn't the route Taylor takes.
He appears to read the notion of identity-crisis as a state that
is all-pervasive, at least in the present. He points to the
presence of this 'state' and argues that its very possibility
shows "that our identities define the space of qualitative dis-
tinctions within which we live and choose."® But again the
reference to the we and to our identities is precisely what is
at issue. 0Of course, what he neans by 'we' 1s '"we moderns"™

but that too is far from unambiguous. Are ''we moderns" as a
whole suffering from an identity-crisis? So it seems. But how
much mileage can one reasonably expect to get from such an idea?
People undeniably suffer identity crises. It may even be a wide-
spread phenomenon (if one can call it a phenomenon). But why
couldn't we describe it as the consequence of the fact that there
are many identities being lived and chosen and that the world is

a much smaller place than it used to be? There is bound to be a

"1bid., p. 28.
*1bid., p. 30.

=Ibid., p. 1l1.
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~ertain amount of disorientation in a world where horizons are

not only widened but multiplied.

But then we should blame Taylor's naturalist foe,
because, after all, he is the one on Taylor's account who claims
to be 'free from all frameworks'. And this is simply not poss-
ible. But then Taylor says something interesting. He tells us
that, in practice, someone who claimed to be free from all frame-
works would be seen "as deeply disturbed" and "pathological";
that "the imagined agent of naturalist theory is a monster."=
Well, never mind the imagined agent of naturalist theory,
Foucault's histories have shown that one need not clainm to be
free from all frameworks to make one wary of articulations
that claim to be morally empowering and enabling. Morally
empowering for whom? At what cost? Maybe the naturalist isn't
the one that poses the greatest threat.

Of course, Taylor may here snap back that it still re-
mains the case that Foucault is committed to certain goods he 1s
not acknowledging or articulating. As he says: *It is a form pf
self-delusion to think that we do not speak from a moral orien-
tation which we take to be right. This is a condition of being
a functioning self, not a metaphysical view we can turn on or
off."™ Yes, but which self are 'we' here talking about? Does

it function all the time and in all circumstances and situations

‘Tbid., p. 31.
“Ibid., p. 32.

“Ihid., p. 9@.
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with the same orientation? Such an orientation may indeed be
the condition of a functioning self - which by the way is also
Foucault's point in the latter two volumes of his History of
Sexuality (a point I shall be examining in the next two chapters)
— but surely not of living bumbling human beings! Taylor seems
to me to be simply misaing the point, and I would argue it is an
important one, when he asks of Foucault and other
'neo-Nietzscheans' "what meta-considerations can overrule our
best account of our actual moral experience."' The point of
Foucault's genealogies is precisely to provide historical con-
siderations that - not overrule - but question the hold various
'best' accounts have on our <(or anybody else's) moral

experience.

This brings us to a final point that Taylor makes. He
says that: "The negative focus on the good as a source of crush-
ing guilt or, alternatively, of a smug sense of superiority ends
up making us unwilling to admit how a constitutive good can in-
terpellate us, move us, empower us,"= Inp many ways this seems
to be the major point of his big book and it is a point well
taken. This is a problem for Foucault and the kind of history
he writes. But, of course, it is not only Foucault's problem. 1}
would argue that it is a problem implicit in the idea of history
itself. What indeed are we to do with the historical knowledge

that we have? The blood and waste and injustice revealed by his-

"Ibid., p. 99

“Ibid., p. 103.
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tory can at times be physically paralyzing and can blind one to

hope and the ability to distinguish between the truly good and
its many supposed disguises. 1t seems that history leads in-
evitably to suspicion, one might say to a seductive suspicion,
and Taylor's point becomes all the more relevant.

But is Taylor's solution plausible? Is it even attract-
ive? Is the answer to write histories that have as their primary
purpose the goal of empowering or moving us? Does this belong
to history? Note that Taylor's point here is that inveterate
suspicion, if I may put it that way, "ends up making us unwilling
to admit how a constitutive good can interpellate us, empower
us." Vhat would it mean to admit that a constitutive gRood can
move me, other than expressing the fact that I am so moved?

What role does the idea of admission play here (is it like con-—
fessing one's guilt? or demanding forgiveness?) I would
suggest here that the reason that Taylor worries about the kind
of history Foucault writes as in effect 'de-moralizing' - which
his notion of empowerment is meant to counter - actually conceals
the suspicion on Taylor's part (apparent in the final pages of
the book) that the kind of history he has tried to write simply
cannot do what he would like it to do, that is, ground his par-
ticular ontology of the person, for the simple reason that his-
tory, increasingly recognized as a practice and not a process,
cannot ground anything.

In any case, as far as the study of history is concerned

(which is, after all, our subject), it simply does not follow
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that if cne does not articulate the goods one upholds, one cannot
therefore criticize those that, in practice, distort and exclude
others, Indeed, one might even argue (as I will proceed to do in
the next chapter) that, in certain cases, precise articulation
may effectively prevent one from identifying particular
distortions for the simpie reason that the articulation itself
depends on those distortions. This is the case with
self-identity, the subject matter of the latter two volumes of

Foucault's History of Sexuality.




CHAFTER TWO - FROM SELF-AWARENESS TQ SELF-~-WARINESS

There was an eight year interval between the publica-

tion of the first volume of the History of Sexuality .ng the

second and third veolumes (and the promise of a fourth)., The
et notable feaatursa of these last two volumes is the extent to
which they differ and deviate from Foucault's original 'plan'.
Acside from the tone Foucault adopts and the alleged
‘return to the subject'' that characterizes these works, what
strikes the reader most is that these books are less about sex-
vality than they are about the self. And even putting it this
way is slightly misleading inasmuch as the works are less about
something one can call the self than they are about individual
conduct. And specifically they deal with the conduct of indivi-
duals vis-a-vis their relations with their own desires, which of
course includes sexual desire. In othar words, Foucault wants

to write the genealogy of the conduct of desiring subjects, by

which he means the analysis of "the practices by which
individuals were led to focus theilr attention on themselwves, to
decipher, recognize, and acknowledge themseives as subjects of
desire, bringing into play between thenmselves and thenmseives a
certain relationship that allows them to discover, in desire,
the truth of their being, be it natural or fallen." (UP, 5) We
can see here the connection such a project has with what was

discussed in the first volume of the History of Sexuality,

'Cf. Ferry and Renaut, La pencsée 68: Essai sur

l'anti-humanisme contemporain (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp.
17871f.
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especially in terms of the primary premise of that work, namely,
the ‘repressive hypothesis'. That hypothesis holds that
bourgeois society has completely repressed our 'true’ sexuality
and only by 'liberating’' it from this repression can our 'true
nature’ be expressed. Freedom lies in the emancipation of our
sexual selves. What Foucault discussed in that first volume was
how this 'hypothesis' of sexual repression was linked to an
all-pervasive and excessive 'talk' about sex that effectively
formed the grid of relations and structures that locked
individuals into particular configurations of power.

Vhat Foucault found lacking in the earlier approach - and what I
characterized as a misguided extension of the concept of power -
was an account of the relationship of the individual to himself
as a 'sexual' subject in order to understand why liberating
ocne’'s 'sexuality' was seen as the liberation of one's 'true na-
ture’'. Traditionally, the 'natural' pole of human being (as

o, :.sed to the 'spiritual' poled is connected with the passions
and desire, and thus he had originally set out his study as a

genealogy along the following lines: "to study the games of

truth [ jeux de veritel in the relationship of self with self
and the forming of oneself as a subject, taking as my domain of
reference and field of investigation what might be called the
'history of desiring man'." <(UP, 6)

Here is the point of rupture with the old project.
Foucault found himself at a crossroads: either sketch a brief

history of this desiring subject in order to get clearer about
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the power configurations connecting sexual discourse, sexual re-

pression and the alleged forthcoming 'liberation' or "reorganize
the whole study around the slow formation, in antiquity, of a
hermeneutics of the self." (UP, ©) He opted for the
second, I suggested, because it had become obvious to him that,
while the development of discursive formations and practices of
power had been conceptually useful in understanding and respond-
ing to the confugurations of the present, his approach still
remained external insofar as he had not yet adequately accounted
for how individuals related themselves to those configurations.'

The method remains essentially the same: an examination
of discursive and practical relations and their interconnections,
which Foucault now characterizes as truth-games ("jeux de
verites")® by which he means the analysis "of the games of truth
and error through which being is historically constituted as ex-
perience; that is, as something that can and must be thought.”
(UP, 6-7> |

But why Antiquity? Why this 'return' to the Greeks?
The reason for this is connected to what I am calling a notion of
gself-wariness. When discussing why he chose to study the Greeks
rather than continuing with his more usual concern with the

'Classical Age', Foucault remarks:

'Foucault 1s here inmplicitly responding to the criticisms of
people like Taylor who complain that Foucault never deals
with the self-understanding human agents have of themselves,

“Whose conceptual function <learly resembles that of
Vittgenstein's language-games, <f. Part III, Chap. 3 of this
thesis.
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After all, what would be the value for the passion
for knowledge if it resulted only in a certain amount of
knowledgeableness and not, in one way or another and to
the extent possible, in the knower's straying afield
from himself? There are times in life when the
question of knowing if one can think differently than
one thinks, and verceive differently than one sees, is

absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and re-
flecting at all. (UF, 8>

This is an important statement, despite its wistful
tone ("There are times in life..."); indeed, it echoes a
common theme in Foucault's work' which, along with its obvious
and much discussed anti-foundationalism, also promotes what might
be called a 'de-substantialization' of the self. In the last
chaptér I argued that Taylor was wrong to lump Foucault with
those who argue as disengaged selves; more precisely I should day
that Foucault does not presuppose a disengaged self but sets the
task of disengagement as the task of philosophical activity.
Note that Foucault characterizes philosophy as an activity and
not as the elaboration of a doctrine or theoretical construct.
This, I have been arguing, is why his philosophical questions
have consistently been connected to historical research, for, as
he says bluntly:

There is always something ludicrous in philosophi-
cal discourse when it tries, from the outside, to diec-
tate to others, to tell them whers their truth and how
to find it, or when it works up a case against them in
the language of naive positivity. But it is entitled
to explore what might be changed, in its own thought,

through the practice of a knowledge that is foreign to
it. (Up, 99

'Cf. Madness and Civilization, but especially the opening
remarks of L'Ordre du discours (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), pp.
7ff.
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Thus the appeal to history; it takes us away from our

familiar world. He insists, however, that although he is clearly
‘*doing' history in these works, they are not to be considered the
works of an 'historian'., These works are clearly works of
historical research but they are presented philosophically, from
philosophical motives. Foucault calls them a philosophical
exercise whose "object was to learn to what extent the effort to
think cne's own history can free thoughkt from what it silently
thinks, and so enable it to think differently." (UP, 9> Here we
have perhaps the best statement yet encountered of what I mean

when 1 characterize Foucault as offering a philosophy of history,

one which discusses not what history means or is, nor the
epistemological status of historical knowledge, but what history,
ultimately, is for.

While this may help us understand why Foucault consist-
ently attaches his philosophical questions to historical ones,
it still does not tell us why Foucault now chose the Greeks and
Romans. Is Foucault - a professor at the College de France for
some time now - simply paying his dues and returning to the
canon?' Fpucault, whose work until then had consistently res-
tricted itself to a certain periodisation of history (Renais-
sance, Classical Age, Modern Age, the Present), insists that by
distancing himself from this periodisation he was able to get a

better perspective on what he had consistently been trying to do

'MacIintyre seems to make a big deal out of Foucault's
professorial status, cf. Three Rival Theories of Moral

Inguiry., p. 53.




{(which he now characterizes as a 'history of truth'’, that is:
"analyzing, not behaviors, or ideas, nor societies and their

'ideologies’, but the problematizations through which being
offers itself to be, necessarily, thought - and the practices

on the basis on which these problematizations are formed.'" (UP,
11> However, this new perspective that has been opened up applies
not only to his own work, it alsc clears up a certain perspect-

ive on the present that is otherwise left more or less unnotic-

ed. He writes:

.+.in raising this very general question, and in direct-
ing it to Greek and Greco-Roman culture, it occurred to
me that this problematization was linked to a group of
practices that have been of unquesticnable importance

in our societies: I am referring to what can be called
the "arts of existence”. What I mean by the phrase are
those intentional and voluntary actions by which men not
only set themselves rules of conduct, but alsc seek to
transform themselves, to change “hemselves in their sin-
gular being, and to make their life into an peuvre that
carries certain aesthetic valuez and meets certain styl-
istic criteria. These "arts of existence'", these "tech-
niques of the self", no doubt lost some of their impor-
tance and autonomy when they were assimilated into the
exercise of priestly power in early Christianity, and
later, into educative, medical, and psychological types
of practices. Still, I thought that the long history of
these aesthetics of existence and these technologies of
the self remained to be done, or resumed. (UP, 10-11>

Foucault adds that his works can be considered as a
first chapter in such a general history. ©Note that they are

characterized as chapters in a history and are not thus offered

as some kind of alternative model that one might or might not
adopt.' They are not prescriptive in that sense. But they are

prescriptive in another sense, inasmuch as they do seek to draw

'Contra Taylor's comments about the 'desirability' of such an
option., Cf. "Foucault on Freedom and Truth," p. 183.
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out ethical implications, not s=o much out of the .oyu1tg of the

investigation or research, but as arising through them.

It is clear from this passage that the concern with the
concept of an "art of existence” is the main goal of the proposed
history. Foucault is careful to note that the concept is not
totally eclipsed from the present - as one would expect, given
Foucault's ontological understanding of the present - although
it has lost some of its autonomy by being integrated first into
Christian and then into 'modern' medical, educational, and
psychological practices. Practices that, of course, Foucault's
earlier work sought to analyze. However, his history is not
meant to retrieve the wholeness of those practices of the ‘art
of existence', nor are they set up in order to describe, as
Dreyfus and Rabinow put the guestion, "an attractive and plau-
sible alternative". Foucault's response is important. He tells
us!:

1 am not looking for an alternative; you can't find
the solution of a problem in the solution of another
problem raised at another moment by other people. You
see, what | want to do is not the history of solutions,
and that's why I don't accept the word 'altermative'.

I would like to do genealogy of problems, of problema-

tigues. My point is not tbhat everything is bad, but

that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the
same as bad. If everything is dangerous, then we
always have something to do. So my position leads not
to apathy but to a hyper- and pessinistic activism.®

Here is another reason for the use of the idea of wari-

ness connected to the notion of history. History is to

'Dreyfus and Rabinow, pp. 231-232.
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keep us on our guard, keen to the dangers of seductive solutions
and unspecified promises with which we normally and unthinkirgly
accept as valid, self-evident, or matter of course. Thus its
prescriptivism is primarily negative and connected to the
political character Foucault emphasized in his earlier work.
That is, the ethical considerations of the last two volumes of

the History of Sexuality are intimately linked to the political

concerns of the first volume, inasmuch as they are directed, as
Bernauer has pointed out, to "an effort to get at a form of
becoming a subject that would furnish the source of an effective
resistance to a specific and widespread type of power.'"' This is
done, through the study of history, by producing "a de-familiar-
ization of the ‘desiring man' who lies at the root of our will-
ingness to identify with the form of individual subjectivity con-
stituted for us in the modern period."= In other words, the
point and purpose of history is to enable us to become self-
wary in such a way that the identities 'we' (as identified) re-
cognize are loosened such that 'we' <(as anonymous individuals)
can grasp them for 'our-selves' autonomously and independently.
But we are getting ahead of ourselves,

First, I would like to examine how Foucault effects this
'defamiliarization’'. Note that this is something that must be

done because otherwise what happens is that most histories simply

read backwards from the present in order to classify the exper-

'Bernauver, p. 166.

=1bid.
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ience they set ocut to recount. Here Foucault is consistently

using the methods used in the earlier works of not looking for
'precursor' ideas but looking instead at the formulation of dif-
ferent problems. However, by going back all the way to the
Greeks, Foucault is not only seeking tc trace the genealogy of
the configurations of relations that continue to bhave a hold on
us. He is not merely trying to identify them. He wants in
effect to allow us the opportunity to 'disengage’ ourselves
from them. This is the purpose of 'defamiliarization'. And in
many ways 1t resembles the play of continuity and discontinuity
that characterizes his earlier work. However, the continuity/
discontinuity distinction is not here meant to characterize the
historical process but rather to characterize the understanding
of the self.

One might describe Foucault's philosophy of history at
this point as a reversal of the traditional analogy between his-
tory and the individual human being. Traditionally the develop-
ment of history is divided up into the developments of specific
communities, and the developnent of those communities is often
described by analogy as the development of a human persomn:
infancy and childhood (dependence on another power - imperial or
other, for example); awkward adolescence (moments of defiance,
desire for independence, econcmic and political immaturity?;
adulthood (full independence and autonomy>. But, of course, the
analogy is not restricted to the notion of development; the

communities themselves are characterized analogically to human



bersons such that they can be 'proud', 'insulted’, ‘defiant’,
"gentle’, 'enraged', 'humiliated', 'threatened'. And because
communities are said to provide the 'identities' of the particu-
lar individuals within them, then those characterizations auto-
matically apply to the individuals as well.

Foucault reverses the analogy by characterizing the in-
dividual human being in terms belonging to history (i.e.
historical practice’). Thus, the identity of the self, as it
were, which is the historical component of the individual human
being is characterized in terms of continuity and discontinuity
and in terms of various configurations of relations. To put 1t
in the terms discussed in the preceding chapter, while Foucault
accepts that the self is describable in terms of the practices
it is 'embedded’' 1in, those practices themselves are not described

in the substantial manner of historical presentation but in the

relational and discontinuous manner of historical research. Thus
to describe those practices historically is not to trace their
origins but to investigate how present configurations are conti-
nuously and discontinuously related to the configurations of the
past. It is this kind of investigation that produces the 'de-
familiarization' he is after, whose goal is to 'free' us, or
'loosen’ us from the embeddedness in current practices and there-

by make room for new possibilities,?

'Concerning the criticism that Foucault calls for new
possibilities but does not himself propose any: it is
precisely not the task of the philosophy of history to
propose new possibilities for the future. If his point, as

we shall see, is to enable individuvals to be effectively
free and autonomous, then he has no business, at the same
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Thus Feoucault turns to the Greeks, who have pride of
place in our culture's self-understanding and vet whose practices
are in so many ways unfamiliar; especlally those practices
revolving around sex. However, unfamiliarity also presupposes
familiarity and, as it turns out, Foucault is intent to

focus as well on the continuities surrounding the self-under-

standing of sexual practices between the Greco-Roman world and

the Christian world. The point is, of course, Foucault is in-

terested in the self-understanding that define those practices
and not the practices themselves which, it has long been obser-
ved, differ substantially both from those of the early
Christians as well as those considered acceptable today. Just
to note some of the major points of difference betwsen pagan
sexual practices and Christian ones: they usually revolve around
such notions as the nature of the sexual act, where it is con-
nected to sin, the Fall for Christians and given positive conno-
tations for the pagans; other practices revolve around notions
of monogamy and fidelity, as well as chastity. And finally, of
course, the acceptance and even valorisation of homosexuality in
the pagan world is often contrasted with the (until recently) un-
conditional exclusion of it in Christianity. The general
character of these comparisons usually lead to the conclusion
that while Christianity seems obsessively concerned with sexual
practices, the Greeks appear to be largely indifferent.

However, Foucault argues that this appearance of indif-

time, to tell them what to do.




ference stems from the fact that sexual practices for the Greeks
were neither codified nor monitored in the same way that such
practices were to be within Christianity. They were neverthe-~
less discussed, and evoked similar concerns. For example, mono-
gamy and fidelity were encouraged because there was a fear that
unproductive sex had negative effects on a given individual (i.e.
involves 'spending' too much of one's vital energy). As well,
homosexuvual practices were of course accepted, but the image of
the effeminate and flaccid male was also current and carried with
it clear negative connotations. And, finally, there was clear
valorisation of sexual abstention (one need only think of
Socrates? and its connection with the achievement of truth and
wisdom. Thus, we see here important continuities between the
attitudes towards certain sexuwal practices.

So much for continuity and familiarity. What is so
different (i.e. discontinuous and unfamiliar) about the Greek
attitudes towards these sexual practices is that they are not
presented as a set of rules for the relation between the sexes
but arc rather '"an elaboration of masculine conduct carried out
from the viewpoint of men in order to give form to their behav-
iors." (UP, 22-23> And, furthermore, this elaboration does not
take the form of a set of prohibitions or interdictions but
rather as, for the individuval male, a '"stylization of an activi-
ty in the exercise of its power and the practice of its
liberty." (UP, 23> BHere, the purpose of studying the Greeks

becomes exceptionally c¢lear inasmuch as the effect of
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defamiliarization reaches 1its peak. And yet, again, such a

defamiliarization contains within i+ an element of familiarity
(otherwise it would not be described as unfamiliar, but as
incomprehensible or unrecognizable) in that the problematisation
of sexual practices in connection with this notion of
'stylisation’ is describable in terms of an individual's personal
freedom, autonomy, and self-mastery; notions definitely
"familiar' to 'our' self-understanding.

The concept that holds together the twin Poles of famil-
larity and unfamiliarity, continuity and discontinuity, is that

cf problematization. The interest of the problematization of

sexual practices for Foucault is that it opens up a new concept-
val dimension of moral or ethical reflection and activity. VWhile
morality and ethics usually involve discussion concerning codes
and conduct, Foucault's problematizing approach brings out a

third dimension which he calls the self-constitution of the sub-

lect vis-a-vis these codes and the conduct required by them.
That is, this third dimension involves the individual's choosing
to conduct himself according to the prescriptions of the code.
In other words, within any given code, and within the conduct it
prescribes, "there are different ways to 'conduct oneself’
morally, different ways for the acting individual to operate,
not just as an agent, but as an ethical subject of this action.”
(UP, 26> Thus, one might say, there is an interna-

lization effected between the code and the conduct, and this in-

ternalization is what one would call the 'moral subject’'. The
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moral subject is thus something constituted.

An individual is not merely related to the - in this
case 'moral' - world (via cndes) but also to oneself, and this is
not simply in terms of self-awareness, but in a practical and
constitutive sense. Or, as Foucault puts it, there is no
particular moral action '"that does not refer to a unified moral
conduct; no moral conduct that does not call for the forming of
oneself as an ethical subject; and no forming of the ethical
subject without 'modes of subjectivation’ and an 'ascetics' or
'practices of the self' that support them.”" (UP, 28) And
Foucault of course sets as his task the examination of this third
dimension of 'practices of self' found in Antiquity surrounding
the 'problematization' of pleasure, desire, and sex.

Rather than go on in great exegetical detail - I refer
the reader directly to the text for Foucault's legendary rhetoric
is at a minimum and his clarity is exceptional -~ I would simply
like to draw out the major features of this ‘art of existence'’
Foucaulit is deescribing and connect it with the goal of what I
have been calling ‘'self-wariness’'.

Sex is a problem for the Greeks, but not the sexual act
in itself. That is, the sexuval act is not classified in any par-~
ticuiAar way and details about it are normally not discussed. One
might say that sexual acts are a matter for c¢onceran but:

"when they were the subject of questioning, what was at issue
wass the form they assumed, it waz the activity they manifesated.

Their dynamics was mucl more important than their morphology.”
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(UF, 42

There is, within Greek sexual activity, a general unity
between act, desire, and pleasure (a unity which, Foucault notes,
Christianity will dissociate). That is, the Greeks were not con-
fronted with the problem between the desire for sex, the sexual
act 1tself, and the pleasure one gets from it (it is not a matter
of lack and satisfaction?>. What we have instead is the problem
of force. That is, it is a matter of the force (of nature? that
unites the three terms. The problem of sexual activity (and not
the act considered in itself) concerns the dynamics of the triad
act-pleasure-desire, which itself is analyzed in terms of two
variables:

1) quantity, or more precisely, intensity; homosexual-
ity, for example, is not so much abnormal or umnatural as it is
excessive; that is, the moral appreciation of homosexuality is
not traced "by the nature of the act, with its possible varia-
tions, but by tha activity and its quantitative gradations.”

(UP, 45>

2>)the role or polarity, i.e. the positioning, of the
free adult male; women, slaves, and boys were passive partners,
considered more as partner-objects rather than equal partners,
and moral concern was not extended to them.

Immorality, then, (for men, since this morality is for
and by men) revolves around the notions of excess and passivity.
The sexual act itself is quite natural and therefore is valued;

however, it remains a matter of moral concern as well: because
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natural, 1t is a force and a force that must be controlled, The
question becomes: how is this control to be effected? Not from
above, nor from without, but from within. What Foucault calls
the 'use' (usage; chresis) of pleasure has to do, not with what
is permitted or forbidden, but rather is a matter "of prudence,
of reflection, and calculation in the way one distributed and
controlled his acts." (UP, 54> The moral criteria invol-

ved in the use of pleasure cannot be codified or tabulated be-
forehand but are a matter of an individual's assessment of his
need, an opportune moment, as well as regard for that individ-

val's status. This is not to say there are no general laws that
the individual must also take into account. The laws of nature
and the city and indeed of religion cannot be disregarded. How-~
ever, they serve as the context, or background, of the actions

oi a particular individual, and not as a code or a model to be

adopted. Foucault writes:

The few great common laws - of the city, religion,
nature — remained present, but it was as if they traced
a very wide circle in the distance, inside of which
practical thought had to define what could rightfully
be done. And for this there was no need of anything
resembling a text that would have the force of law,
but rather, of a techne or 'practice', a savoir-faire
that by taking general principles into account wouild
guide action in itc time, according to its context, and
in view 0of its ends. Therefore, in this form of moral-
ity, the individual did not make himself into an ethi-
cal subject by universalizing the principles that in-
formed his action; on the conirary, he did so by means
of an attitude and a quest that individualized his
action, modulated it, and perhaps even gave him a spec-
ial brilliance by virtue of the rational and deliberate
structure his action manifested. (UF, 62)

This is an important passage because within 1t we see
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now Foucault plays off the fan liar with the unfamiliar. He

describes a context in which moral or ethical conduct is indivi-
dualized in a way that is alien to the present’s universalizing
approach to morality, and in that sense, is unfamiliar. But at
the same time he describes a historical context that in many
ways responds to certain difficulties characteristic of the pres—
ent's universalizing morality; namely that that morality has an
historical dimension which in effect relativizes the universal-
izing approach such that individualized and individualizing
approach becomes relevant, and in that sense what Foucault is
describing has familiar aspects.

But this does not mean that Foucault thinks that the
Greek aproach is a solution to present concerns. He explicitly
denies this on the simple grounds that the problems of the pre-
sent cannc: be resolved by using the solutions of the past. (IS
history teaches us anything, it teaches us that.)> But that
doesn't mean the past has nothing to offer the present. Because
the past has provided solutions to its problems, and to the ex-
tent that its problems share certain similarities with present
ones (which, we have seen, is ontologically required if there is
to be historical reconstruction), what th: past has to offer is
perspective, a vantage point from which to view the present's
'self-entanglements', that is, the way the 'self' is presently
constituted.

The present's view of the self is entangled with notions

of freedom, autonomy, and truth. The Greek experience of sex -
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the subject of Foucault's history - reveals another self entangl-
ed in related notions of freedom, self~mastery, and truth. His
first volume showed how, in trying to untangle the knot

tying together the notions of freedom, autonomy, and truth (the
knot might be called 'the repressive hypothesis') the knot was
only tightened further <(talk leading to talk and only talk).
Thus, rather than getting entangled further, Foucault turns to
past knots which he can untangle because he is no longer conmpl-
etely tied to them. The knot freedom-autonomy-truth is not the
same knot as freedom-self-mastery-truth. The latter he can and
does untangle. And he does so, as mentioned above, by examining
the 'use of pleasure’ divided in the triple distinction of
desire-pleasure-act. The virtuous 'use of pleasure' in Greek
experience does not involve the proper ordering or balancing of
the triple distinction. The virtue needed for the proper ethic-
al 'use of pleasure' revolves around the notion of self-mastery,
which is connected to the notion of freedom, not in the sense of
the former leading to the latter, but in the sense of the one
being constituted by the other. That is, self-mastery is neces-
sary in order to be and remain free. Freedom is here understood
as "a certain form of relationship of the individual with him-
self." (UP, 92> The opposite of freedom is not a natural
determinigw or a divine will but a slavery inasmuch as the

opposite of self-mastery would be self-enslavement (esclavage de

soil par soid. This freedom then is not a freedom from all

constraints ( a 'liberating' freedom) but "a power that one
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brought to bear on oneself in the power that one exercised over

others." (UP, 93> As well, in this ethical perspective,
self-mastery 1is constitutive of freedom as well as truth inasmuch
as the truth of the self is not seen as the elucidation and
revelation of inner desire, but rather is conceived
constitutively as the "mode of being of the moderate subject.®
(UP, 89; my emphasis)> Thus, the goal or ideal of
such an ethical perspective is as follows: "The individual
fulfilled himself as an ethical subject by shaping a precisely
measured conduct that was plainly visible to all and deserving
to be long remembered.'" (UP, 91> One might say that in this
ethical perspective the self - as opposed to being the inner
truth that must be universalized in theory as is the case in the
present - must be constitutively externalized in practice imn
order truly to be a self. This is what Foucault calls the
‘aesthetics of existence' characteristic of the Greek experience,
Historically specific and thus capable of being untang-
led, Foucault shows how the knot of Greek experience has at least
one string tied to the present, namely "that some of the main
principles of our ethics have been related at a certain moment to
an aesthetics of existence"' and that the possibility thus
exists for an ethics based on an individual's creating a work of
art out of his or her life. Thus, rather than proposing a 're-
turn' to the Greek triad of freedom-autonomy-trutn, Foucault

seems to be arguing for a new triad one might describe as free-

'Dreyfus and Rabinow, p. 236.
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dom-greativity~truth. This would be a new 'aesthetics of exis-
tence' where one's life is to be one's work of art. It is within
this creative possibility that 'truth' resides,

Note that Foucaul® is arguing for a creative iife and
not a creative self, i.e. as in, for example, the radical freedom
of the existentialist self. Foucault is careful to distinguish

himself from a view such as Sartre's:

From the idea that the self is not given to us, I
think that there is only one practical cOonsequence: we
have to create ourselves as works of art. In his ana-
lyses of Baudelaire, Flaubert, etc., it is interesting
to see that Sartre refers the work of creation to a
certain relation to oneself - the author to himself -
which has the form of authenticity or inauvthenticity. 1
would like to say exactly the contrary: we should not
have to refer the creative activity of somebody to the
kind of relation he has to himself, but should relate

the kind of relation one has to oneself to creative
activity.

And thus the need for the particular kind of historical
analysis Foucault offers. 1t shows the different (creative)
ways individuals have been related to themselves, thereby remov-
ing the necessity of current predominant ones. While all of
this rather upbeat and positive, the removal of the sense of ne-
cessity does not by itself remove the effective constitutive re-
lations individuals have to. themselves. Foucault is pointing to
a possibility not a reality. The reality is most individuals are
bound and tied to particular 'selves' that leave little room for
creativity. This is because most individuals do not see their

'selves' as a creative activity, but as something to be

"ibid., p. 237.
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uncovered, discovered. recovered, and ultimately obeyed. This

iz the sense cf‘self Foucault is combatting, the idea that one's
life should be devoted to discovering one's true self. These

are the selves Foucault 1s wary of (thus the need for and func-
tion of self-wariness rather than self-awareness). History shows
that these selves are many, demanding of the individual things
like submission, obedience, or renunciation. Amongst these pos-
sibilities, there is one that Foucault pays particular attention
to; it is a self that calls for careful concern, and it is this

concern for self that I would like to consider next.



CHAPTER THREE - THE SELF: A MATTER FOR CONCERN

The self is constituted, This is the fundamental claim

of the last two volumes of the History of Sexuality. The self is

rot given, it is constituted through a set of practices within a
given historical context. The self is thus an historical object,
subject to change and transformation. Historical analysis and
research enables us to identify those practices constitutive of
different kinds of selves, and does not therefore provide the
self with an identity (as some would have history do».

The point that Foucault is making is that the self is
not the product of a particular activity in the sense that the
product can be detached from the activity; the self is the act-
lvity. The self is constituted by a set of practices but it is
not those practices; rather it resides in the way those practices

are taken up. But taken up by whom? The answer is: by particu-

lar individuals.
In order to be clear about this, ] would like ro re-
introduce a concept used in Part II of this thesis, napely, that

of the anonymous individuwal. This is the term I gave to all

those individual human beings who people the historical process
and are the subject-matter of historical reconstructions and yet
remain unnamed. That is, they are the individuals that histori-
ans refer to when speak of peasants and warriors, or doctors,
teachers and lawyere, vagabonds and bandits. I argued that the
idea of an anonymous individuval was an historical concept, as

opposed for example to a sociological one, inasmuch as the prim-
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ary reference is to the actual fleeh and btlood individuals who

were peasants, doctors, criminals, etc. But ancther way, the
gubject-matter of both these disciplines may be the same: the
activities of these people; but the reference is not. For
socinlogy, the reference is to the function and role of the act-
ivities themselves; for history, the reference is to the (past>
lives of human individuvals. Sociology has as its goal the expl-
anation of human behaviour; history the task of describing past
human lives. The results of sociological investigationes are
destined for wvarious administrative and governmental uses; his-
torical investigations are undertaken with the view of achieving
a particular kind of 'self-knowledge'.

I would like to use this concept 0of the anonymous indi-
vidual in order to distinguish between the concrete (1l am tempt-
ed to say bodily) individual human being and his or her gelf.'®
The attempt to distinguish them is not meant to say that there
are individuals out there who are not also selves, or selves that
aren't individuals.® Rather, the distinctie is to help us
understand the different elements involved in the way human

beings relate, not only to the world and others, but to them

'One might want to say that the distinction is simply between
the social, cultural, symbolic properties of human beings as
opposed to their physical and biological ones. However,
since this is a problem of historical reference, appeals to
biology and physics are not really helpful. The distinction
is not between physical and mental, but between real and
hypothetical or ideal.

“The pronoun 'we' denotes or refers to a community and not to
a 'self'; although the two can (but need not) have very
close links.



selves as well. Indeed, the distinction I am trying to make is
implicit in the very expression: one's relation to oneself. The
'one’

here refers to the individual considered anonynously rela-
ted to that same individual considered as a specifiable self with
specifiable characteristics. And the relation is one of
'identity' when there is no conflict or gap between the
individual considered anonymously and the individual considereq
as a particular self. That is, the self is complete, such that
the individual totally identifies with it and does not disting-
uish himself from that self. More often than not, and perhaps
today more than in the past, an individual can distinguish him-
self %rom that self and consider himself 'anonymously' i.e. in-
dependently of the different roles and functions he is 'said' to
have and which make up his sense of self. And to the extent
that he can do this, then the relation he has to himself is no
longer one of jdentity but instead becomes problematic and a
matter for concern.

Which brings us to the third volume of Foucault's

history of sexuality, Le souci de soi, usually translated as

Care of the Self. The use of the term 'care' to translate 'sou-

cl' is to a certain extent quite appropriate given that the work
does deal with medical texts devoted to what today we would
characterize as 'health care'. However, spuci also can be
translated by worry and concern, as in having certain concerrns or
worries about some matter.

Both senses are reflected in Foucault's work inasmuch
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n increaszing concern for self displayed in late Antiquity -
that is, concern for what was seen as the self's 'fragility' -

led to the preoccupation (another word for gouci’> by doctors and
moralists in thelr writings to develop a careful practice of
examnination and care for one's self. This care and concern
found expression in the writings of those doctors and moralists
explicitly concerned with sexual matters and what they thought
was a sign of "immorality and dissolutes ways" (CS, 39) of

their society. However, what is interesting and remarkable (and

obviously relevant to the present's 'concerns') is that:

...this desire for rigor expressed by the moralists did
not take the form of a demand for intervention on the
part of public authority. One would not find in the
writings of the philosophers any proposal for a general
and coercive legislation of sexual behaviers. They urge
individuals to be more austere if they wish to lead a
life different from that of "the throngs",; they 4o not
try to determine which measures or punishments might

constrain everyone in a uniform manner. (CS, 40)
We see here again the anti-universalist thrust of Foucault's ana-
lysis. He considers these writings of the moralists and phiio-
sophers of late Antiguity and their call for austerity precisely

because they are not proposing a blueprint or model to be

applied or constructed; it is rather addressed to individuals.

Foucault is aware that this appeal to individuals is often seen
as reflecting the more general weakening of the social and poli-
tical structures characteristic of late Antiquity. Unstable

periods are characteristically said to give rise to this kind of
"individualism' where people retreat into their 'private' lives

where things can more readily appear ‘under control'.
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However, this kind of 'explanation' is historically sus-
pect. Lumping together different phenomena under the rubric
"the rise of individualism' serves only to obscure matters that
need to be carefully distinguished. The term 'individualism’
can describe what Foucault calls different 'realities'. He dis-

tinguishes and describes three of these:

Three things in fact need to be distinguished
here: (1) the individualistic attitude, characterized
by the absolute value attributed to the individual in
his singularity and by the degree of independence con-
ceded to him vis-a-vis the group to which he belongs
and the institutions to which he is answerable; (2) the
positive valuation of private life, that is, the impor-
tance granted to family relationships, to the forms of
domestic activity, and to the domain of patrimonial

interests; (32 the intensity of the relations to self,
that is, of the forms in which one is called upon to

take oneself as an object of knowledge and a field of

action, so as to transform, correct, and purify oneself,
and find salvation. (CS, 42>

Note that Foucault calls what he is describing here
different 'attitudes'. This of course is connected with the kind
of 'ethics' we discussed in the last chapter that dealt not with
codes and practices principally but with the way in which codes
were understood and practices undertaken. The same applies
here. He acknowledges immediately that these different 'attitu-
des' need not be mutuwally exclusive; although different periods
in history can be seen as characterized by the predominance of
one or the other. For examples, he uses ancient warrior socie-
ties as exemplifying the first; nineteenth century bourgeois
society the second; and certain early Christian ascetic movenents
as typical of the third.

The point of making these distinctions is to show that
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the period he is describing , while obviously fitting in a
general way with the third 'attitude’ described above, displays
a specific kind of 'individualism' - if one can even call it that
- which revolves around the general idea of a 'culture de soi'.
Foucault argues that this idea reaches far back in Greek culture
and is characterized by the general principle that one should
take care of oneself (prendre soin de soi-meme)>. One finds it
in Xenophon, Plutarch (when discussing the Spartans), and of
course in Plato's Socrates. It is the guiding principle of what
Foucault calls the 'art of existence' of the period he is des-
cribing, and in the course of its development it had taken on
a very general sense which Foucault summarizes as follows:
...the principle of care of oneself became rather gene-
ral in scope. The precept according to which one must
give attention to oneself was in any case an imperative
that circulated among a number of different doctrines.
It also took the form of an attitude, a mode of behav—
iour; 1t became instilled in ways of living; it evolved
into procedures, practices, and formulas that people
reflected on, developed, perfected, and taught. It thus
came to constitute a social practice, giving ri=e to
relationships between individuals, to exchanges and
communications, and at times even to institutions. And
it gave rise, finally, to a certain mode of knowledge
and to the elaboration of a science [savoirl. (CS, 45>
Thus, if one still wants to call this 'care or concern
for the self' an individualism, tren it is certainly not the
kind of individualism characterized by autonomy and independence
as in the first model; nor by the retreat into privacy typical
of the second; nor even is it properly applied to the third

model of purification and salvation. If we describe these 'in-

dividualisms' as the relation gne (considered anonymously? has
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with opeself, then the first identifies the self with the will;
the second with the private enjoyment of one's possessions; and
the third with one's purified soul. As distinct from these,
Foucault describes a relation with oneself as the care one gives
tc a fragile and vulnerable body in need of constant attention.
In other words, it is something that takes a great deal of time
and effort. The point of considering the self as a fragile body
emphasizes that the relation with the self is not something that
is sought after as a goal, end, or as a prize, or discovery, but
as a continuous process. It is not the culmination or point or
object of all other activities but relates to the way those act-
ivities are undertaken; it is not the focal point but the center
of those activities. The concern for self should be seen prin-
cipally as "a change of activity: not that one must cease of all
other forms of occupation and devote oneself entirely and exclu-
sively to oneself; but in the activities that one ought to
engage in, one had best keep in mind that the chief objective
one should set for oneself is to be sought within oneself, in
the reliation of oneself to oneself." (CS, 64-65)

The interest of this relation to self is that, while
still connected to the ethics of self-mastery, there is what
Foucault calls an "inflechissement”, a bending, a slight change
of direction or accent. What we have at this point is a unigue
situation where the self is poised, as it were, between a compl-
ete immersion and identification within given practices and an

abstract universalism. The sexual morality promulgated by doc-
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tors and philosophers testifies to this in that it continues to

demand “that the individual conform to a ceitain art of living
which definez the aesthetic and ethical ¢riteria of existence.
But this art refers more and more to universal principles of
nature or reason, which everyone must observe in the same way,
whatever their social status.' (CS, 67) This

shift towards universal appeals does in effect dislocate

the self from its embeddedness (like a bone dislocated from its
socket) without, however, abandoning the individual body, as it
were (that is, the individual persen acting out her life at a
particular time and place - we are still within the ambit of an
‘aesthetics of existence'). Here we see more clearly the point
and purpose of Foucault's advocacy for the cogency of such an
'aesthetics of existence’. it is a mode of existence that is
free from the unquestioned habit of local practices as well as
resistent to the call to universal norms and rules directed for
and directed by what Bernauer calls 'a science of life' in the
sense that characterizing "human existence as a work of art is
to remove it from the domain of the scientifically knowable and
free us from the obligation of deciphering ourselves as a systemn
of timeless functions that are subject to corresponding norms.":
This, of course, is the interest the 'aesthetics of existence’
has for the present; it is clearly not what best describes the
Greek experience. Once again, Foucault is attempting to set up

a picture that is at once familiar and unfamiliar, continuous and

‘Bernauer, p. 182.
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discontinuous.

The Care of the Self is devoted to the historical

analysis of this new attitude towards the self which has the
individual poised between concrete identification and universal
appeal. For example, he shows how the greater value placed on
the married couple demonstrates this new relation to self.
Originally a strictly non-public event, that is, a direct
transfer of 'goods' from father to husband, marriage becomes more
and more a matter between husband and wife. The point is not
that there is an increase in equality between husband and wife
(the husband still calls the shots) but an increasingly
institutionally recognized element of shared obligations and
duties; however, what is even more significant is that "this
sharing occurs not in the name of the respect due to the family,
which each of the two marriage partners represents, as 1t were,
in the state of marriage, but on behalf of the couple, its sta-
bility and its internal regulation.” (CS, 76> What we have then
in the marital union is no longer the purely private transaction
between two families, nor is it the purely public (i.e. open to
all> union between iwo independent, autonomous, and equal
individuals. What we have instead is the formation of a unit -
the couple - which is semi-private and semi-public in that it ise
poised beiween the privacy of familial relations and the public
nature cf economic and social relations. As Foucault writes, the
overall effect is as follows: "marriage became more general as a

practice, more public as an institution, more private as a mode
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of existence - a =tronger force for binding conjugal partners
and hence a more effective one for isolating the coup:2 in a
field of other soccial relations.'t (CS, 76>

This dislocation from embedded practices into a semi-
private, semi-public sphere (of action: relating one to oneself)
is also evident in what Foucault calls 'the political game', that
is, in political practices. He argues that the dismantling of
the City-States and the growth of Empire is not best described
in terms of a decline of civic life and political elites and a
retreat or withdrawal into self. The important point is that the
extension of the Empire required changes in "the conditions
of the exercise of power" (CS, 83> in the sense that the
administrative reach had to be adjusted to & widened Empire,
Thus what we see 1s not the decline and decadence of a civic
elite, but rather we are confronted with '"the search for a new
way of conceiving the relationship that one ought to have with
one's status, one's functions, one's activities, and one's
obligations.'" (CS, 84> In other words, the new
political realities required a different understanding of
oneself as a political actor. Given the wider circumstances
(and unfamiliar ones) in which 'one' had to act politically,
'one' become more acutely aware of the outward signs of function
and role (uniform, habits, gestures) and, concomitantly, one
became increasingly aware and concerned with that which was not
connected to these functions and roles.. Or, to put it another

way, oOne became increasingly aware of, and concerned with, the
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nature of one's (as an individual) relation to these roles and

functions. And once this step is taken, then the whole relation
one has with oneself is rendered problematic. Indeed, the atti-
tude one has towards one's own acts becomes problematic. That
is, one's status and position no longer dictate what 'one' is to
do. That status may be what brought 'one' to where 'one' is,
but then the individuval is responsible from the actions 'one’
undertakes. Put in terms of political action, the individual
exercising power "has to place himself in a field of complex re-~
lations where he occupies a transition point. His status may
have placed him there: it is not his status, however, that
determined the rules to follow and the limits to observe." (CS,
88>

Again, it is important to note that in describing this
particular relation to self Foucault is not proposing an ideal
to be adopted or at the very least emulated. This would be to
miss the point of historical analysis. What he is doing is des-
cribing a historical possibility that does not find its raison
d'etre in what came before nor in what followed. Again, it is
the familiarity and the unfamiliarity of the period considered
in itself that is of historical interest. This does aot mean
that earlier and later are irrelevant. This too would be 'un-
historical'. However, earlier and later periods are seen to
contrast with the period in question and are not meant to sub-

sume it into a uniform and linear process. The Care of the Self,

like mosi of Foucault's work, is set up precisely to make the
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contrast evident. He contrasts the 'culture de soil' of late
Antiquity with the earlier model of self-mastery discussed in

The Use of Pleasure. He alzo makes frequent references to the
future relation to self characteristic of early Christianity (the
subject-matter of the unpublished Les Aveux de 1la chair’ in order
to contrast it with the period in questicon. In his conclusion to
The Care of the Self, he takes up the themes discussed in detail
in the book and z2mphasizes the continuity and discontinuity of
the period in question. He writes:

A certain style of sexual conduct is thus suggest-
ed by this whole movement of moral, medical, and philo-
sophical reflection. It is different from the style
that had been delineated in the fourth century, but it
is also different from the one that will be found in
Christianity. Here sexual activity is linked to evil
by its form and its eff:cts, but in itself and sub-
stantially, it is not an evil. It finds ite natural
fulfillment in marriage, but - with certain exceptions
- marriage 1s not an express, indispensable condition
for it to cease being an evil. It has trouvble finding
its place in the love of boys, but the latter is not
therefore condemned as being contrary to nature. (CS,
239
This is a curious book in that its sense seems to depend

on occasion on the description of what came before and on (the
promise of) a description of what comes after. 1t describes a
period that is poised between and aesthetics of self-mastery and
an abstract moralism where the concrete bodily individual is
nothing and the 'soul' everything. However, the interest of the
pericd is not in its character as a threshold, a watershed be-
tween what came before and what comes after, in the continuing

story of something called the 'self'. This character of being a

threshold or a watershed is not specific to this particular per-



iod but is rather characteristic of any period inasmuch as it is

considered as a present, situated between a past and a future.
Any present, considered in itself, is a threshold between the

past and the future.

The interest of The Care of the Self is in the

particular relation to self it describes: the care and concern
for a fragile self, one not grc.nded in unquestioned and

unquesticnable practices, and yet one still consituted in its

relations to others. It is this historical possibility that is

of interest.

But what, exactly, is meant by the phrase 'historical
possibility'? (Especially if we recongnize that the point is not
to revive and relive the past in any practical sense.) We saw
in the last chapter (and, in fact, throughout this thesis) that
the notion of possibility is contrasted with that of necessity
inasmuch as history teaches that current practices do not express
ahistorical essences or necessary features of human 'being', but
express rather contingent configurations of relations. This in-
cludes those relations in which individuals relate to their sel-
ves as selves., The purpose of the type of historical analysis
Foucault proposes - the exploration of different historical ‘'po-
ssibilities' - also serves as the basis for a certain wariness
vis~a-vis the constitutive relations that make up the relation
between the individual and his or her self; a wariness, that is,
based on the contingent character of those relations and direct-

ed to the appearance of necessity, and perhaps more importantly,



264

toc the appeal tao necessity.

However, the notion of possibility can also be
contrasted with the notion of actuality as well. That is, if one
recognizes that the actual world is a contingent matter of fact,
i.e. that it could have turned out differently than it actually
has, then one is saying that the actual world is only one possi-
bility amongst many possibilities (or one set or configuration of
possibilities amongst many?>. Yet, =2ctuality is not merely one
set of possibilities amongst others in that it is not a mere
possibility but an actual one. Actuality is, as it were, actual-
ized or real possibility as opposed to possibility considered as
such.' This gives actuality or the actual world or the real
world a kind of distinctiveness and concreteness that merely
possible worlds do not possess.

What does this have to do with Foucault's notion of
*historical possibility'? The actual world is distinct from
merely possible ones because it is actualized possibility. This
gives it a status different from other possibilities. It gives
it the character of objectivity and reality. This distinctive-
ness raises the question of wky this particular set of possibili-
ties was actualized and not some other set. And this question
is normally answered by looking to the antecedent conditions

which 'led up' to this particular set of actualized possibiliti-

'For the connections between actuality, possibility, and
necessity, cf. Hegel, Science of lLogic, trans. A. V. Miller,
(Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press, 1969), section on
'Actuality', pp. 541-553.
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es. This way of answering the gquestion further distinguishes
actuality from other possibilities because only actuality is
tied in a more or less clear way to its antecedent conditions
whereas mere possibilities remain 'open' and unconnected to any-
thing real. What this does, in effect, is remove actuality
from the realm of possibility altogether and place it within the
realm of necessity. This is not to say that actuality or the
actual world necessarily, that is, by means of a necessary pro-
cess, came to be what it in fact is; but that because it is what
it is, then it is reasonable to ask why this is so, and from
there one goes back and ascertains the necessary conditions that
permitted the actual set of possibilities to be the ones that
were, in effect, actuvalized. Thus, history is the inquiry of
what it is in the past that made the present possible, i.e,
actual, an actualized possibility.

This is where Foucault comes in. | have noted repeat-
edly that Foucault rejects the view of history that smeeg the
present as the culmination of the past. Now we can clearly see
why: this approach has the effect of removing the present from
the realm of possibility by giving the character (and illusion)
of necessity. It is true that the present can be described as
an actualized set of possibilities and it is also true that
actualized possibilities differ from 'mere' possibilities by
the simple fact of their actuality. However, it is not true
that actual or present possihilities are the only real ones.

Reality is not exhausted by actuality. At least not if the icea
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of an 'historical reality' makes sense.

The problem is that the idea of 'actualized possibili-
ties' is ambiguous. It could refer to possibilities that have
been actualized. Or it could refer to possibilities that curr-
ently are being actualized. Stating things this way, however,
clears up matters considerably. Possibilities that have bteen
actualized obviously refer to the past; while possibilities that
are being actualized clearly refer to the present. Here we see
the problem with the view of history that sees the present as the

culmination of the past: in doing so it in effect treats the

present as though it were past, i.e. as something that has been
actualized. Thus, its point of departure is not the 'real' pre-
sent - a set of possibilities currently being actualized - but an
'imaginary' present, cne that is deemed complete. However, one
can only find possibilities that have been actualized in the
sense of ‘completed’ in *the past. Possibilities that are cur-
rently being actualized are belng actualized in the various
practices that make up the present, including of course the
practice of historical analysis.

Foucault's mode of historical analysis - the explora-
tion of historical possibilities ~ is designed to respond to this
anmbiguous and complex situation. He analyzes historical possi-
bilities that have been actualized - for example, Greek and
Roman practices of self - in a way that reveals the conrections
(and disconnections) those possibilities have with possibilities

that are currently being actualized, i.e. modern practices and
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relations to the self, characterized in terms of relations of
power and in terms of the 'repressive hypothesis'. However,
because therz are certain connections between the two 'sets' of
possibilities (those that have been and those that are being act-
ualized) and because the latter are still 'open' in the sense of
being on-going, then, history does not only tell us about the
past, but helps, indeed provides the tools for restructuring the
present, not from scratch, nor from some point outside of it, but
from within its on-going process. The actualized rossibilities
of the past, through historical analysis, offer perspectives on
the possibilities being actualized in the present.

It is for this reason that the suspicion discussed ear-
lier is not gratuvitous nor destructive. It is, one might say, a
functional characteristic of historical analysis, especially if
one considers historical analysis as the play between the famil-
iar and the unfamiliar. We can now also characterize this 'play’
as expressing the two senses of 'actualized possibilities':
present configurations are familiar while past configurations
are unfamiliar on the one hand, and on the other, past possibil-
ities can be made intelligible, thus familiar, and can then
enable us to see present possibilities from a different perspec-

tive, thus rendering them unfamiliar.

The Use of Pleasure described a possibility of one's

relation to oneself as characterized by the triad of
freedon-self-mastery-truth that contrasts with the present triad

of freedom~avtonomy-truth. Thus while the present is familiar
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with thne idea of the =elf freely related to its own truth, it is

not through the mode of self-mastery but through the mode of an
autonomous relation to the universal. The point of contrasting
the two is to reveal the possibility of gcreativity implicit in
the mode of self-mastery; creativity, that is, vis-a-vis the
codes and ruleg regulating conduct, and thus of introducing this
notion of c¢reativity into the open (because current)

possibilities being actualized in the present.

The Care of the Self, for its part, described the
possibility of a mode of caring and concern for the self -
contrasting it with the present's 'technological' approach to the
self' - and thereby introduced the notion of a fragile self, one
in need of constant attention. Thus, according to Foucault, if
one is to entertain or practice a freely creative or creatively
free relation to one's self as truth, then one should also take
care to account for the fragility of that self and its truth, At

least, this is what Foucault's historical analysis appears to
suggest. The exploration of historical possibilities that have
been actualized are thus turned into possibilities that join

those that are currently being actualized in the present.

Here we see the positive pole of the concept of self-
wariness. The wariness it advocates is not only directed towards
the imposition of particular selves such that complete identifi-
cation is attained, but is also directed to the protection and

sustenance - not of this or that particular self - but of the

TCf. E.H. Martin, et al. Technologies of the Self {(Amherst:
The University of Massachusetts Press, 1088),




possibility of freely and creatively relating tc self. And the
ornly guarantee of this possibility, at least within the possibi-
lities currently being actuwalized in the present, is the contin-
ued exploration and analysis of historical possibilities, for

it is by means of history that one can, through the contrast
between the familiar and the unfamiliar it offers, dis-connect
oneself from one's self, and consider cneself not as a self, but
anonymously, as sheer possibility.

Thus, it is only if the present remains open to the
past, both in its understanding of it and in its relation to it,
that it can guarantee that it will remain open - not to the
future, the future remains open by definition - but to itself,

and to its current possibilities.



CONCLUZION - THE ETERNAL RETURN OF THE PRESENT

I have argued in this thesis that Foucault's thought
provides an important contribution to the understanding of his-
tory, both as practice and as process. The importance of the
contribution lies in his full and explicit recognition of the in-
separabiiity of both the process and the practice. What the
full recognition of this inseparability does is explicitly link
the past to the present. That is, the way we conceive of the
historical process is a function of the way we actually do his~
tory, and the way we do history reflects the way we understand
the present. This idea is by no means revolutionary; in fact,
it is - although ambiguously - contained in the conventional
idea that we study the past in order to throw lirht on the
present. This conventional idea, however, is actually 2 miscon-
ception of historical practice based on a partiéular picture of
the historical process. Historians do not, as a rule, study the
past in order to throw light on the present; they study the past
in order to throw light on the past. It may happen, as a conse-
quence of their studies, that light is thrown on the present -
indeed, I would even go so far as to say that light is
inevitably thrown on the present - but it remains the case that
such light is neither the goal nor the purpose of historical re-
search. But it is the goal and purpose of the rhilosophy of
history.

What the examination of Foucault's work has enabled us

to do is make a distinction between a philosophy of history

2710
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intent on reflecting upon the inmplications of actual historical
research and a philosophy of history under the spell of a parti-
cular picture of the process of history that sees thes past as
scmehow leading to the present. Vhat this distinction itself re-
veals is that the ultimate concern of the philosophy of history
is not the past (the concern of historians) but the present. And
this present can be treated either in its contingent actuality
and thus as open - which is what Foucault's philosophy of
history tries to do - or it can be treated as the culmination of
a process, and thus in an important and effective sense closed.
Another way of putting it is to say that Foucault's approach to
histoéy shows how the present need not be the way it in fact is;
while those who see the prement as the culmination of the histo-
rical process attempl to show why the present is in fact as it
is. And while it may appear that these two approaches are on the
surface trivially opposed, I would like to show, in this conclu-
sion, how the opposition is at once more fundamental and more
important than it at first appears.

First of all, most philosophers of history would readi-
ly agree that the present need not be the way it in fact is;

that is, they do not think things necessarily had to turn out the

way they did. History could have been different. However, the
fact remains, things did turn out the way they did; and the task
of the philosopher is to understand that fact, to make sense of
the process. In that sense, most philosophers of history are

Kantians. The historical process does not in and of 1ltself have



meaning; it is their job as philosophers to bring sense to 1it.

This is the task of the philosophy of history.

But, of course, even to do this means assuming that
there 1s a process called history that is sufficiently unitary
such that sense can be made of it. That is, in order to make

sense of what would otherwise be, to use Kant's phrase, '"the

idiotic course of things human", is to assume that it makes sense
to treat the past as a 'course', as some kind of linear (or
circular or oscillating) development. It is, in brief, to treat

history as a whole; an unfinished whole, to be sure, but whole
nonetheless.

This is not a new assumption; indeed, it has been the
assumption of both philosophers and of historians for the better
part of the past two hundred years, with roots that go back much
further than that.' It is the assumption that underlies what I
have called the dominant picture of history. The picture still
holds firmly even though the assumption is increasingly under
fire.

Already over forty years ago Raymond Aron noted that
the attempt to make sense of history was engaged in two diver-
gent and even opposed directions. Either one attempts to treat
a particular period in its own terms or one tries to place it
within a wider whole, to subordinate it to a movement that goes

beyond it. Aron goes on to write:

'Cf. K. Lowith, The Meamning of Higtory (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1249>.
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These two tendencies in research no doubt corres-—
pond to two historical visions, to two different philo-
sophical intentions. The former sees the past, its own
and that of collectivities, dispersed in fragments; the
latter sees 1t as unified by an eveolution that leads to
the present. The former discerns first and foremost
singularities; the latter the identity of man and the
continuity of traditions. The former finds in each in-
stant and in every existence a justification in them-
selves; the latter believes in progress and thinks that
the future constitutes the goal and the raison d'etre of
the earlier phases. A conflict that is not only
theoretical, but linked to different hierarchies of
values, to the antithesis between life and thought,
truth and beauty.’

1 choose Aron here, first because of his exceptional
clarity, and second because of how well he sets out the digtinc-
tion between these two 'tendencies' in historical research from

the philosgpher's perspective. I must admit that, in this parti-

cular instance, I am using the term 'philoscopher' in a quasi-
pejorative sense, as that type of thinker wheo deals only with
universal and eternal matters like Truth, Beauty, and the Good,
and who disdains those mundane everyday matters of, to use Paul
Veyne's phrase, the 'sublunar world' of the human past.® Unfor-
tunately, what good is such a philosopher when it comes to the
philosophy of history? Especially when one takes into consider-
ation the fact that historians concern themselves increasingly,
not to say exclusively, with those everyday, mundane matters.

That is, from the historian's perspective, the distinction be-

'Raymond Aron, Introduction a la philosophie de 1'histoire
{(Paris: Gallimard, 1€48>, p. 1856. My translation.

+Cf. Paul Veyne, Comment on ecrit l'histopire (Paris: Seuil,
1878y, p. Q@ff,
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tween the two 'tendencies' in historical research is not beat

described as between a past "dispersed in fragments" and one that
is "unified by an evolution that leads to the present', but
rather between a problem-oriented approach and a narratively-
guided one.’

The interest of Michel Foucault's work is that his
philosophy of history takes account of the historian's perspec-~
tive and is developed accordingly. In other words, he does not
make the traditional assumption about the whole of history being
an "evolution leading to the present". This in itself would be
reason enough to give his work considered treatment. However,
what is more interesting is how Foucault's project in itself
throws into relilef the traditional assumption concerning the
'course' of history. How many Philosophers are still willing to
make that assumption? And are philosophers aware that they are
making it?

Aron, at least, was clear. For him the alternative was:
"Either history ends up in an incoherent plurality in which one
situates oneself through comparison and choice, or it assigns to
humanity a vocation that subordinates the diverse missions of
men and groups to a final unity, the unity of an abstract imper-
ative or of a collective task." * Hpow many philosophers are
still willing to adopt the second alternative? How many do so

explicitly? And for those who do: how different is such a voca-

'Cf. Part I, Chapter Four of this thesis.

“Aron, p. 101. My translation.



tion from the grand speculative claims of a Marx cor Hegel? How
plausible, and even desirable, 1s such a project? And, finally,
where does the philosopher get his mandate, and from what auth-
ority does he pronounce upon the 'vocation of humanity'? If such
presumably noble and uplifting sentiments seem less attractive
today, 1t is because, I would suggest, such claims no longer find
support in history, considered either as a process (the 'course’
of the twentieth century has done little to encourage one in the
belief of 'final unities' and 'collective tasks'), or considered
as a practice {(contemporary hisioriography systematically avoids
and eriticizes attempts at 'grand narratives'>.

Therefore, it is not surprising that one no longer hears
such grand pronouncements or any explicit wide-ranging claims
about the historical process as a whole. We no longer hear
them, and yet they are being assumed. This is apparent if we re-
consider Aron's alternatives. Assuming that the disjunction was
intended to be exclusive, if the second alternative is rejected,

then the first should be considered. Foucault, I have been

arguing, does in fact do this. And yet his work has systemati-

cally been criticized on the assumed strength of the second

alternative which at the level of explicit reasoning is rejected.

That is, critics of Foucault such as Taylor and Habermas accuse

Foucault of producing a history that, in Aron‘'s words, "ends up

in an incoherent plurality in which one situates oneself through
comparison and choice’. However, the charge of incoherence

rests on the assumption of the plausibility of Aron's second al-
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ternative, namely that history "assigns to humanity a vocation. ..

to a final unity," a plausibility that is otherwise expliecitly
denied by those critics. Once this is recognized then the force
of the charge of incoherence is substantially reduced, and a re-
consideration of the plausibility of the first alternative is
called for. This is what ! have attempted to do in this thesis;
for what Foucault has in fact done is to produce a history that
does end up as an effective plurality in which one situates one-
self through comparison and choice. And the reason his project
is not incoherent is because he is not assuming anything about
the historical process considered as a whole, but rather
concer#s himself with making sense of the implications of his-
torical practice.

This is evident from the very beginning of his career.
I argued in Part I of this vihesis that the early works, Madness

and Civilization and The Birth of the Clinic, were not so much

attacks on the disciplines of psychiatry and psychology or on
medical practice as they were on the history normally given of
the rise and growth of those disciplines. However, Foucault's
critique of these histories was not provided merely by producing
an alternative reading of that 'history'. Already his critique
was much more radical. He was attacking the picture of history
that saw the past from the point of view of the present. That
is, on this view, the past was scanned only in order to establ-
ish and justify particular configurations in the present. He

sought to counter this by writing a 'history' of madness not



from the point of view of the present but from the point of view
of that which was excluded from that process (called 'bhistory')
that cuts through time and leads to the present. In other
words, Foucault went back, as it were, to show how history, if
it 1s to be understood as a process, is one only to the extent
that it is a process of exclusion. One should be careful not to
read this process of exclusion substantively, however; Foucault
here is not suggesting an alternative reading of history as a
whole as a continuous process of exclusion. Again, Foucault's
originality lies in the perspective he adopts. Instead of
treating of this problem - as would for example an analytic
philosopher of history - as a problem of selection, which
assumes that the philosopher can stand ocutside or apart from
the history she is examining and assessing, he places himself
within that process to the extent that he views the historian's
process of selection from the perspective of that which is
effectively (i.e. at the same time) excluded by that selection.
Rather than try to establish the criteria by which historical
selection should, or ideally would, proceed, Foucault examines
the conditions under which histnrical selection actually does
operate.

This concern with the actuwal conditions - which

Foucault calls conditions of possibility - is what drives and

defines Foucault's archaeoclogical approach to the history of
knowledge, or more precisely, to the history of different for-

mations of knowledge. Again, his approach is meant to counter



an approach to the past that provides a standard of assessment
that is in some sense independent of the history it explores;
for example, a conception of valid knowledge largely defined by
standards now in operation is used as the yardstick against
which what can now be called previcus attempts are measured. 1Ip
other words, the past is read as implicitly trying to accomplish
that which the present has either accomplished or to that which
the present currently aspires. But this, quite clearly, is
simply to read the past in terms of the present. [ say 'quite
clearly' because, given the development of historiography in the
twentieth century, both in terms of its nethods and concomit-
antly of its objectives, it has become evident that reading the
past in terms of the present is an elementary and, quite
frankly, an unhistorical approach to the past. Put another way:
from the historiographical perspective, it is simply epistemo-
iogically unacceptable to read the past in terms of the present.
The past must be read on its own terms. This is what Foucault,

in The Order of Things, tried to do: he showed how different

periods were circumscribed by different epistemes, and he refused
to paper over those differences by devising a criterion of se-
lection whose purpose was precieely that: to link the past in a

continuous manner to the presen%. The Archaeology of Knowledge

attempted to show how past formations of knowledge could be
treated on their own terms.
However, Foucault was not merely trying to give philo-

sophical credence to current historiog: iphical developments. For



while historians are not primarily concerned with linking the
past to the present, the link does of course exist. Historians
are not time-travelers. They are firmly rooted in the present,
both in terms of the evidence they use and the interests that
guide their research. However, that 1link i1s. in effect, a prac-
tical one, and not, as peoplie like Taylor would have us believe,
a substantial one. Indeed, as Foucault (and aistorians like
Georges Duby> shows, is that the link between the past and pre-
sent is a practical link with political implications. This is
where the distinction between history as process and history as
practice becomes the major concern of thrust of Foucauli's work.
This is evident in the criticisms usually raised about the work
in this period (mid-seventies). What is in effect his practice
of history (an analysis of the problematization of punishment)
ie read as the introduction of an alternative understanding of
the historical process as the discontinuous snift of power for-
mations characterized as different truth-regimes. This
misreading of Foucault is interesting, I have argued, for what
it reveals about the critics' own commitments to a view of the
historical process that is supposed, in effect, to sanction their
own practice of reading the past in terms of the present. The
problem is, these critics, like Foucault and like contemporary
historiography in general, explicitly deny any substantive
understanding of the historical process, even though their prac-
tice depends on it. One might describe the contrast between

Foucault and his critics as between that of a practice resting
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tn an outmoded conceptlon of the historical process (Foucault's

critics) and that of a practice based on an updated conception
of actual historical practice (Foucault).

But, of course, it is not merely a matter of pitting
Foucault against his critics. Thie opposition actually covers
up a more fundamental one. It comes down to the major task of
the philosophy of history, that is, of making sense of history.
For those who seek to justify their practices by appealing to
the historical process may clainm a merely hypothetical status to
that process, one that is only meant to guide current practices.
They thus leave the whole ontological question to the side as
ultimately unanswerable. This, again, is the Kantian approach
to the philosophy of history. However appropriate such an
approach may have been with the status and character of histori-
cal research in Kant's own day, today it is completely unaccept-
able for the simple reason that it in no way takes into account
current historiographical practices and results. In effect, the
appeal to an 'hypothetical’ conception of the historical process
is simply the philosopher's attempt to rehabilitate what is

otherwise called gpeculative philosophy of history, that is, the

attempt to account for and make sense of the historical process
as a whole, despite the fact that the speculative approach to
history is generally regarded by both historians and philosorphers
as bankrupt.

Is then the task of making sense of history hopeless?

Is then history ultimately senseless? This question, in fact,



28%

is absurd., It requires one to be completely blind to the results
of historical research. Historians are capable of finding mean-
ingful patterns almost everywhere they look. Philosophers would
do well to try to make sense of this, to make sense of historical
practice rather than pine after the ultimate pattern of meaning
for history as a whole. One might say that philosophers of his-
tory should go the way of their colleagues in the philosophy of
science and stop trying to be the cosmologists of processes they
have neither the tocls nor the patience to understand.

But what about this last point: might not there be a
need..in this fragmented and pluralized world, for the cosmolo-
gist and the speculative philosopher of history? Might not there
be a need for an attempt to get at 'the big picture' in order to
achieve some sense of direction in an otherwise dizzying world
of differences and incompatibilities?

Foucault's answer: a clear an unequivocal no; and not
because he has a perverse yearning for chaos and anarchy. UNor
does this clear and unequivocal no necessarily lead to chaos
and anarchy. For to see the world as a whole - whether as a
dizzying array of differences or any other way - is to take a
highly abstract, highly elevated view of the world whose effect-
ive function, because of the distance at which it posits itself,
is to render us incapable of identifying the actual constraints
and configurations of power that actually structure the world at
the ground level, as it were. This is the sense in which any

philosophy of history which tries to see or read history as a
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whole process (whether it culminates in the present or at somne
point in the future) is effectively to take a closed view of

history. As Foucault showed in the first volume of The History

of Sexuality, the mere talk of future liberation and past re-
pression actually serves to maintain present constraints and con-
figurations of power. What is needed, in the present, is not a
selective reading of history that promises a lifting of these
constraints and the dismantling of these configurations at some
point in the future, but a concrete historical account of their
actual conditions of possibility. This, in itself, will not
'free' us from them, but it will bring them to light, which, in
itself, does change our relation to them by 'opening' it up.

In fact, this ultimately is the contribution of a philo-
sophy of history, one that no longer seeks to make sense of the
historical process considered as a whole, but one that seeks to
make sense of the various processes that are uncovered by histo-
rical research. It is not a guestion of regrouping them into a
unitary scheme, dbut of drawing out the implications of their his-
torical identification. Thus, as discussed in the last Part of
this thesis, the philosophy of history does not promise a unify-
ing and unified identity - this would be to undo or conceal the
actual plurality continuously uncovered by historical research -
but rather serves to identify those identities and relations that
operate unconsciously and discursively. Thus, the philosophy of
history attempts to keep history, i.e. historical research, his-

torical investigation, open as opposed to closing it off into a



uni-directional story whose effective function is to conceal the
contingent nature of the practices it wishes to endorse and the
actual operation of practices it is incapable of recognizing.

The philosophy of history helps keep history 'open' by
promoting a sense of self-wariness, as opposed to the self-
awareness promised by what we now call speculative philosophy of
history, an increased wariness that is of those discourses that
effectively conceal those constitutive relations that traverse
us. Again, it is not that some day we could be free from these
discourses and that which they conceal, but rather that, thanks
tc a philosophical understanding and appropriation of historical
practice, the particularity and contingency of those relations
of power are kept 'open' to view.'

This, of course, is a limited goal. But can we ask
more of history? Should we? Besides, this seemingly simple
task appears to be difficult enough to sustain. For historical
wariness requires not only vigilance and attention, it also re-
quires concrete historical work; work, that is, that has no ter-
minus, no goal other than a continual critical wariness of those
practices that structure both selves and the world. At least,
this is what, I am claiming, the present demands and to which a

renewed philosophy of history can contribute.

'As Charles E. Scott suggests, Foucault's discourse, "which
is not a group of rules for self-formation. is governed by
recoliling movements that prevent their instantiation in
principles of conduct or in self-~relation.” 'The Question of
Ethics in Foucault's Thought' The Journal of the British

Society for Phenomenology, Vol 21, No 1 (January, 1991), p.
36.




I =ay 'the present demands' because it seems to me

pretty clear that, if we return to Aron's distinction, the
present state of the world is best described by his first alter-
native, that is, it is in actual fact a "plurality’' in which one
in effect does situate oneself ~ even if only at the discursive
level ~ and that history can provide the comparisons which make
possible a situatedness guided or constitutzd at least to some
extent by choices; even if sometimes that choice is only one of
resistance. And if we are to talk of a historical process at
all, then it is in terms of a process that helps create such
possibilities by locating them in the grid of practices that
make up the world.

Ultimately, what this thesis attempted to do was to con-
tribute to the effort of various philosophers and historians who,
because they do take history seriously, seek to change the pic-—

ture most of us have of history as a process that has somehow

brought about, has somehow created the shape of the present. ¥»
doubt the present is the way it is because of what has gone on
before it; however, the difficulty arises when this fact, as it
were, is reversed into a process. For, in essence, to do this is
to select a particular reading of certain features of the

present as the criteria for what, in the past, will be deened
historically significant; and then the story that is thus told

is meant somehow to justify the initial selection, because it is
assumed or imagined that the story in fact describes an actual

process. However, as we saw in the last Part, the only actuality
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in history is the present. Indeed, the actuality pf history is
the present, for, as a careful examination of the actual process
of historical research shows, history is a function of the ques-
tions put to the past and the evidence collected and devised to
answer those questions.

But 1if history is no longer to be pictured as a
developmental process, then how is it to be pictured or
imagined? For surely one cannot merely eliminate the sense of
history as some kind of process, and view it exclusively as an
activity undertaken by people interested in exploring the past.
After all, the point of considering history as a process was,
for someone like Kant, to give it some direction, a goal, a pur-
pose of slowly but inexorably leading to a greater realization
of human freedom, And, similarly, someone like Hegel tried to
show that history did not promise an increase in freedom - for
after all history concerns what has gone on in the past - but
actually did bring about an ever greater consciousness of free-
dom.

In fact, an increase in freedom remains the goal of what
I would like to call the renewal of the philosophy of history as
exenmplified in the work of Michel Foucault. However, it is not
a freedom based or dependent on any particular reading of the
his'orical process. Rather, freedom resides in the constantly
renewed reading of the present in terms of the various histories
it allows. For the only 'picture' of the process of history

current historical research permits, it seems toc me, is one that
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I can only characterize as 'the eternal return of the present',

that is, a picture of the process of time as a present constantly
renewing itself as it faces its own particular challenges, its
own particular questions, and the understanding of the various
ways in which it appropriates the past. For whatever meaning
can be given to history, it is a meaning that every present must
confront either through acceptance, rejection, or modification,
as relevant or informative or illuminating to the particular ex-
perience of the world of that particular present.

What this description does, I must confess, is show how
difficult it is now to describe history as a process. For
curren& historical research has simply 'opened' it up too much
for it to be characterized in that way. Fortunately, Foucault
can still be of help here. In an essay called "What is Enlight-
enment?”' Foucault discusses the notion of the present. He be-
gins by discussing Kant's text of the same title, and claims
that Kant is addressing a new problem in his attempt to reflect
on his own present. The problem for Kant, according to
Foucault, is not posed in terms of a present "distinct from the
others through some inherent characteristics", nor in terms of
"an attempt to decipher in it the heralding signs of a forth-
coming event.”* Nor is the present "analyzed as a point of
transition toward the dawning of a new world"; rather, Kant "is

looking for a difference: What difference does today introduce

'Cf. The Fougault Reader, op. cit., pp. 32-50.

=1bid., p. 33.
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with respect to yesterday?": This, 1 would like to say, is the
question that lies behind the picture of history as 'the etermnal
return of the present'. That is, every present, on this view,

ie faced with the question of how today differs from yesterday.
And that it is only by identifying those differences that we will
be able to obtain a full and realistic picture of the present.
That 1is, one does not understand the present by hypothetically
placing it within a wider framework of development. History can
tell us nothing about the future. Rather, one understands the
present by contrasting it with what we do know, or at least are
capable of investigating, i.e. what has gone on in the past. If
we do this, then we can salvage the sense we have of 'belonging'’
to history and yet at the same time acknowledge that we are in
some way responsible for the direction it takes. And we can do
this by consistently renewing a critical appreciation of current
practices, and the self-understanding they propose and instant-
iate. Or, in other words, we recognize that we are limited, con-
strained, indeed determined by historical conditions; and yet,
because we are able to trace the conditions of possibility of
our current historical situation, we put ourselves into a criti-
cal position that no longer seeks merely to recognize our limits,
as in Kant, but actually produces "a practical critique that
takes the form of a possible transgression."® Accordingly,

Foucault suggests:

'Ipid., p. 34.

-Ibid, p. 45,
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c.criticiem ie no longer going to be practiced in the
search for formal structures with universal value, but
rather as a historical investigation into the events
that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recog-
nize opurselves as subjects of what we are deing, think-
ing, saying. In that sense, this criticism is not
transcendental, and its goal is not that of making a
metaphysics possible: it is genealogical in its design
and archaeological in its method. Archaeological - and
not transcendantal - in the sense that it will not seek
to identify the universal structures of all knowledge
or of all possible moral action, but will seek to treat
the instances of discourse that articulate what we
think, say, and do as so many historical events. And
this critique will be genealcgical in the sense that 1t
will not deduce from the form of what we are what it is
impossible for us to do and know; but it will separate
out, from the contingency that has made us what we are,
do, or think. It is not seeking to make possible a
metaphysics that has finally become a science; it is
seeking to give a new impetus, as far and wide as
possible, to the undefined work of freedom,

This, in a nutshell, is Foucault's contribution to the

understanding of history. I have sought to explore it in some

detail in this thesis, for I think it provides a much needed

reconceptualization of the philosophical appropriation of his-

tory in the light of the changing configuration of contemporary

historiography that itself reflects the changing configuration

of the present. Philosophers of history have for a long time now

abandoned any claim to tell us what the meaning of history is;

and yet they continue to arrogate themselves the right to pro-

nounce upon its relevant significance. Foucault's work shows

how that significance is at once more complex and more open than

traditional philosophers of history suspect.

'Ibid. ,

P-

46,
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