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(ABSTRACT)

In this thesis I examine the possibility of deriving a
normative position and political stance from the theory of
Michel Foucault. In an attempt to answer the question, "If
power cannot be seperated from knowledge, then how can one
use knowledge to critigque forms of power?," I analyze and
judge the arguments against Foucault's perspective by Nancy
Fraser and Jurgen Habermas. I argue that the criticisms
made by each are incongruent with the position from which
Foucault speaks and are the result of their own theoretical
frameworks. I then problematize the frameworks of need
interpretation and universal pragmatics that Fraser and
Habermas, respectively, appeal to revealing the connection
between their foundations and bio-power. Following this, I
explore William Connolly's suggestion of "dialogical ethics"
as a normative foundation for Foucault's suggestions
concluding that this approach fails due to its ultimate

appeal to an imaginary telos as justification. Rather, I



suggest that Foucault's normativity rests in the desire to

open up possibilities for being other than what we
that this translates into a politics centered less
locating and overturning centers of power and more

struggles against government and market intrusions

are, and
on
on local

into our

lives. Nevertheless, I conclude that questions concerning

the utility of Foucault's work for social theory are better

answered not through metatheoretical discussions concerning

it, but rather through genealogical analyses of socio-

historical phenomena that draw from it.
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Introduction

This, it seems to me, is the question at the heart of
much debate surrounding the work of Michel Foucault: If
power cannot be separated from knowledge, then how can one
use knowledge to critique forms of power? Since the
Enlightenment, the distinction between knowledge and power
has remained fairly consistent in philosophical thought and
social theory (Hiley, 1988, p.86). One strand of this

distinction can be located in Francis Bacon's Advancement of

Learning. Here "knowledge is power" in a cause and effect
relationship. The growth of science provides practical
knowledge which in turn provides us with more power
(control) over ourselves and nature. Another strand can be
located with Locke and Condorcet, who are generally
connected to the liberal tradition of political theory. It
has been widely understood within this tradition that
knowledge would free us from power, that truth existed as
separate from that which was viewed as repressive or
dominating, that through methods borrowed from the natural
sciences, and premised on rationality and reason, the human
sciences could in some way help humankind (and specifically
mankind, and preferably a Western mankind) gain control over
his moral and social environment in the same way that the

natural sciences seemed to be gaining control over nature.



Granted, this is a glossed view of a very intricate and
disparate history of ideas and movements. Nevertheless, it
is I believe an accurate portrayal of the broader
Enlightenment project, a project Foucault is often posited
as challenging. This said, it should also be noted that
Foucault was not the first to challenge such a project,
though his challenge is unique in an important way.

Many Frankfurt School "critical theorists" for example,
questioned the applicability of scientific methods in
understanding ourselves. Adorno and Horkheimer, in

Dialectic of Enlightenment (1991, p. 9), showed the

underbelly of rationalization in a particularly succinct
manner, arguing that the Enlightenment's liberation from
myth had turned liberation into domination as men became
alienated from that over which they exercised power.
Nevertheless, they retained, by separating rationality into
two poles, the idea that truth could emancipate us from
repression. On this view there is bad rationality, often
referred to as instrumental rationality (following Weber),
and good rationality, which provides for immanent critique
in Adorno and Horkheimer's terms. Later in Habermas the
latter is developed into communicative rationality. The
first colonizes our consciousness, is tied to power
mechanisms in society, and should be resisted. The second
provides a critique of itself and power, and it is through

this process that truth and progress can be achieved.



Adorno and Horkheimer (1991, p. 41) maintain, for example,
that "true revolutionary practice depends on the
intransigence of theory in the face of the insensibility
with which society allows thought to ossify."

Again this is a gloss of an intricate argument, but the
point I wish to illustrate here is that power is still
assumed to operate outside of knowledge in at least one
area, that of the good kind of rationality. Equally
important, the criteria of delineation that have been
retained throughout the various challenges to the original
Enlightenment project for determining good and bad practices
in society rests on the acceptance of this separation.
Whether the goal is freedom from princes, capitalism, or our
own false consciousness, the power that represses is
challenged from the ground of truth, and if one cannot
retain this separation than one has no moral ground on which
to stand in order to critique society.

This then brings us back to Foucault, who couples
power/knowledge as a web of relations that structures our
actions, and who maintains that knowledge cannot be
separated from power thus rejecting the long held assumption
that knowledge can provide independent normative criteria
for criticizing and challenging regimes of power in society.
Rather than paving roads to our freedom, Foucault sees the
analysis of modern forms of power by the liberal and Marxist

traditions as contributing to the normalization process and



subjectification that is the result of power/knowledge. In

Discipline and Punish (1979) and The History of Sexuality

vol, 1 (1990), for example, he showed how it was the
emergence of new forms of coercive, disciplinary, and
insidious forms of power that made the human sciences
possible, and not the advance of reason or the receding of
power. It is this understanding of power, as capillary,
productive, and unrepresentable in its totality, that has
generated charges from his critics that Foucault can provide
no moral philosophical grounds on which to base a critique
of, and generate a political stance against, modern forms of
repression. If power cannot be separated from knowledge,
than how do you critique power?

To complicate matters, while Foucault resisted any
normative framework for criticizing regimes of power -
preferring to remain a "felicitous positivist"” on the
surface of discourse - his writings are laden with
political and moral condemnations and rhetoric. So then,
how are we to understand Foucault's form of critique? Is
it, as many of his critics contend, merely confused,
relativist, intellectual postering?

It is my claim that Foucault's form of critique is not
confused, but rather can be understood as employing a
specific strategy in its apparent contradictions; nor is it
just another strand of relativism, but rathe; can be

understood as abandoning in some ways the role of



-intellectual prescribing-to -the-world; nor is it merely
intellectual posturing, but rather, and quite ironically, it
is the lack of such posturing which brings charges of
relativism. Hence, I contend that Foucault's critique does
contain allow us to challenge modern forms of repression,
and that it does so in a less disciplinary, normalizing
fashion than those projects of the Enlightenment and the
human sciences he identified in his archaeologies and
genealogies.

At the onset I mentioned the debate surrounding
Foucault's work. Up to this point, it seems, this debate
has largely taken place on Enlightenment ground. Let me
explain what I mean by this, and why I think this is not a
fruitful way to approach Foucault's project. In his essay
"What Is Enlightenment?" (1984, p. 46) Foucault wrote that
criticism will be:

Archeological - and not transcendental - 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
genealogical in the sense that it will not deduce from
the form of what we are what is impossible for us to do
and to know; but it will separate out, from the
contingency that has made us what we are, the
possibility of no longer being, doing, thinking 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 new impetus, as far and wide as

possible, to the undefined work of freedom.

It is this shrugging from an ahistorical universal ground

and a predetermined result for the basis of critique that



has garnished charges of relativism from Nancy Fraser (1989)
and Jurgen Habermas (1973; 1979; 1979a; 1981; 1987). These
charges however, require from Foucault a space with which to
talk that is in some ways free of power and the historical
contingency of who we are, a space that, as the quote above
makes clear, he is not willing to provide. At the same time
Foucault is attempting to undermine the very assumptions on
which the idea of critique free from power is possible, his
critics demand from him a normative framework to determine
legitimate and illegitimate exercises of power. They
-raquire him, in other words, to justify his claims in terms
of the Enlightenment project discussed in the beginning.
This is a test that he cannot pass by default, for if he
were -to claim a position for critique outside of the
power/knowledge regime he would negate his position that
knowledge cannot exist free from power. Likewise, if he
were to claim an ahistorical, foundationalist position, he
would negate the claim of -historical contingency.

Foucauit's works from Madness and Civilization (1973)

through The History of Sexuality vol. 1 (1990) served to

dispel the binary oppositions of sane/insane, healthy/sick,
and normal/abnormal that normative judgments are based on.
One might ask then, why would Foucault even be concerned
with privileging one side of these oppositions over the
other for the sake of normative criteria when his project

was to shatter such oppositions that operate as "dividing



practices!” by prowviding a- -"history-of the different modes by
which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects"
(Foucault, 1983, p. 208).

This does not mean that such criticisms should be
ignored, for Habermas and Fraser do raise important
questions about Foucault’s work. 1In particular, the
possibility of a critique that can contribute to the
undefined freedom Foucault mentions needs to be explored.
In the next chapter I will analyze and judge the cases
Fraser and Habermas make against Foucault. For now, let me
briefly outline their arguments.

In her essay, "Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical
Insights and Normative Confusions," (1989, p. 33) Fraser
arques that:

Foucault vacillates between two equally inadequate

stances. On the one hand, he adopts a concept of power

that permits him no condemnation of any objectionable
features of modern societies. But at the same time,
and on the other hand, his rhetoric betrays the
conviction that modern societies are utterly without
redeeming features. Clearly what Foucault needs, and
needs desperately, are normative criteria for
distinguishing acceptable from unacceptable forms of
power.

While Fraser is never explicit about what she means by

normative criteria, the arguments she uses that lead her to

this conclusion provide us with some hints.

For Fraser, Foucault simply "calls too many different
sorts of things power" (1989, p. 32). This does not enable
him to provide any philosophical ground on which to judge

one form of power from any other. What Fraser wants from
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Foucault, and wants desperately, is a space for the
intellectual to speak that is removed from power regimes.
This becomes evident in her discussion of rationality
concerning Foucault and Habermas. "In the thought of Jurgen
Habermas," she writes, "rationalization involves a contrast
between instrumentalization - which is one-sided, partial,
and insufficient rationalization - and a fuller practical,
political rationality. It therefore carries with it a
normative standard for critiquing modern societies.
Foucault's discussion of political rationality...contains no
such contrast and no positive normative pole” (1989, p. 25).
While Fraser has problems with Habermas' project for other
reasons, she clearly endorses at least this aspect of it.
And while she thinks Foucault does provide some useful
analysis of modern power, it is his lack of a space outside
of power from which to speak that renders his critique "a
curious amalgam of amoral militaristic description" (1989,
p. 31).

I will pursue this argument further in the next
chapter, but as we can already see Fraser 1s engaging
Foucault on the Enlightenment ground I alluded to earlier.
By situating her argument such that normative criteria can
only exist outside of power, she apriori relegates Foucault
to a position of relativism from which he has no recourse.
Failing to acknowledge the larger implications of Foucault's

work, and the thrust of that work as decentering the very



criteria she is attempting to hold him to, Fraser instead
chooses to demand from Foucault apples that taste like
oranges, and by failing that challenge, Foucault becomes
boxed into the position of relativism.

Habermas likewise raises similar doubts as to the
viability Foucault's work provides for engaging in a
critique of modern forms of power, though his argument is
more sophisticated than Fraser's. For Habermas (1987, p.
275), genealogy "retreats into the reflectionless
objectivity of a nonparticipatory, ascetic description of
kaleidoscopically changing practices of power"” which can
only lead to relativism. Employing an argument similar to
that he uses against Nietzsche and Adorno and Horkheimer's

Dialectic of Enlightenment (1991), Habermas argues that

Foucault's complete opposition to the Enlightenment traps
him in a self-referential paradox that does not allow him to
make any evaluative judgments with which to "discriminate
between a power which deserves to be esteemed and one that
deserves to be devalued" (1987, p. 125). On Habermas'
reading (1987, p. 127):

Foucault...replaces the model of domination based on
repression (developed in the tradition of enlightenment
by Marx and Freud) by a plurality of power strategies.
These power strategies intersect one another, succeed
one another; they are distinguished according to the
type of their discourse formation and the degree of
their intensity; but they cannot be judged under the
aspect of their validity, as was the case with
consciously working through conflicts in contrast to
unconsciously doing so.

In other words, because Foucault rejects the idea that

9



values can be judged according to rational criteria, he
rejects the idea of a critical basis for emancipation from
modern forms of power and repression. Because of this,
Foucault does not retain at least the one standard he needs
to engage in a "critique of the present,” and his, according
to Habermas, is a totalizing critique caught in a
performative contradiction. It is in this way that Habermas
(1981, p. 13) links Foucault with the "young conservatives,"”
who "justify an irreconcilable anti-modernism" on
modernism's own terms (i.e., they use critique to show the
impossibility of critique).

While this line of argumentation raises questions about
conservative traits within a critique that refuses an
apriori stance, it is also extremely limited in how it
conceptualizes critique. I will argue that by returning to
Foucault's discussion in "What Is Enlightenment?" (1984) we
can see Habermas as too quickly placing Foucault within an
anti-Enlightenment perspective. Likewise, by appealing to
performative contradictions as an attack against Foucault,
Habermas is allowing only his form of critique as the proper
tool with which to engage modern forms of power. He is
closing off alternative conceptions of critique that seek to
problematize without prescribing, and is thus engaging in
what Foucault calls Enlightenment blackmail (1984).

In chapter two, I will turn my attention to the

frameworks Habermas and Fraser suggest in their own work.
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Using Georges-Bataille's (1991; 1985) work on general ..
economy and expenditure I will problematize Fraser's (1989)
ideas concerning need interpretation. Utilizing elements in
Roland Barthes' (1972) work, I will question some of
Habermas' (1973; 1979; 1979a; 1981; 1987) basic assumptions
surrounding universal pragmatics. Likewise, I will question
the position both perpsectives, need interpretation and
universal pragmatics, place the intellectual in.

Finally, in chapter three I will lay out why I think
Foucault's critique can foster resistance and challenge
those efffects of power he revealed. I will also look at
how one of Foucault's sympathizers (William Connolly) has
attempted to answer his critics. William Connolly, who sees
himself as a "critical legitimist," (1987, p. 92) takes on
the double task of both incorporating Foucaultian
sensibilities into the liberal tradition Foucault criticized
and claiming a normative position for Foucault's genealogy
that attempts to answer his critics (1987; 1983). Through
conceptions like "slack" and "agonistic respect” Connolly
attempts to incorporate Foucault's analysis into a framework
for fighting resentment (which he sees as the major threat
to the "other" and democracy) and for opening up "new spaces
for life to be" (1993, p. 388).

Foucault's genealogy however, appears to counter such
a project. Foucault (1984a, p. 385) explains that "the

problem is, precisely, to decide if it is actually suitable
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to place oneself within a "we" in order to assert the
principles one recognizes and the values one accepts; or if
it is not, rather, necessary to make the future formation of
a "we" possible, by elaborating the question. Because it
seems to me that the "we" must not be previous to the
question; it can only be the result - and the necessary
temporary result - of the question as it is posed in the new
terms in which one formulates it." Connolly however, seeks
to rescue Foucault from his critics by appealing to a
predetermined "we" based on a static conception of self and
laden with the very liberal traits Foucault uncovered as so
problematic in his genealogies. Connolly does give Habermas
and Fraser what they require from Foucault, but in so doing
he sacrifices the potential Foucault offers for a
-reconceptualization of ecritigue;—while-at-the same £ime
internalizing his work within a framework that contributes
to, rather than fights against, -the normalizing-tendencies
of modern forms of power.

I will therefore argue that Foucault's creation of the
self is "normative," though not as traditionally understood.
This normativity rests in his conception of self-mastery as
the opening up- of poessibilities- for being- other  than what we--
are (Foucault, 1977a; 1984; -1984b;-1990; -19904a;-1990b;—Bove,
1988; Delueze, 1983, 1988; Hiley, 1988). Yet, at the same
time, it is a normativity that rests more on what should be

resisted than on what should be. If we take seriously the
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arguments Foucault made -about. - the position- of the human -
sciences in relation to modern forms of power, then we
should also be open to thinking new possibilities and roles

in our own self creation.
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Chapter One: In Search of Foundations

In this chapter I will be looking at the criticisms
levied against Foucault by Nancy Fraser and Jurgen Habermas.
Because these critics contend that many of Foucault's
theoretical conceptions render a basis for critique
unattainable, I will begin here with a brief discussion of
Foucault's conception of genealogy and power. I will then
present, and respond to, the arguments made by Fraser and
Habermas concerning the inability to garnish an effective
form of critique from Foucault's work. "Intellectuals are
themselves agents of this system of power -the idea of their
responsibility for "consciousness" and discourse forms part
of the system. The intellectual's role is no longer to
place himself "somewhat ahead and to the side" in order to
express the stifled truth of the collectivity; rather, it is
to struggle against the forms of power that transform him
into its object and instrument in the sphere of "knowledge,"
"truth," "consciousness," and "discourse" (Foucault, 1977,
pp. 205-206). Let us compare this statement of Foucault's
with one from Nancy Fraser: "I claim that we can distinguish
better from worse interpretations of people's needs. To say
that needs are culturally constructed and discursively
interpreted is not to say that any need interpretation is as

good as any other. On the contrary, it is to underline the
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-importance..of -an account. of .interpretive justification”

(1989, p. 181). This simple juxtaposition reveals the gap
in theoretical perspective between Fraser and Foucault.
Fraser retains a belief, using Foucault's characterization,
that she can be "somewhat ahead and to the side" of the
collectivity. She comes to Foucault from this belief, and
her critique of Foucault should be understood as a response
from this standpoint. From Fraser's perspective, Foucault's
genealogy and conception of power undermine the position she
claims, and so she seeks to show how Foucault's work is
susceptible to charges of relativism.

Foucault writes in "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History"
(1984b, p. 89) that "effective history studies what is
closest, but in an abrupt dispossession, so as to seize it
at a distance." Genealogy therefore concentrates on the
surface of events revealing the "affirmation of knowledge as
perspective" (Foucault, 1984b, p. 90). Rather than seeking
interpretive justification, it shuns the depth traditional
hermeneutics, and Fraser's perspective, claims for itself:
"Whereas the interpreter is obliged to go to the depth of
things, like an excavator, the moment of...[genealogy] is
like an overview, from higher and higher up, which allows
the depth to be laid out in front of him in a more and more
profound visibility; depth is resituated as an absolutely
superficial secret" (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983, p. 106).

When Foucault was writing his genealogies, he was

15



! He was not, however,

writing a history of the present.
attempting to read into the past what he perceived as
contemporary problems, nor was he seeking to reveal the
unfolding of history, with a point of origin traceable to

current conditions.2

Instead, where others saw continuity
and progress the genealogist sees rupture and decadence.
Likewise, for Foucault, in genealogy "History has a more
important task than to be a handmaiden to philosophy, to
recount the necessary birth of truth and values; it should
become a differential knowledge of energies and failings,
heights and degenerations, poisons and antidotes. 1Its task
is to become a curative science" (1984b, p. 90).

The focus here is to provide an overview that

illustrates the gap between Foucault's understanding of

analysis and Fraser's call to interpretation. This is

Iat the end of the first chapter, "The Body of the Condemned,"
in Discipline and Punish Foucault tells us why he engaged in a
genealogy of the prison: "I would like to write 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 of the present."(p. 31)

2In "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" Foucault distinguishes
between two types of history. The first of these is associated
with metaphysics, the search for origins, and philosophy; the
second, which he calls "effective history" following Niet, is
associated with genealogy. He writes that, "History becomes
"effective”" to the degree that it introduces discontinuity into our
very being...[it] 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 millennial ending."(p.88)
"Effective history" therefore allows the genealogist "to dispel the
chimeras of origin."(p.80)
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necessary because, as I will»arguGTrEraser's.critiqueVof
Foucault takes place within a framework that his
conceptualizations lay outside of and even seek to
undermine. By briefly outlining what Foucault means by

genealogy and power I believe that contrast becomes more

apparent. I will here turn to a discussion of power as it

appears in Foucault's work, and then return to the arguments

Fraser puts forward.

In The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (1990) we find one

of Foucault's more specific explanations of what he means by

power, and specifically bio-power:

it was the taking charge of life, more than the threat

of death, that gives power its access to even the
body...this power over life evolved in two basic

forms...One of these poles - the first to be formed, it
seems - centered on the body as a machine; its
disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the
extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its
usefulness and its docility, all this was ensured by
the procedures of power that characterized the
disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human body.

The second, formed somewhat later, focused on the
species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of
life and serving as the basis of the biological
processes: propagation, births and mortality, the level
of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the
conditions that can cause these to vary. Their
supervision was effected through an entire series of
interventions and regulatory controls: a bio-politics
of the population (1990, p. 143).

Foucault's project was not to analyze the phenomena of
power, or create foundations or paradigms that serve as

depositories for the intellectual to plug in his or her

observations. Rather, his conception of power aided him in

creating "a history of the different modes by which, in our
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culture, human beings are made subjects" (Foucault, 1983, p.
208).

According to Foucault, the 17th century marks the
beginning of a transition from juridical power, witnessed in
the sovereign's deductive power of death, to disciplinary
bio-power and the productive power of life, where "political
power has assigned itself the task of administering life"
(Foucault, 1990, p. 139). Prior to the Enlightenment,
juridical power through public execution and torture
signified the superiority of the sovereign over the people;
a crime against another individual was also a crime against
the prince because the law was an embodiment of the
sovereign's will. The spectacle of punishment levied
against the criminal served as "a ceremonial by which a
momentarily injured sovereign is reconstituted,” and as such
the act did not seek to "re-establish justice; it
reactivated power" (Foucault, 1979, pp. 48-49).

With the development of capitalism and the challenge of
"humanitarian" reformation movements, largely centered
around crime and mental illness and turning from punishment
to rehabilitation, power was "shifted from the vengeance of
the sovereign to the defence of society" (Foucault, 1979, p.
90). This was accompanied by a "a shift in the point of
application of this power: it is no longer the body...it is
the mind or rather a play of representations and signs

circulating discreetly but necessarily and evidently in the
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minds of all" (Foucault, 1979, p. 101). Power became
associated with acting upon behavior instead of physical
bodies; efficiency and management - key to the success of
the rising bourgeoisie in capitalism and inherent in
utilitarian theory - also became critical to a power
exercising in a society tied to these modes of production
and requiring administration. Capitalism and the bourgeois
nation-state (with all the corresponding claims of
legitimate and illegitimate exercises of power) become
points of application within which "methods of power and
knowledge assumed responsibility for the life processes and
undertook to control and modify them" (Foucault, 1979, p.
142). Power, we could say, became more insidious.

As an example of this more covert, less discernable
form of power, Foucault employs Jeremy Bentham's panopticon.
Seen as the realization of "humanitarian" prison reform, the
panopticon was designed so that a guard tower stood in the
middle of a circular construction of prison cells. From
this vantage point the guard is able to view the prisoners
through their windows without being seen him or herself,
thus making it impossible for the prisoners to know when
they are being monitored. Not sure of the times in which
they are under surveillance, the individuals as prisoners
internalize disciplinary techniques, monitoring and
objectivizing themselves. In modernity, the human sciences

act(ed) in the same way; sociology, psychology, and
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criminology helped to formulate norms with which to compare
and compartmentalize various acts, cultures, and beliefs.
On the anatomo-political level these disciplines helped to
create docile bodies which monitored themselves in terms of
the norm, and made it easier for the state to supervise and
administer them as the docile social body in a bio-politics
of the population.

The hysterical female, the masturbating child, the
homosexual, and the perverse adult thus became abnormal as
judged by the norm of the bourgeois procreative couple. In
this sense we can see the procreative couple and resultant
deviations in terms of the same/other dichotomy. The
procreative couple becomes constituted as same while all
that lies outside this characterization becomes the other.
With the norm established, the human sciences set themselves
to the task of comparing and classifying various acts in
terms of this norm. This can be seen most clearly in

Foucault's analysis in Madness--and Civilization (1973, p.

125) of the Hopital General, "a sort of semijudicial
structure, an administrative entity which, along with the
already constituted powers, and outside of the courts,
decides, judges, and executes." This process is also
evident in his analysis of the penal system and the

institutionalization of deviance and spatial separation in

Discipline and Punish (1979).

We should not be surprised, given Foucault's analysis,
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