©2001 by Miguel B. Llora

Who is Michel Foucault?

It would be easy for me to say…

Foucault, Michel: 1926-84, French philosopher and historian. Highly influential, he is known for historical studies, e.g., Madness and Civilization (1961), that reveal the sometimes, disturbing power relations in social practices. Works such as The Order of Things (1966) and Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) analyze systems of knowledge, uncovering their unconscious rules and relations to one another. His last writings, e.g., History of Sexuality, vol. 2 (1984), examine the self's relationship to itself.

However, I wish to outline as early as now that Foucault is more than that. We all tend to read works by an author or one work by an author and reduce the author to having said so and so or mean so and so. I would like to caution everyone as early as now, that: I am not an expert on Foucault (as you will so quickly see) but a fellow learner. What you will now see and read is MY Foucault (like there will always be MY Nietzsche or MY Conrad). It is my hope that I will do Michel Foucault justice and that this inspires you to read more of Foucault, challenge my reading, correct my notions, and bring to the fullest our experience with this dynamic, expansive and creative philosopher.

Madness and Civilization (1961)

Foucault examines madness as it changes from a relatively harmless and accepted state to one of abject terror in the 18th century. The change of heart resulted in the confinement of the deranged under conditions of extreme brutality. The madmen came at this time to replace the leper as the pariah of society. In essence, the madman became the abnormal or the “Other”. The mad were lumped with the poor/destitute, in a word - marginalized. The mad served no purpose in the mercantile era of production and was a threat to basic social values. They were confined, brutalized, but were also put up for public ridicule. As such, they were beyond morality. There was issued a carte blanche to do with these madmen as their keepers pleased. This effect came about only after they had been identified as such - certified. It was the manifestation of a power matrix that allowed man to brutalize man. In the 19th century, society began to take a moral attitude towards the insane, not one of compassionate but one of abject dejection. The changes that took effect during the industrial revolution changed the status of the downtrodden making them the bedrock from which all wealth was cemented. As long as the poor knew their place and remained there, they eventually were established as a class to be identified and utilized. It was from within this demoralizing situation that madness evolved its persona. The mad were considered unnatural and disorderly and were now viewed as moral defects. It was with this preparation that the modern definition of madness saw it genesis. Mental illness took on a medical personage. Suddenly, with this classification came the authorization for, not only new contact between doctors and patients, but an altogether new framework between insanity and medical thought. When before the physician played a lesser role in the life of confinement, he is suddenly the main player in this new game with a new set of rules. According to Foucault, the entry of the doctor onto the scene is not out of an inherent skill but is a result of the power he possesses. The physician is now validated by a body of "objective knowledge." The medical profession does not stop there. The ultimate sanction of this authorized body of knowledge is the eventual entry into the lives of healthy individuals who were deemed healthy enough to function on their own yet not trusted to make any autonomous judgments. As the medical establishment has become more extensive so that the distinction between medical and moral has eventually become confused. In effect, Foucault challenges us to examine why we have evolved this cherished tenet, this truth. Why we have placed the power in the hands of establishments such as the medical profession. Much like Zola before him, Pierre Riviere has become Foucault's Dreyfus and through their icons of the damned, they have both moved us to examination. Although the book is wordy and sometimes convoluted, the challenge cannot be ignored. Any new examination of the vanguard is certainly welcome.

The Order of Things

By far the most complex of Foucault's works that I have had the pleasure to read, it is also one of the most expansive. Foucault deals with the history of economic thought, linguistics, perspectives on art (Velasquez), the history of biological thought, and literature. Aside from destabilizing the way things are ordered, it is fascinating how he fractures just about everything else - specifically, the way we taxonomize things. Foucault has to acknowledge Nietzsche and Sartre (as he does Velasquez, Cervantes and Borges). Nietzsche's vision of the approaching nihilism has not really happened. Christianity, whose dissolution he predicted is alive and well. God might be dead in the minds of high minded PhDs but is very much alive in the hearts of lots of Christians. If nihilism is around the corner with the Death of God and the Death of Man (as Foucault has predicted) - the world has not really budged from its general order of things. Despite all the movement in academia, the rigid moralizing and ever present conservative mind set is growing stronger - not that that is such a bad things - it is just that the predictions are not really happening. The dissolution of the self and the fictionalizing of history and the death of man as well as man as "subject" and "object" of his study that is the philosophical tradition from Nietzsche to Heidegger passed along to Sartre and ultimately with its apex in Lacan, Derrida and Focault - the synthesizer of knowledge - in the end he is a structuralist, post-structuralist and more. This is the Foucault I love - the one who questions and adds complexity. Not the easiest of reads but a must read for anyone who wishes to understand his work in total.

Archeology of Knowledge

While Discipline&Punish is Foucault's most beautiful book and The Order of Things is his most brilliant (that's why it made him a star). The Archaeology of Knowledge is the most fascinating: it is Foucault's attempt to write a “theory” or a “method” of what he is doing. It is endearing to watch how he is trying to write a piece of philosophical theory, while all his other books demonstrate how unnecessary such theorizing is. This, like all his other books, is not light reading and the English translation is barely comprehensible. With good translations at hand, some notorious readers (Foucault lovers and Foucault interlocutors alike) might actually have understood what the word "discourse" mean – which we will try to do later on.

Discipline and Punish

Discipline and Punish is a brutally honest exploration of the construction of self through the examination of the evolution of the prison over the recent past. Michelle Foucault has comprehensively researched and deconstructed the prison: its "architecture" (focus on the Gaze and Bentham's Panopticon), engaging in ideas of "subjectivity and the discursively constructed self", and most importantly "discipline" to create a study of the evolving idea of human nature. Foucault presents the idea that the self has its origins in "power" and "knowledge". We are then a creation of societal and disciplinary forces that reverberate and cause the "subject" to surrender to patterns of life within the full matrix of the world. This comprehensive and passionate study of power and discipline is probably the most complete "postmodern" discussions of social forces; the theories are coherent and have huge implications for our understanding of who we are and how we came to fill the our little spaces in the everyday that are part and parcel of this interrelation of knowledge and power. He is a sociologist, a psychologist, a structuralist (although he hates the label) - he is all this but more. Foucault is a social theorist that tries to defy categorization. If this stuff gets you going, you should try I, Pierre Riviere…, Madness and Civilization and for the structuralists out there, The Order of Things. A true masterpiece and my favorite of all his works.

How does all this relate to Edward Said?

Said defines Orientalism in terms of discourse are articulated by Foucault.

Orientalism, p. 3

“I have found it useful here to employ Michel Foucault’s notion of discourse, as described by him in The Archeology of Knowledge and in Discipline and Punish to identify Orientalism. My contention is that without examining “Orientalism” as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so authoritatively a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, thinking or acting on the Orient could do so without taking account of the limitations of thoughts and action imposed by Orientalism.”

What is discourse?

[http://www.massey.ac.nz/~alock//theory/foucault.htm]

“Discourse, as defined by Foucault, refers to: 

ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing meaning. They constitute the 'nature' of the body, unconscious and conscious mind and emotional life of the subjects they seek to govern (Weedon, 1987, p. 108).

... a form of power that circulates in the social field and can attach to strategies of domination as well as those of resistance (Diamond and Quinby, 1988, p. 185).

Foucault's work is imbued with an attention to history, not in the traditional sense of the word but in attending to what he has variously termed the 'archaeology'
 or 'genealogy'
 of knowledge production. That is, he looks at the continuities and discontinuities between 'epistemes'
, and the social context in which certain knowledges and practices emerged as permissable and desirable or changed. In his view knowledge is inextricably connected to power, such that they are often written as power/knowledge. 

Foucault's conceptual analysis of a major shift in (western) cultural practices, from 'sovereign power' to 'disciplinary power', in Discipline and Punish:The Birth of the Prison (1979), is a good example of his method of genealogy. He charts the transition from a top-down form of social control in the form of physical coercion meted out by the sovereign to a more diffuse and insidious form of social surveillance and process of 'normalization'. The latter, says Foucault, is encapsulated by Bentham's Panopticon; a nineteenth century prison system in which prison cells were arranged around a central watchtower from which the supervisor could watch inmates, yet the inmates could never be certain when they were being watched, therefore, over time, they began to police their own behavior. The Panopticon has became the metaphor for the processes whereby disciplinary 'technologies', together with the emergence of a normative social science, 'police' both the mind and body of the modern individual (see Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, p. 143-67). 

Power, in Weedon's (1987) interpretation of Foucault is: 

a dynamic of control and lack of control between discourses and the subjects, constituted by discourses, who are their agents. Power is exercised within discourses in the ways in which they constitute and govern individual subjects (p. 113).

Foucault's focus is upon questions of how some discourses have shaped and created meaning systems that have gained the status and currency of 'truth', and dominate how we define and organize both ourselves and our social world, whilst other alternative discourses are marginalized and subjugated, yet potentially 'offer' sites where hegemonic practices can be contested, challenged and 'resisted'. He has looked specifically at the social construction of madness, punishment and sexuality. In Foucault's view, there is no fixed and definitive structuring of either social (or personal) identity or practices, as there is in a socially determined view in which the subject is completely socialized. Rather, both the formations of identities and practices are related to, or are a function of, historically specific discourses. 

An understanding of how these and other discursive constructions are formed may open the way for change and contestation. 

Foucault developed the concept of the 'discursive field' as part of his attempt to understand the relationship between language, social institutions, subjectivity and power. Discursive fields, such as the law or the family, contain a number of competing and contradictory discourses with varying degrees of power to give meaning to and organize social institutions and processes. They also 'offer' a range of modes of subjectivity (Weedon, 1987, p. 35). It follows then that, 

if relations of power are dispersed and fragmented throughout the social field, so must resistance to power be (Diamond & Quinby, 1988, p. 185).

Foucault argues though, in The Order of Discourse, that the 'will to truth' is the major system of exclusion that forges discourse and which 'tends to exert a sort of pressure and something like a power of constraint on other discourses', and goes on further to ask the question 'what is at stake in the will to truth, in the will to utter this 'true' discourse, if not desire and power?' (1970, cited in Shapiro 1984, p. 113-4). 

Thus, there are both discourses that constrain the production of knowledge, dissent and difference and some that enable 'new' knowledges and difference(s). The questions that arise within this framework, are to do with how some discourses maintain their authority, how some 'voices' get heard whilst others are silenced, who benefits and how - that is, questions addressing issues of power/ empowerment/ disempowerment.”

Where does Said differ from Foucault?

Orientalism, p. 23

“Yet unlike Michel Foucault, to whose work I am greatly indebted, I do believe in the determining imprint of individual writers upon the otherwise anonymous collective body of text constituting a discursive formation like Orientalism. The unity of the large ensemble of texts I analyze is due in part to the fact that they frequently refer to each other: Orientalism is after all a system for citing works and authors.”

What is Said talking about here?

The Archeology of Knowledge & The Discourse on Language, p. 221 to 222

“I believe there is another principle of rarefaction, complementary to the first: the author. Not, of course, the author in the sense of the individual who delivered the speech or wrote the text in question, but the author as the unifying principle in a particular group of writings or statements, lying at the origins of the significance, as the seat of their coherence. This principle is not constant at all times. All around us, there are sayings, and texts whose meaning or effectiveness has nothing to do with any author to whom they might be attributed: mundane remarks, quickly forgotten; orders and contracts that are signed, but have no recognizable author; technical prescriptions anonymously transmitted. But even those fields where it is normal to attribute a work to an author – literature, philosophy, science – the principle does not always play the same role; in the order of scientific discourse, it was, during the Middle Ages, indispensable that a scientific text be attributed to an author, for the author was the index of the work’s truthfulness. A proposition was held to derive its scientific value from its author. But since the seventeenth century this function has been steadily declining; it barely survives now, save to give a name to theorem, an effect, an example or a syndrome. In literature, however, and from about the same period, the author’s function has become steadily more important. Now we demand all those narratives, poems, dramas and comedies which circulated relatively anonymously throughout the Middle Ages, whence they come, and we virtually insist they tell us who wrote them. We ask authors to answer for the unity of the works published in their names; we ask that they reveal, or at least display the hidden sense pervading their work; we ask them to reveal their personal lives, to account for their experiences and the real story that gave birth to their writings. The author is he who implants, into the troublesome language of fiction, its unities, its coherence, its links with reality.”

Is Said misappropriating Foucault?

Said, Foucault
 and the question of Resistance

Edward Said by Bill Ashcroft, p. 67-69

“The accusation that, for all his dissenting analysis of Western discourse, Said has no theory of resistance (Young 1990; Ahmad 1992) has most emerged from the view that he misappropriates Foucault. Although Said has a clear debt to Foucault, there are important points of departure. Most importantly, Said became unhappy with Foucault for what he saw as a lack of political commitment within his work and within post-structuralist discourse in general. Foucault in particular, suggests Said, ‘ takes a curiously passive and sterile view not so much of the uses of power, but of how and why power is gained, used, and held onto’ (1983: 221). While trying to avoid the crude notion that power is ‘unmediated domination’, says Said, Foucault’ more or less eliminates the central dialectic of opposed forces that still underlies modern society’. The problem Said has with Foucault is a lingering sense that he is more fascinated with the way power operates than committed to trying to change power relations in society (1983: 221). Foucault’s conception of power, as something which operates at every level of society, leaves no room for resistance. Said characterises it as a ‘conception [which] has drawn a circle around itself, constituting a unique territory in which Foucault has imprisoned himself and others with him’ (1983: 245). Said’s intention, on the contrary, is not to be trapped in Orientalism, which stresses the relationship between power and knowledge.

For Said, the power of Orientalists lay in their ‘knowing’ the Orient, which in itself constituted power and yet also was an exercise in power. Hence, for him, resistance is twofold: to know the Orient outside the discourse of Orientalism, and to represent and present this knowledge to the Orientalists - to write back to them. The reason for this is that none of the Orientalists he writes about appear to have intended an ‘Oriental’ as a reader. ‘The discourse of Orientalism, its internal consistency and rigorous procedures, were all designed for readers and consumers in the metropolitan West’ (1995: 336). He therefore finds particular pleasure in listening into their pronouncements and making his uninvited interventions into their discussions (1995: 336).

However, what Said is writing back is not an ‘authentic’ story of the Orient that only an Oriental has the capacity to tell, but rather a revelation of the fallacy of authenticity. For there is no ‘real’ Orient because

‘the Orient’ is itself a constituted entity, and the notion that there are geographical spaces with indigenous, radically ‘different’ inhabitants who can be defined on the basis of some religion, culture or racial essence proper to that geographical space is equally a highly debatable idea’

(Said 1978: 322)

Hence, it is important to note that Said’s non-coercive knowledge is one that runs counter to the deployment of discourse analysis within Orientalism. Despite his obvious debt to Foucault methodologically, he maintains distance and allows for authorial creativity. Thus, despite accusations of his misappropriation of Foucault (Young 1990; Clifford 1998; Ahmad 1992), Said is adamant that the theoretical inconsistency of Orientalism is the way it was designed to be: ‘I didn’t want Foucault’s method, or anybody’s method to override what I was trying to put forward’ (Salusinszky 1987: 137). But even more explicit that this, he arrived at a notion of non-coercive knowledge at the end of the book ‘which was deliberately anti-Foucault’ (Salusinszky 1987: 137).

This Saidian strategy of resistance is premised upon intellectuals who exercise their critical consciousness, not simply to reject imperial discourse but to intervene critically ‘within the intrinsic conditions on which knowledge is made possible’ (1983: 182), For Said, the location of critical consciousness lies in challenging the hegemonic
 nature of dominant culture as well as ‘the sovereignty of the sytematic method’ (1978a: 673). By adopting such a perspective, Said argues, it is possible for the critic to deal with a text two ways - by describing not only what is in the text but also what is invisible. His idea of the contemporary critical consciousness is one that asserts the room for agency, for a responsible adversarial position and then begins to ‘account for, and rationally to discover and know, the force of statements in texts’ (1978a: 713). The development of this critical consciousness is central to Said’s strategy of resistance.” 

Questions:

1. Did Said really misappropriate Foucault?

2. Was he justified in doing so? (making the break from Foucault)

3. Is Said then using the discourse formation methodology?

4. What was the impact? (on the project of “discourse”)

5. Was it beneficial? (for his project of Orientalism)
� [The] archeological level -- the level of what made [an event or a situation] possible." (The Order of Things, p.31) Strict analysis of discourse (Dreyfus & Rabinow, p.104) Archeology and genealogy alternate and support each other. (Dreyfus & Rabinow, p.105). Archeology is structuralist.  It tries to take an objective neutral position and it avoids causal theories of change.


� The genealogy of knowledge consists of two separate bodies of knowledge: First, the dissenting opinions and theories that did not become the established and widely recognized  and, second,  the local beliefs and understandings (think of what nurses know about medicine that does not achieve power and general recognition).  The genealogy is concerned with bringing these two knowledges, and their struggles to pass themselves on to others,  out into the light of the day. �   Genealogy does not claim to be more true than institutionalized knowledge, but merely to be the missing part of the puzzle.  It works by isolating the central components of some current day political mechanism (such as maintaining the power structure which diagnoses mental illness) and then traces it back to its historical roots (Dreyfus and Rabinow, p.119).  These historical roots are visible to us only through the two separate bodies of genealogical knowledge described above. 


Foucault says, "Let us give the term 'genealogy' to the union of erudite knowledge and local memories which allows us to establish a historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of this knowledge tactically today. (Genealogy and social Criticism, p.42)" 


The genealogical side of analysis tries to grasp the power of constituting a domain of objects. If a society were to institute the role of medicine man, for example, and give him special privileges, we would thereby "constitute the object of medicine man."  Until we established and institutionalized this practice, nothing could be called a "medicine man."  The genealogy explores what was not evident because of the institutionalization of knowledge by those in power. 


(see Discourse on Language which is the appendix in the Archeology of Knowledge.); Whereas archeology studies the practices of language (in a strict sense), genealogy uncovers the creation of objects through institutional practices. (Dreyfus & Rabinow, p.104). Whereas the archeological historian claims to write from a neutral, disinterested perspective, the Nietzschean or Foucaultian genealogist admits the political and polemical interests motivating the writing of the history (Hoy, 1986, p.6-7)


� Taken by Foucault to mean the knowledge systems which primarily informed the thinking during certain periods of history: a different one being said to dominate each epistemological age


�Michel Foucault (1926-84)


Philosopher, born in Poitiers, France. Taught at several French universities, culminating in the prestigious position of Professor of the History of Systems of Thought at the College of France (1970). Foucault showed the ways in which basic ideas, normally taken to be permanent truths about human nature and society, change in the course of history. Referring to his practice as an ‘archeology’, he showed how ‘epistemes’ or discursive formations determine the manner in which the world is experienced in a given epoch. He explores the shifting patterns of power within society and the ways in which power relates to the self. Power, he says, is located in strategies, which operates at every level: they cannot be reduced to the power of, for instance, the state or ruling class. Rather than being simply coercive, he claimed, power is productive, and particularly of knowledge, being disseminated throughout the whole of society rather than simply exerted by dominant people and institutions.


Edward Said by Bill Ashcroft, p. 68





Epistemology


The science or philosophy of knowledge, investigating the definitions, varieties, sources and limits of knowledge, experience and belief. ‘What can we know and how do we know it?’ are questions central to epistemology. Thus it examines the relationship or distinction between knowledge and belief, and the relative function of reason and judgement. Abstract epistemological questions; however, miss the central idea Said adapts from Foucault, that ‘knowing’ and power o hand in hand. Knowledge, or truth, in whatever form, belongs to that group which has power to impress its version of knowledge on others.


Edward Said by Bill Ashcroft, p. 58





Ontology


The science or philosophy of being. Ontology is that branch of metaphysics which examines the existence or essence of things, producing a theory about what exists or a list of things that exist. Ontology raises certain kinds of questions such as: Is being a property? Is it necessary that something should exist? What is the difference between Being in general and particular being? The character and variety of the questions asked says a lot about the culture in which the question of being is considered, and consequently, about the philosophical status of Being, and the place of the human in the world of that culture.


Edward Said by Bill Ashcroft, p. 58


�Hegemony n., pl -nies leadership or dominance, esp. of one nation over others.
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