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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 t