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Further Reading

Kierkegaard’s complex and paradoxical thought is best approached
through Fear and Trembling, The Concept of Dread and Either/Or (two
volumes). Nietzsche’s similarly disparate oeuvre is well represented by
the essays and aphorisms of Untimely Meditations, On the Genealogy
of Morals, Human, All Too Human and Beyond Good and Euvil. Sartre’s
popular essay Existentialism and Humanism is a gentle introduction to
some of the ideas of Being and Nothingness. Simone de Beauvoir’s most
influential book is The Second Sex, but The Ethics of Ambiguity is philo-
sophically interesting as well. Albert Camus’s best-known philosophical
works are The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel: An Essay on Man in
Revolt. Distinctive of Sartre, Beauvoir and Camus are their numerous
works of philosophical fiction and drama, notably Sartre’s Nausea and
the three completed volumes of Roads to Freedom, Beauvoir’s The Man-
darins and Camus’s The Stranger and The Plague.

Some of the philosophers discussed in this chapter are commonly
identified (if not always by themselves) as existentialists. A clear guide
to this school of philosophy is John Macquarrie, Existentialism.
Individual thinkers are helpfully explained by Alastair Hannay, Kierke-
gaard, Ronald Aronson, Jean-Paul Sartre: Philosophy in the World,
E. Fullbrook and K. Fullbrook, Simone de Beauvoir: A Critical Introduc-
tion and S. E. Bronner, Camus: Portrait of a Moralist. The Cambridge
Companion series provides useful collections of essays on Kierkegaard
(ed. Hannay and Marino), Sartre (ed. Howells) and Camus (ed. Hughes).
Both Walter Kaufmann’s Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Anti-
christ and R. J. Hollingdale’s Nietzsche helped to free Nietzsche from
unjustified associations with anti-Semitism and National Socialism. But
their emphasis on existentialist themes is challenged by commentators
focusing on Nietzsche’s relationship to science, such as those collected
in G. Moore and T. H. Brobjer, Nietzsche and Science. Nietzsche’s affini-
ties with poststructuralism and postmodernism are explored (controver-
sially for some) in D. B. Allison, ed., The New Nietzsche: Contemporary
Styles of Interpretation and Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy
— ‘and compare the more extensive discussion of these philosophical
approaches in chapters 6 and 7 (below). Richard Schacht, Nietzsche,
attempts a balanced interpretation of his more philosophical works that
takes account of both analytical and continental preoccupations.
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Beyond the Subject:
Structuralism and
ostturalism

Outline

A number of strands of post-Enlightenment thought serve to qualify
the epistemological, moral and political authority accorded to the
‘subject’ by modern philosophy from Descartes and Kant to existen-
tialism and phenomenology. Hegel’s historical idealism, Marxist
materialism, ‘depth’ hermeneutics and Freudian psychoanalysis all,
in their different ways, undermine the ‘humanist’ subject’s certainty
abqut its knowledge, moral convictions and political beliefs. Even the
subject’s meanings and desires can no longer be taken for granted.
At the same time, these theories offer a variety of remedies for the
deficiencies they uncover, from further development of either philoso-
phy or society to a rigorous, ‘in-depth’ analysis of what subjects say
and want. By contrast, both structuralism and poststructuralism are
encouraged by the ‘anti-humanism’ of Nietzsche and Heidegger to
dispense altogether with the subject’s privileged status. Whether as

) knowmg or judging consciousness, or as the author of actions, texts

and meanings, the subject must be replaced — whether by an imper-
sonal system of linguistic ‘signs’ (with Ferdinand de Saussure) or the
c_ultural codes of Claude Lévi-Strauss, by Michel Foucault’s ‘subjec-
tifying’ discourses and disciplinary practices of ‘power-knowledge’ or
the unstable and endlessly ‘disseminating’ field of ‘différance’ which,
according to Jacques Derrida, is inseparable from any attempt to
think, speak or act.
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Decentring the subject

Structuralism and poststructuralism can be understood as the culmi-
nation of a number of more sceptical strains of post-Enlightenment
thought. These philosophical positions emerge clearly in the twenti-
eth century, as a reaction to Hegelianism and Marxism on the one
hand and Sartrean existentialism and phenomenology on the other.
The associated critiques of humanism and the ‘subject’ develop ten-
dencies apparent for some time both in philosophy and in the human
and social sciences." In this development, Nietzsche, the later writings
of Heidegger and the linguistics of Saussure play an important role.
The major outcome of these changes is a radical questioning of the
privileged philosophical and political status of the subject within
humanism and rationalism. Both what we have termed the dominant
tradition of Enlightenment thought and some of its most influential
continental critics rely on views of the philosophical subject which,
according to structuralists and poststructuralists, cannot be sustained.
But in what sense does Enlightenment rationalism tend to accord a
privileged status to the subject?

In effect, the philosophical rationalism of the modern period holds
human reason, or subjectivity, responsible for the validity of its own

'beliefs, values and decisions. Human reason is regarded as the sole

and sufficient arbiter of truth, goodness and justice. Rationalism also
challenges the authority of inherited tradition, whether in the form
of the received wisdom of classical antiquity or the supernatural
claims of religion and the church. Knowledge, values and even politi-
cal power are to be placed on new and more secure, because more
rational, foundations. In support of these ambitious claims for the
power of human reason, rationalist philosophers make certain
assumptions about both the cognitive and the practical subject — that
is, the subject both as site of knowledge and as source of values.
Both epistemology, or the theory of knowledge, and the attempt to
provide rational foundations for morality become central preoccu-
pations. Descartes’s founding of knowledge on the certainty of self-
consciousnessis aninfluential instance. Kant transposes epistemological
inquiry to a transcendental level, depersonalizing the subject or ego
in the process. The subject of knowledge becomes abstract mind or
reason, a reconstruction of the cognitive capacities of human or
rational beings in general, or in other words capacities which every
sane individual can be presumed to possess. The cognitive subject in
this sense remains central to much subsequent philosophy in both
continental and analytical traditions.
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Emerging alongside philosophical rationalism was a variety of
forms of moral and political individualism. From the sixteenth
century, the Protestant Reformation expressed this tendency within
the religious sphere, pointing to individual conscience rather than the
authority of priests as the criterion of right action and salvation.
Taking this tendency to its extreme, in the nineteenth century Kier-
kegaard would assert the ‘subjective truth’ of existence against the
institutionalized Protestant Church.? The ultimate moral authority of
the individual is also implicit in such philosophical doctrines as utili-
tarianism, intuitionism and subjectivism, which account for morality
in terms of the pleasure or pain (happiness or unhappiness), the con-
sidered moral intuitions or the attitudes and emotions of individuals
respectively. Liberalism asserts the right of the individual to a ‘private
sphere’ free from all external interference. The ideal of democracy
affirms the political right of individuals - at first, of course, only men
— to take part in or to determine the actions of their own govern-
ment.’ The bounds of legitimate political agency are extended beyond
the restricted sphere of monarchs or rulers to include ‘responsible’
citizens or ‘men of property’ and their parties and factions. Rulers
are expected to justify their actions in the face of a largely bourgeois
public opinion. Politics in the modern sense, as opposed to mere rule,
begins to assume a historically novel importance. Overall, a similar
position of authority is claimed for the subject in the practical sphere
as epistemology implies in the theory of knowledge.

However, both in philosophy and in the human or social sciences
a series of developments soon began to threaten the newly acquired
status of the subject. The intellectual ‘decentring’ of the subject can
be traced even to Kant’s transcendental philosophy, despite the fact
that he promotes the subject to a position of the highest epistemologi-
cal and moral importance. The subject is made responsible both for /
the essential structure of reality and, as self-legislating rational will,
for the moral law as well. Kant claims to identify the necessary and
eternal or ‘transcendental’ features of any subject of knowledge or
action. But precisely the transcendental status of his conclusions — the
necessity of exactly those structural characteristics of the subject he
identifies — proved difficult to sustain. Unconvinced by Kant’s tran-
scendental deduction, Hegel historicizes and collectivizes the philo-
sophical subject. The bearer of knowledge and ethical life becomes a
particular, concrete manifestation of ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ (Geist), embod-
ied in the life of a particular historical community. Ultimate truth, or
the ‘Absolute’, is only guaranteed in the historical culmination of a
dialectically unfolding series of forms of life and worldviews. By
implication, the site of rational assessment is no longer located within



176 BEYOND THE SUBJECT: STRUCTURALISM AND POSTSTRUCTURALISM

the sphere of competence of ordinary historical individuals. The dia-
lectic takes place behind the backs of individual subjects. History
manifests the ‘cunning of reason’, which realizes the aims of the
world spirit as the unintended by-product of the actions of individual
agents. The site of rational assessment is removed to the final stage
of the dialectic (whether already achieved or yet to be realized) or,
perhaps, the authority of Hegel himself as self-proclaimed herald and
philosophical guarantor of the Absolute.*

With Marx, a parallel narrative of humanity’s historical self-
constitution materializes the already historicized subject of Hegelian
idealism. The dialectical development of the subject is explained in
terms of the relationship between humanity and nature through work
or production. The historical process is driven by contradictions
within the mode of production rather than by intellectual or concep-
tual oppositions within worldviews.* The Marxist theory of ideology
makes plain the implications of this view for the subject. Conscious-
ness, whether as knowledge or as will, depends on the achievements
and limitations of a collective subject which, in turn, corresponds to
society’s level of social and economic development. More pointedly,
consciousness depends on class. Our beliefs and attitudes, even our
most deeply held moral convictions, reflect our position in society
rather than any absolute truth.® The characteristically Enlightenment
commitment to universal values of liberty, fraternity and equality is
merely a reflection of bourgeois conscience and, what is worse, self-
interest. These values are no more than projections of the interests
of the capitalist class, ideological weapons that could be used to
undermine feudalism without hindering capitalist exploitation.

The Marxist theory of ideology represents a further blow to the
self-confidence of the cognitive and practical subject. Individual sub-
jects can no longer be presumed to have reliable access to rational
criteria of theoretical or moral truth. But as with Hegelian idealism,
Marxism does not so much abolish as displace the privileges of the
individual subject. These privileges are transferred to a collective
historical subject, namely the proletariat which, in virtue of its posi-
tion within the capitalist mode of production, is destined to over-
throw capitalism and achieve true consciousness. Individuals can only
achieve true consciousness, as it were vicariously, by subordinating
their alienated self to the collective will of the class. In the Leninist
tradition, the centre of cognitive and practical privilege is further
removed to the leadership and policies of the revolutionary party.
With the abolition of capitalism and the arrival of communism, the
ideological distortions of class society will come to an end. Social
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relations will become transparent and individuals will attain their
true ‘species being’, the full and undistorted flowering of all their
human capacities.

A further major decentring of the subject, this time more psycho-
logical than sociological, occurs with the ‘psychoanalysis’ of Sigmund
Freud (1856-1939). Nineteenth-century psychology took a variety of |
forms, but two of its most influential currents correspond to the
predominant mind-body dualism of post-Cartesian metaphysics.
Experimental psychologists investigated the physiology of the brain
and nervous system as the causally explanatory reality underlying the
mind. Introspectionist psychologists described the distinctive charac-
ter of mental or psychic states ‘from within’ or, in other words,
through their own subjective experience. In the main, studies of
mental disorder or ‘pathology’ were restricted to the exhaustive
description and classification of the sometimes startling phenomena
of nervous disease, dementia, hysteria and sexual ‘perversion’.” Much
more unsettling to the assumptions of nineteenth-century thought
were Freud’s theories of the unconscious mind. Freudian psycho-
analysis challenges the status of the conscious subject of experience,
because it suggests that individual consciousness and behaviour can
only be understood in terms of the less than rational and transparent
workings of the unconscious mind. But again, like Marx, psycho-
analysis does not so much cancel as transfer the privileges of the
subject.

Freud’s distinctive approach can be traced to his early work with
Breuer and Charcot on the causes of ‘hysteria’. Freud originally
qualified as a physiologist and, in fact, throughout his career retained
a preference for mechanistic models of explanation and neurophysi-
ological hypotheses. Like Charcot, then, he was struck by the curious
physical symptoms involved in cases of hysteria, a nervous disorder
suffered mainly by women and traditionally blamed on the erratic
behaviour of the womb.® These symptoms often made little sense in
physiological terms. For example, in the case of a patient complain-
ing of paralysis of the hand, the region of paralysis would corre-
spond to the patient’s common-sense ideas about physiology rather
than the actual workings of the body, which do not allow such
limited dysfunction.” There also seemed to be a relationship between
hysterical symptoms and hypnosis. Symptoms could be induced by
suggestion, when someone was in a hypnoid state. Later, Freud used
hypnosis in both diagnosis and cure. These and other observations
led Freud to postulate an ‘ideogenic’ — psychological or mental -
rather than physiological aetiology for hysteria. On the other hand,
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Freud was convinced that the symptoms of the hysteric were not
simply voluntary or consciously faked. At least some patients genu-
inely suffered from an extremely unpleasant mental disorder, which
made anything like an ordinary life impossible. If such disorders
were involuntary, but nevertheless caused by mental rather than
physiological factors, then only unconscious mental states could
provide an explanation.

Freud went on to elaborate a series of related concepts describing
the relationship between the conscious and the unconscious mind.
Concepts such as trauma, repression, resistance, €go, id and superego
have become part of our everyday vocabulary. He also developed a
number of techniques for gaining access to the unconscious mind.
Most famously, word association and the analysis of dreams are two
significant tools in what he began to call ‘psychoanalysis’. In his case
studies Freud claimed a number of impressive cures with the help of
these techniques.'® But the implications of his theories extend far
beyond the realm of mental pathology. In fact, Freud is concerned
with a much wider range of mental phenomena. The impact of the
unconscious mind can be recognized in a wide range of apparently
normal behaviour. Jokes and slips of the tongue, the forgetting of
names or appointments, dreams and fantasies, religion and culture
— all can only be properly understood in terms of the unconscious
mind."

Freud’s concept of the unconscious mind has far-reaching implica-
tions.'? It implies that consciousness never gives us more than a
partial and distorted view of our mental life, so the Cartesian prin-
ciple that the mind or subject is simply equivalent to a fully transpar-

' ent consciousness is undermined. For Freud, the reasons we give for
our actions may be no more than rationalizations, obscuring the real
origin of our behaviour in the trauma or unresolved emotional con-
flicts of early childhood. The conscious mind, even when it enjoys
‘healthy’ or ‘normal’ functioning, is ultimately the plaything of the
unconscious, the creature of its whims and fancies — subject, in the
final instance, to its repressive veto.” In this sense, clearly, Freudian
psychoanalysis betokens a further decentring of the subject. The
individual subject has no guarantee of ‘knowing its own mind’. We
may be dupes of our unconscious, just as, for Marx, we are, for the
most part, dupes of history and class. On the other hand, and again
with parallels to Marx, psychoanalysis holds out for the conscious
self at least some prospect of recovering its sovereignty. A protracted
dialogue between analyst and patient promises eventual relief from
neurotic and even psychotic symptoms — what has been described as
a ‘talking cure’.' The self can, in principle at least, come to
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understand the unconscious springs of its conscious states and
impulses. In the terms of Lorenzer and Habermas, analysis can help
to remove the barriers to the free ‘internal communication’ of a
potentially transparent subjectivity.' Through the ‘depth hermeneu-
tics’ of psychoanalysis, individuals can hope to approach, if perhaps
never to attain — analysis may turn out to be ‘interminable’, repres-
sion and neurosis may be the unavoidable accompaniments of ‘civi-
lization’ — something like the ideal of transparent selfhood held out
by the Cartesian tradition.'® The subject, as site of cognitive and
practical rationality, is dethroned only provisionally."”

The break with humanism

Hegelian idealism, Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis displace
the subject from its privileged position, yet they do not break irrevo-
cably with humanism. Each of these theoretical approaches retains a
qualified or conditional role for the subject and so remains within
the pale of humanist assumptions. A more decisive break with human-
ism occurs with further developments in two areas of intellectual
activity, namely hermeneutics and linguistics. Both areas are closely
concerned with language and, as a result, are of obvious significance
for both philosophy and the human sciences. In fact, traditional
hermeneutics involves only a provisional decentring of the subject
analogous to the decentring of the subject implicit in Marxism and
psychoanalysis. The development of the hermeneutic approach within
the human sciences, which are concerned in a major way with the
interpretation or criticism of texts and the historical reconstruction
of past events, reflects increased awareness of the difficulties of mutual
understanding. Hermeneutic principles are called upon, not only
where texts present obvious difficulties of interpretation, but all the
time, since mutual understanding between subjects can never be taken
for granted. To understand any text or utterance involves knowledge
of the social and linguistic context in which it was produced — under-
standing of the part depends upon understanding of the whole. This
realization further undermines the position of the subject of dis-
course, since meaning can no longer be regarded as being completely
under the control of the individual speaker or writer, who cannot
take account of every aspect of his or her linguistic context. However,
traditional hermeneutics regards this dependency as remediable.
Thus, for Dilthey, the recovery of the original intentions or meaning
of the author can be achieved through knowledge of the broader
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cultural and linguistic context. The practice of hermeneutics promises
an always improving, though in some versions never perfect, inter-
pretation of meaning — an always improving degree of mutual under-
standing between subjects.!®

From this point of view, the radical hermeneutics of both Hei-
degger and Gadamer represents a more decisive break with humanist
assumptions. Although it is particularly in his later writings that
Heidegger explicitly distances himself from humanism, his abandon-
ment of epistemology for ontology directly implies a rejection of the
exaggerated role accorded to the subject in modern Western philoso-
phy. The overemphasis of the subject within epistemology corre-
sponds to a reductive ‘objectification’ of the world by metaphysics
associated with the destructive reign of instrumental thinking and
technology. The fundamental starting point of his philosophy is thus
the indivisible unity of ‘being-in-the-world’ (in effect, the unity of
subject and object). Heidegger’s position is evident in his reaction to
Sartre. Although Sartre claims to follow Heidegger in rejecting the
assumptions of modern metaphysics and epistemology, he still falls
into subjectivism. In his ‘Letter on Humanism’ (1947) Heidegger
explicitly responds to Sartre’s claim that existentialism is also a
humanism, taking issue in particular with the Cartesian assumption
that ‘one must take subjectivity as his point of departure’.”® Sartre’s
Being and Nothingness applies Heidegger’s ‘hermeneutic of Being’ in
an explicitly existentialist direction and so misunderstands its basic
point. Heidegger’s anti-humanist critique of the subject—object
dichotomy of Western thought leads instead to advocacy of ‘thinking’
as the ‘letting-be’ of a transcendent Being. Thinking is to be under-
stood not as the directed activity of a conscious subject but, rather,
as an impersonal openness or receptiveness to the world. Heidegger
advocates something close to a religious attitude of humility, a def-
erential attentiveness to Being. Indeed, the almost mystical status
accorded to Being has led some to see it as a cipher for God, despite
the fact that, according to Heidegger, this attitude ‘can be theistic as
little as atheistic’.?® Still, it can hardly be denied that ‘thinking’ takes
us a long way from the humanist assumptions of Enlightenment
rationalism.

Of course, anti-humanism in Heidegger’s sense is not equivalent
to the assertion of the worthlessness of human life. There is a clear
distinction between anti-humanism and the ‘affirmation of inhuman-
ity’.?' Rather, anti-humanism is opposed to any philosophy of ‘values’,
which reduces the worth of things to their status as ‘valued by some
subject’. There are thus clearly affinities with Nietzsche, who provides
an incisive diagnosis of humanism’s arrogant premise:
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The whole attitude of ‘man versus the world,” man as world-denying
principle, man as the standard of the value of things, as judge of the world,
who in the end puts existence itself on his scales and finds it too light - the
monstrous impertinence of this attitude has dawned upon us as such, and
has disgusted us — we now laugh when we find ‘Man and World’ placed
beside one another, separated by the sublime presumption of the little
word ‘and’1*

Indeed, humanism is held responsible for many of the characteristic
vices of modern society, including its not infrequent inhumanity. For
the technological attitude, which is one significant expression of
humanism, all beings, whether human or non-human, are manipu-
lable objects available for exploitation. Nature too is ‘set-upon’ as a
mere object, as nothing more than a ‘standing-reserve’ or resource
for human use. Even with what would now be called ecological
tourism, nature is treated as ‘an object on call for inspection by a
tour group ordered there by the vacation industry’. Even ‘man’, as
the supposed subject of this instrumental relationship with nature, is
reduced to an object in the same way: ‘If man is challenged, ordered,
to do this, then does not man himself belong even more originally
than nature within the standing-reserve?* Indeed, the historical guilt
of humanist philosophy may extend even further than this. Humanist
arrogance is held responsible for colonialism, genocide and even the
Holocaust. The technological and bureaucratic sophistication of the
Nazi genocide is a striking instance of modernity and, for some, also
humanism, despite its evident inhumanity.

Certainly, then, although Heidegger’s philosophical anti-
humanism may explain his less than robust commitment to Enlight-
enment values such as equality and liberty, it cannot be blamed for
his association with Hitler’s National Socialism or his subsequent
tardiness in disowning this involvement.?* The injunction to be ‘atten-
tive to Being’, like the call to obey the will of God, is in principle
compatible with almost any political stance. On the other hand, the
evident difficulty of ‘thinking’ in its full Heideggerian sense, with
the suggestion that only the philosophically adept are capable of
achieving the appropriate relationship with Being, provides a possible
foothold for authoritarian claims. It may be true that when Heidegger
spoke in 1935 of ‘the internal truth and the greatness of the move-
ment’, he was not speaking of the Nazis. As Lyotard interprets it,
Heidegger’s position was that,

[T]hose people [who] were far too limited in their thinking . . . could only
mask and mislead the authentic anxiety that Heidegger thinks he recog-
nises in the desperate search (the 1930s) which, at that time, projects the
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Volk towards a decision, a resolution that may be in accord with what is
‘peculiar’ to it. The movement that derives from the unbearable anxiety
of being thrown before nothingness, Heidegger believes, needs ‘knowledge’
in order to guide and resolve itself to a decision.?

But a philosophy shelving so steeply into obscurity and mysticism is
surely that much more vulnerable to the blandishments of a charis-
matic despot.

Gadamer’s ontological hermeneutics represents a less questionable
development of Heidegger’s anti-humanist approach. In a clear
departure from Cartesian assumptions, which ground the existence
of both an objective world and other minds on a self-founding and
transparent consciousness, for Gadamer it is the subject which is
ontologically derivative. The subject exists only within the irreducibly
intersubjective medium of understanding and language. Understand-
ing is not only and not primarily one dimension of the knowledge of
a subject, as it was for Dilthey, but, rather, the medium in which the
subject has its existence. In other words, Gadamer repeats Heidegger’s
move from epistemology to ontology. Understanding is conceived not
‘as a subjective process of man over and against an object but the
way of being of man himself’.* Accordingly, hermeneutics is not
simply the characteristic method of the human sciences, but the key
to truth in general. By the same token, the close relationship between
understanding and historicity, already identified by Dilthey, charac-
terizes not just the objects but also the subjects of acts of interpreta-
tion. It is not only the historical text which is inseparable from a
concrete historical, cultural and linguistic context. The subject is situ-
ated not only, as it were, horizontally in the dimension of language
or understanding, but also vertically in the dimension of history and
tradition. Understanding always as much derives from a particular
perspective as it is directed towards a specific historical context. A
corollary of this view of the subject is that the author of a historical
text can no longer be regarded as the ultimate authority on its
meaning. The work is understood not solely or, perhaps, even prin-
cipally as the product of an individual subject. From the perspective
of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, the subject — whether as author or as
interpreter — is much less important than the surrounding medium of
understanding or language itself.

An even more radical challenge to the subject is evident in the
thought of Emmanuel Levinas (1906-95), who blames the humanist
focus on identity, sameness and the subject for a deep-seated neglect
of the ‘other’ in Western thought — a neglect which finds its most
horrifying expression in the death camps and killing fields of the
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twentieth century. Levinas’s ‘genetic phenomenology’ is clearly influ-
enced by Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger, but diverges from them in
crucial respects. Unlike Hegel, Levinas’s dialectic leads not to the
comprehensive totality of the ‘absolute’, but towards ‘alterity’ or
otherness. To this end, Levinas also dissociates phenomenology from
any remaining Husserlian infatuation with the transcendental subject.
Even Heidegger’s ontological overcoming of subjective consciousness
for the sake of a greater ‘attentiveness to Being’ is left behind. It is
Western philosophy’s very insistence on the primacy of epistemology
and ontology, on ‘knowledge and understanding’ or on ‘being and
truth’, which must be abandoned in the face of the fundamental
primacy of the ethical. In Richard Cohen’s words: ‘[A]lterity must be
acknowledged in terms of what surpasses understanding absolutely,
what is superior to the horizons of being and the truth of being, what
exceeds or precedes the beginning of philosophy: the surplus or excel-
lence of ethical command and the infinite responsibilities it calls
forth.?’

In the process, the ‘existent’ or subject must be radically decentred:
‘[Tlhe I is first for-the-other before the very firstness of its being for-
itself.”?® The ‘radical passivity’ of the good will is referred to a ‘Desire’
which ‘has its center outside of itself’.? The subject only comes into
existence as always already responsible to otherness. As Bauman puts
it: ‘I become responsible while I constitute myself into a subject.
Becoming responsible is the constitution of me as a subject.”*® Levinas
also draws deeply on religious texts, particularly those of Judaism,
in order to develop his views. In a phrase derived from the Old Testa-
ment — and in obvious contrast to Descartes’s privileging of con-
sciousness with his ‘I think, therefore I am’ — the ‘Here I am!’ founds
the self as ‘subjectum, subjectivity as substitution and expiation for
the other’.>® The active, heroic will favoured by existentialism and
even the earlier Heidegger is replaced by a passive will, which declares
its availability for the ethical demands of the other. Although, like
both Heidegger and Gadamer, Levinas’s later work attends increas-
ingly to the nature of language, it is the ambiguous, open expression
of the ‘saying’ rather than the ‘coherent language’ and ‘contaminated’
logic of the ‘said’ that is celebrated.’” Saying speaks ‘the hyperbolic
passivity of giving, which is prior to all willing and thematization’.*
It allows a responsibility for the other, which is lost once the ‘logo-
centric’ certainties of the ‘said’ take over: ‘Saying opens me to the
other before saying what is said, before the said uttered in this sincer-
ity forms a screen between me and the other.”**

Language, albeit in a very different sense, is at the heart of another
important source of anti-humanist thought. The ‘structural
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linguistics” of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) has been the main
inspiration for the approach known as structuralism.” Like Gadamer,
Saussure focuses on language rather than the speaking or interpreting
subject. The challenge to the conventional view of the relationship
between subject and language is already evident in Saussure’s primary
distinction between ‘language’ (langue) and ‘speech’ (parole). It seems
obvious to Saussure that language exists as a system of signs (words
and meanings) independently of the particular ‘speech acts’ of indi-
vidual speaking subjects. The latter are instances of parole in the
sense of the ‘actual speech, the speech acts which are made possible
by the language’.* Speakers can only say or mean something with
the help of a language, which already exists before they speak. By
implication, the meaning of language cannot be accounted for in the
subjective terms of either phenomenology or psychology. Meaning
cannot depend on the subject’s conscious acts of intending or meaning,
as phenomenology suggests, any more than it can be understood as
the product of some kind of psychological or mental association
between sign and meaning.

A second important step towards structuralism results from Sau-
ssure’s argument for a ‘synchronic’ rather than a ‘diachronic’ approach
to language.”’ The study of language must break radically with dia-
chronic approaches, which study the changes undergone by language
over time. Thus classical philology traces the meaning and phonetic
character of words in contemporary languages to their roots in earlier
ones. But diachronic accounts can never really explain how a lan-
guage works. After all, even if the etymological roots of a word can
be traced, nothing guarantees that the word has not radically changed
meaning in the meantime. In any case, we need to establish the
meaning of the root word itself, and we cannot refer this to its ety-
mology without falling into a vicious regress. However interesting
may be the findings of philology, language must ultimately be
explained synchronically. In other words, the meaning and function-
ing of language depend on facts about an existing system of signs
and meanings rather than on any genetic or developmental story
about the origins of this system.

But if meanings are neither inherited from the past nor the creation
of intending subjects, how are they to be explained? In Saussure’s
terms, an explanation of the meaning of a sign must provide an
account of the relationship between the ‘signifier’ — the word or sign
considered as a particular sound or set of written characters — and
its ‘signified” — the meaning or concept the signifier represents. Cru-
cially for Saussure, this relationship does not reflect any intrinsic or
essential quality of the signifier, as if meaning were the property of
an nnderlvine linonictic enhetance. The mere existence of different
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languages proves that the relationship between signifier and signified
must be an arbitrary one. Only onomatopoeic words such as ‘splash’
or ‘quack’, which sound like the thing to which they refer, are not
clearly arbitrary in this way.® According to Saussure, what gives
particular words their meaning is the language as a whole, considered
as a structured system of elements. Meaning depends on the differ-
ential relations or contrasts between elements, which in the case of
language are signs: ‘Since the sign has no necessary core which must
persist, it must be defined as a relational entity, in its relations to
other signs.”* The meaning of a term like ‘blue’, for example, depends
on the particular colour contrasts that the language allows: blue is
whatever is not green or red or yellow, and so on. Significantly, dif-
ferent languages embody different conceptual distinctions, which
may involve more or less refined gradations of meaning and may even
draw conceptual boundaries in different places.

One obvious result of this account is that translation between
languages is always imperfect, as there can be no guarantee of a one-
to-one correlation between their elements. It also implies that the
acquisition of language involves, above all, mastery of the particular
system of distinctions and contrasts that it comprises. A child first
learns to speak ot by learning the meanings of more and more words
as discrete entities, but rather by making basic distinctions between
words for mother and father, self and other, good and bad, proceed-
ing to ever more refined distinctions. From this structuralist perspec-
tive, the only essential property of any language or code (the only
thing that is not arbitrary from the point of view of the linguist) is
the fact that it consists of a number of distinguishable and differen-
tially related elements. In principle, there is no difference or priority
between spoken and written languages or between these and the
‘signed’ languages used mainly by deaf people. A structuralist account
of meaning also helps to explain how an apparently abstract medium
such as music can have meaning, since music can also be understood
as a system of differentially related elements. Overall, the structural
analysis of meaning reinforces the anti-humanist implications of Sau-
ssurean linguistics, because meaning can no longer be attributed to
individual speaking subjects. Speakers are only able to mean some-
thing with their words thanks to the pre-existing system of linguistic
and semantic oppositions embodied in language.

Structuralism is, in effect, the result of extending Saussure’s struc-
tural method and the associated critique of the subject and humanism
to the entire field of the human sciences. With his project of a general
semiotics or theory of the sign, Saussure had himself anticipated an
extension of that kind. Developments in mathematics, logic, biology
and psychology — associated with the group of mathematicians known
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as Bourbaki, Claude Bernard and Waddington in biology and Gestalt
psychologists — lent support to structuralism.*’ By the 1960s an array
of approaches in the social and human sciences argued that social
and cultural phenomena should be treated neither as the intentional
products of human subjects nor as the unintentional by-products of
history, but rather as structured systems of elements with specific and
irreducible rules of combination and transformation. By abstracting
from everything subjective (from the conscious self and its intentions
or acts of meaning), structuralists also hoped to demonstrate the
strictly scientific nature of their enterprise. As Dreyfus and Rabinow
put it: ‘Structuralists attempt to treat human activity scientifically by
finding basic elements (concepts, actions, classes of words) and the
rules or laws by which they are combined.”! On the other hand,
structuralists distanced themselves from the reductively atomistic,
analytical approach of the dominant tradition of science, emphasizing
instead the distinctive properties of systems as wholes, which are
more than the sum of their parts. Structuralism is also a species of
holism.*

Pgrhaps most famously, the structural anthropology of Claude
Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009), probably the most persistent, austere and
unashamed advocate of structuralism, influenced a generation of
social scientists. Lévi-Strauss certainly acknowledged his debt to Sau-
ssure as well as to Roman Jakobson.” Lévi-Strauss also suggests a
link with Freud, when he claims that ‘anthropology draws its origi-
nality from the unconscious nature of collective phenomena’.** Like
the rules of a language, patterns of social organization are typically
reproduced from one generation to another without being either
consciously understood or deliberately chosen. Accordingly, society,
ll.ke language, cannot be understood by simply examining the inten-
tions or actions of individual social agents. Again like Saussure, Lévi-
Strauss’s approach is synchronic rather than diachronic. Social and
cultural forms are not explained in terms of their origin or genesis,
a method which only pushes the problem of explanation one step
further back. Rather, each element is explained in terms of its posi-
tion within the overall system of society as it exists at any one time.
The various dimensions of social life (including kinship systems,
mythology and rituals) are understood as structured systems of ele-
ments with their own distinctive and irreducible rules of combination
and transformation. Lévi-Strauss adapts Jakobson’s phonological
model of binary oppositions between discrete sounds or ‘phonemes’,
analyging mythology as a structured system of ‘mythemes’. Similarly,
totemism is understood as a sophisticated set of isomorphisms
between the structures of the natural and the human world, whereby
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classifications of animal or plant life correspond to a parallel ordering
of human kinship relations.** More dubiously, Lévi-Strauss combines
his structuralist methodology with the universalist claim that there is
a ‘fundamental unity of all cultures’. In other words, he supposes that
the diversity of structures found in human societies and cultures can
be shown to derive from a single underlying structure (or structure
of structures) common to humanity as a whole. Implicitly, such an
underlying structure must depend on a conception of shared human
nature, albeit a nature that determines how rather than what people
think.*

Another influential example of structuralist and anti-humanist
theory was the Marxism of Louis Althusser (1918-90).*” Structural-
ist Marxism was exciting to many, because it promised to apply the
apparently ahistorical, synchronic categories of structuralism, which
has often been accused of eliding the dimension of history alto-
gether, to an explicitly and irreducibly historical body of theory. It
also seemed to offer a more scientific alternative to historicism and
idealism, which had dominated French intellectual life since the
revival of interest in Hegel from the 1930s.* Certainly, contempo-
rary capitalist society was readily susceptible to structuralist analy-
sis. After all, Marxism was always an explicitly holistic theoretical
approach. Society cannot be understood in the reductive atomistic
terms of bourgeois social science, but only according to the dialec-
tical categories of historical materialism, for which society is, in
Lukdacs’s terms, a ‘totality’.*’ Althusser’s account of the structural
relations between relatively autonomous state and non-state ‘appa-
ratuses’, therefore, is compatible with the spirit of Marx’s original
theory (though some would claim that it does not add very much
either). More radically, Althusser argues that the historical dimen-
sion of Marx’s theory can be subjected to a similarly structuralist
analysis. All that is required are ‘diachronic’ rules of transformation
to supplement the ‘synchronic’ rules of combination that govern the
structural elements of society at any one time. Once applied, these
rules of transformation reveal history as a series of ‘ruptures’ or
discontinuous transformations from one structured whole to the
next. In similar terms he provides an account of Marx’s own intel-
lectual development, identifying a fundamental break between his
earlier ‘pre-scientific’ writings, which are still infected with essentia-
lism and humanism, and the mature and fully scientific achievement
of Capital.

Although his immediate adversaries were uncritical followers of
the French Communist Party’s line, Althusser’s interpretation of Marx
is also directed against Sartre’s attempt to combine the insights of
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existentialism and Marxism. Equally clearly, it is diametrically
opposed to the Marxism of the Frankfurt School too. For those
unashamed ‘humanists’, it is precisely the scientific pretensions of the
later economic writings that prepare the ground for the positivist
and Stalinist degeneration of Marxism. By contrast, Althusser sees
Stalinism as a kind of humanism. He describes socialist humanism as
an ideological formation that reflects problems unresolved during the
Stalinist period in the Soviet Union, just as eighteenth-century bour-
geois humanism ‘was the visible counterpart to a shadowy inhuman-
ity’.or, in other words, to capitalism.’® On the other hand, Althusser’s
anti-humanist Marxism raises a problem often attributed to structur-
alist apalyses, namely how to account for political practice without
resorting to some notion of the subject. Revolutionary political prac-
tice apparently depends on the deliberate choices of actual historical
agents. But an account of history as the rule-governed transformation
of impersonal social structures seems hostile to, or at least uninforma-
tive about, deliberate human practice of that kind. As a result, it is
not clear in the end whether structuralism leaves much room for
politics.’ The problem is even more pressing when the strictly struc-
tural transformations of the capitalist system no longer point in
the direction of communism. The problem of accounting for

political agency will recur in later incarnations of structuralism and
poststructuralism.

Foucault’s genealogy of the subject

Michc;l Foucault (1926-84) is responsible for one of the most pro-
vocative recent contributions to the anti-humanist critique of the
subject.’* Such has been his influence in the areas of social and politi-
c_al theory and philosophy that it has even been suggested that we are
living in the century of Foucault.’® His critique of the subject is par-
ticularly radical for a number of reasons. In the first place, he accepts
the critical implications of the decentring of the subject effected by
both the Marxist theory of ideology and Freudian psychoanalysis,
which unmask the subject as the formed and deformed product of
social and psychological conditions. But secondly, like theorists of
both radical hermeneutics and structuralism, Foucault does not enter-
tain any hopes of eventually recovering the lost transparency of
the subject at a higher level or a later stage, in the way that both
psychoanalysis and Marxism appear to do. It is necessary to break
irrevocably with the humanist conception of the subject. Further-
more, Foucault’s anti-humanism - like that of Althusser, one of
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Foucault’s teachers at the Ecole normale supérieure in Paris — is
explicitly political. According to one of his many programmatic state-
ments, the objective of his work ‘has been to create a history of the
different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made
subjects’.** The play on the ambiguity of ‘subject” here reflects his
concern, influenced by Althusser’s Marxist critique of the bourgeois
subject of humanism, to explore, on the one hand, the links between
the philosophical subject of modern epistemology and political indi-
vidualism and, on the other, ‘subjection’ to authority or power.
Humanist faith in the subject is no longer merely a sign of philosophi-
cal credulity or epistemological laxity, but, rather, a politically suspect
manifestation of modernity. Finally, though, as Foucault’s statement
also implies, he proposes not so much to dispense altogether with the
subject as to provide an historical account of its emergence. His anti-
humanist critique denies the subject its privileged moral and episte-
mological status only to place it near the centre of his thought — even
if it is sometimes an absent centre. The subject is no longer a premise
but still a prime object of analysis. |

Foucault regards the subject as a kind of umbilical cord, entangling
modern philosophy and the human sciences from their inception. In
The Order of Things (1966) he discusses the problematic relationship
of modern epistemology and the human sciences after Descartes. He
is particularly interested in the intellectual transformation that sets
the scene for their subsequent symbiotic development. It is most
clearly expressed in Kant’s transcendental philosophy which, in order
to secure the subject as the absolute condition of all knowledge and
action, extracts it from the contingencies of nature and history. The
failure of this ruse, the recognition that the subject is a finite historical
entity, leaves epistemology with a seemingly insoluble problem. If
knowledge is based on a finite or contingent subject, then the condi-
tions of knowledge are neither timeless nor universal, and anything
like absolute truth is unattainable. This predicament, an aspect of
what he calls the ‘analytic of finitude’, also has serious implications
for the ‘human sciences’, which are implicated in the epistemological
conundrum of modern philosophy from the beginning. To ground
knowledge in humanity, as the subject of knowledge, makes ‘man’
both subject and object of his own knowledge. In Dreyfus and
Rabinow’s words:

Man, who was once himself a being among others, now is a subject among
objects. But Man is not only a subject among objects, he soon realizes
that what he is seeking to understand is not only the objects of the world

but himself. Man becomes the subject and the object of his own
55
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Foucault describes the contorted responses of modern philosophy to
this problem (some of which should by now be familiar, albeit in
slightly different terms). The reductive naturalism of positivism bra-
zenly refuses to be troubled by the fact that knowledge is founded
on a contingent being, and simply adds the empirical study of ‘man’
to its agenda. For the historical eschatologies of Hegel and Marx,
absolute truth eventually arrives with the closure of the dialectic or
the arrival of communism. But Foucault is dissatisfied with all of
these solutions.

Foucault was, however, variously attracted to structuralism,
hermeneutics and phenomenology as promising attempts to evade
the interrelated problems of the modern philosophy of the subject
and the human sciences. But he soon rejects both phenomenology
and structuralism as unwitting accomplices in the subjection of the
modern subject. We have already touched upon the basic ambiguity
in the notion of subject. Foucault identifies both senses with sub-
jugation and power: ‘“There are two meanings of the word subject:
subject to someone else by control and dependence, and ties to his
own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings
suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes subject to.”*
The two meanings of subject correspond to complementary pro-
cesses of ‘objectification’ and ‘subjectification’. In the end, struc-
turalism, like positivism, avoids the Kantian dilemma only by
treating human beings as mere objects; it is a symptom of the
objectifying tendencies of rationalism and modernity which have
constructed modern individuals as objects amenable to power and
authority. But hermeneutic practices are implicated in the construc-
tion of the modern subject in a complementary way. Both the
Catholic confessional and Freudian psychoanalysis are significant
examples of the role played by practices of interpretation in the
emergence of contemporary subjects prepared to take responsibility
for their own subjection to authority and order.”” Where structural-
ism is involved in the constitution of the subject as object, phe-
nomenology and hermeneutics are involved in its constitution as
subject.

Foucault’s eventual ‘overcoming’ of both phenomenology and
structuralism only becomes clear with his return to something like a
political perspective on modern society and, with it, the centrality of
the concept of power. After brief membership of the French Com-
munist Party in the 1950s, Foucault’s work had, after History of
Madness (Folie et déraison) and The Birth of the Clinic (Naissance
de la clinique), seemed almost idealist in its exclusive concern with
discourse and in the virtual absence of any concept of power.’® When
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he returns to a more ‘materialist’ approach, it is, however, in terms
of Nietzsche rather than Marx. In fact, Marxist philosophies of
history become one of the main targets. Foucault is Nietzschean
above all in his conviction that power and knowledge are really two
sides of the same coin. ‘[Plower and knowledge directly imply one
another’ and, as a result, he sometimes even speaks of ‘power/knowl-
edge’ as an indivisible amalgam.*® On the one hand, as with Nietzsche,
the will to truth is just one manifestation of an underlying will to
power. Our claims to objective knowledge or absolute truth are at
best illusions. Knowledge is always the relative and questionable
expression of a particular constellation of relations of power or force.
On the other hand, ‘the exercise of power is accompanied or paral-
leled by the production of apparatuses of knowledge’.*® The exercise
of power requires knowledge. In Smart’s words: ‘[K]nowledge is not
neutral or objective but rather is a product of power relations. In
other words knowledge is political in the sense that its conditions of
existence or possibility include power relations.”’ The symbiotic
relationship between power and knowledge is, as we shall see, at the
heart of Foucault’s account of the parallel emergence in modern
societies of the human sciences as ‘disciplines’ with scientific preten-
sions and what he calls ‘disciplinary power’.

The challenge to the Enlightenment’s faith in the emancipatory
potential of reason, regarded as a reliable instrument for the attain-
ment of universally valid and useful knowledge, is reinforced by a
similarly sceptical understanding of history. Foucault is inspired by
Nietzsche’s project of ‘genealogy’, which renounces the credulous
faith in history as progress and traces specific institutions and forms
of discourse to ‘naked struggles of power’ instead. History should
not be understood teleologically as humanity’s progress towards
some foreordained goal, whether this is conceived as freedom and
happiness or the classless society. Genealogy is also hostile to any
attribution of historical continuity, an attitude that helps to explain
Foucault’s early attraction to structuralism. Already in the Archaeol-
ogy of Knowledge Foucault conceives history according to ‘categories
of discontinuity and difference, the notions of threshold, rupture and
transformation, the description of series and limits’ as against notions
of continuity, tradition, influence, development or evolution.®* Gene-
alogical history should ‘record the singularity of events outside of any
monotonous finality’; it must ‘maintain passing events in their proper
dispersion’.® It is Nietzschean will to power rather than any ultimate
purpose which lies behind the confusion of historical change. This
confusion is not to be wished away or outwitted by a philosophy of
history.
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With Foucault’s return to Nietzsche, the concept of power is
plaqed at the centre of his analysis, and it is important for him to
avoid any misunderstanding of its nature. He contests a number of
common assumptions that, in his view, tend to blind us to the mul-
tifarious manifestations and devious stratagems of power. In the first
place, we should not be limited by a ‘juridical’ view, which sees power
only in the negative, prohibitive functions of a repressive state appa-
ratus, law and the police. This view is rendered obsolete by the
increasingly positive and productive deployment of power in modern
society. Other aspects of the juridical view obscure the nature of this
dgployment. Power is seen as something that is possessed and con-
sciously exercised by an agent or group of agents over others in order
to further its own interests. But power is not a thing that can be pos-
sessed or owned in the way such models require. Foucault is unwilling
to reify power in this way, preferring to speak of ‘power relation’
rather than ‘power’ in order to emphasize that power is not a thing
but a mode of interaction: ‘Power exists only when it is put into
action.";‘4 Nor can power relations be traced to a single underlying
mechanism or source such as capitalism or the ruling class. Power
constitutes a much broader and more diffuse field than such theories
imply. Nor, finally, is it correct to assume that power always involves
straightforwardly ‘binary’ or ‘top-down’ relations. Power is not ‘a
property located at the summit of the social order employed in a
descending direction over and throughout the entire social domain’.’
Relationships of domination exercised by one group over another
(for example, by the bourgeoisie over the proletariat or by men over
women) are predicated on more finely grained and multidirectional
relations of power and resistance at the ‘micro-level’ of society.
Accordingly, social explanation should give priority to this micro-
level. In Alan Sheridan’s words: ‘It is a matter of examining how the
techniques and procedures of power operating routinely at the level
of everyday life have been appropriated or engaged by more general
power or economic interests rather than the converse.*®

Foucault’s more constructive remarks about the emergence of
novel forms of power in Western societies illuminate these rather
abstract critical points. He is particularly interested in what he calls
the ‘threshold of modernity’: the transition from the ‘classical age’ of
the seventeenth century to the ‘modern world’ inaugurated with the
French Revolution of 1789.%” Characteristic of this period is a double
operation of power, by which the ‘repressive hypothesis’ implicit in
the ]u}‘ldical conception of power as exclusively prohibitive diverts
attention from power’s more productive activities. This is significant,
because to the extent that we are unaware of these activities, we are

r
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less able to resist them: ‘Power as a pure limit set on freedom, is, at
least in our society, the general form of its acceptability.’®® The repres-
sive hypothesis is increasingly functional to the operations of power,
as the more exclusively repressive, ‘classical’ mode of government,
symbolized in the sovereign’s ‘power of life and death’ over the
subject, is gradually replaced by the productive management of indi-
viduals and peoples, which Foucault calls ‘bio-power’. Regimes [
become ‘managers of life and survival, of bodies and the race’
‘[W]hat might be called a society’s “threshold of modernity” has been
reached when the life of the species is wagered on its own political
strategies.”®® The rise of bio-power is also associated with the spread
of racist theories in the nineteenth century.”

The deployment of bio-power involves a series of transformations
in the nature of what Foucault calls ‘governmentality’. This term
refers to an increasingly autonomous ‘governmental rationality’,
developed since the Renaissance alongside the narrower raison d’état
first clearly expressed in Machiavelli’s The Prince.”! An important
contribution to the emergence of distinctively modern forms of gov-
ernmentality is made by a number of discourses on the ‘science of
police’ or ‘policy’, written from the seventeenth century onwards.
Although ‘police’ and ‘policing’ are now words normally associated
with the straightforwardly repressive functions of the state, Foucault
reminds us of their originally much broader meaning. Early discus-
sions of policing concerned a lot more than law and order in the
contemporary sense. They dealt with nothing less than the welfare of
the population as a whole, and so helped to formulate a distinctively
‘pastoral’ conception of power. The centralizing and bureaucratizing
tendencies of modern societies have often been highlighted, for
example by Weber and theorists associated with the Frankfurt School.
However, for Foucault what is particularly novel about pastoral
power is its attention not just to the state of the community as a
whole, but to each individual in particular and in detail throughout
the course of his or her life.”? Pastoral power’s ‘individualizing’ atten-
tion is inspired by the example of the Catholic Church, which,
through the confessional and other techniques, develops ‘a knowl-
edge of the conscience and an ability to direct it’.”> Adapting
such techniques, modern states apply a similarly pastoral, and
similarly intrusive, attention to the health, wealth and welfare of their
populations.”

As Foucault’s conception of ‘power/knowledge’ would lead us to
expect, the rise of pastoral power fosters a new knowledge of ‘man’.
It is no surprise, then, that the threshold of modernity also sees the
emergence of a number of new disciplines within the humanities and
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social sciences. These ‘human sciences’ are essentially of two kinds,
corresponding to the dual focus of the pastoral state on the popula-
tion as a whole and on the individuals who make it up. They involve
‘th development of knowledge of man around two poles: one globa-
lizing and quantitative, concerning the population; the other analyti-
cal, concerning the individual’.”” In the first place, there are the
glgbalizing, statistical disciplines of economics, demography, epide-
miology and eventually sociology.” Typically, these describe general
!aws governing the normal behaviour of the population as a whole;
in fact, they give rise to the notions of population and normality as
we understand them. These disciplines enhance the state’s ability to
control and care for the health of its population, to ensure adequate
human resources for its military activities, to promote economic
growth and so on. But pastoral power also requires detailed and
systematic knowledge of individuals and, consequently, a radical
break with the Aristotelian view of knowledge as exclusively con-
cerned with the generalities of genus and species. The more individu-
alizing disciplines of medicine, psychiatry, psychoanalysis and
education study individuals in all their potential eccentricity. Thus,
in Discipline and Punish, Foucault describes how, with the emergence
of the modern prison, ‘a specific mode of subjection was able to give
birth to man as an object of knowledge for a discourse with a “sci-
entific” status’.”” Similarly, the clinic and the asylum were sites for
the development of modern medicine and psychiatry.”

As these examples suggest, though, pastoral power is not purely a
matter of knowledge but involves, in addition, a range of unmistak-
ably material practices and interventions. These take two principal
forms: the global ‘regulatory controls’ of a “bio-politics of the popula-
tion’ and an individualizing “discipline’ or ‘anatomo-politics of the
body’. It is the latter modality of pastoral power that is most interest-
ing and distinctively modern. Alongside the emergence of the human
sciences there is an unprecedented expansion of disciplinary practices,
deployed by both state and non-state institutions (in some cases initi-
ated variously by ‘do-gooders’, reformers, helpful doctors or con-
cerned'arlstocrats). Disciplinary power is directed primarily at the
body; it is designed to produce ‘subjected and practised bodies,
“docile” bodies’.” But at the same time it aims for psychological
effects. In Smart’s words: ‘[Dliscipline is a power which infiltrates the
very body and psyche of the individual, which . . . transforms the life
and time of the individual into labour-power, that property essential
to the capitalist mode of production.”® A variety of techniques are
develgped to this end, including detailed schedules and timetables,
exercises and training, examinations, report-keeping, isolation of
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inmates and so on. Emblematic of such practices is Bentham’s ‘pan-

opticon’, which Foucault describes as an ‘architectural figure’ of

disciplinary power. Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) designed a prison

building with individual cells radiating from a central observation

point, ensuring the permanent visibility of the inmates to the warder

but their complete invisibility to one another. In Foucault’s words,

the panopticon is a way of ‘arranging spatial unities’ in order ‘to

induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility

that assures the automatic functioning of power’.?! As this example

also makes clear, in the modern period there is a ‘reversal of visibility”
between sovereign and subject. The focus of attention is no longer

the sovereign but the humble individual, who is the object of an ever

intensifying surveillance. Similar disciplinary techniques are devel-

oped in a range of ‘carceral’ institutions modelled on the prison (in |
schools, hospitals, asylums, factories and barracks), all concerned

with ‘increasing the utility of individuals’.*> These characteristically

modern institutions are not so much humane products of a more

enlightened and rational age as more efficient and more intrusive

instruments of an expansive power.

The constitution of the subject as an object of disciplinary practices
and objectifying disciplines is, however, only half the story. Of equal
significance for the genealogy of modern subjectivity is a parallel
series of processes, constituting the individual subject as subject. Thus
Foucault’s history of sexuality traces the emergence of a series of
discourses and practices that are designed to make the subject more
reliably and extensively responsible for itself. The explosion of dis-
courses on sexuality in the nineteenth century, with their minute
attention to the details of ‘perverse’ sexual variations from the norm,
is related to the emergent bio-politics of population, but it also con-
tributes to the more intimate constitution of the subject as subject.
Important episodes in this story are the Catholic confessional, Freud-
ian psychoanalysis and the promotion of ‘sexuality’ from a relatively
unimportant fact about bodies to something decisive for the indi-
vidual’s sense of identity.®?> Foucault’s analysis implies a critique of
the ‘depth hermeneutics’ practised in different ways in both psycho-
analysis and the confession. The deep truths about the mind or the
soul which these practices of patient interrogation are supposed to
uncover really function as instances of power. Far from uncovering
some hidden meaning or truth, they inscribe in the subject ‘truths’
they themselves produce. In the process, the subject is enticed into
assuming responsibility for more and more regions of its life.

Foucault’s account of power has radical implications for political
theory and practice. In particular, it undermines any ‘totalizing
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theory’ which, like Marxism, seeks to unify the diversity of social
and historical events within a single explanatory framework. To
theorize the complex field of relations of power as an organized
totality is a strategy which, even in the hands of critical intellectuals
or socialist militants, inevitably contributes to the reproduction of
domination. As the experience of bureaucratic state socialism dem-
onstrates, rulers rely on totalizing theories in order to legitimate
their authority and exercise power more effectively. Foucault, in
For}versation with his colleague and friend Gilles Deleuze (1925-95),
intimates a less authoritarian role for theory.® Just as relations of
power are complex and dispersed, so resistance should be multicen-
tred and diverse. The multiplicity of power relations requires an
equally multifarious resistance to instances of power, which can

nongtheless be conceived as interconnected or as a network. In
Sheridan’s words:

Because ‘power’ is multiple and ubiquitous, the struggle against it must be
localized. Equally, however, because it is a network and not a collection
of isolated points, each localized struggle induces effects on the entire
netwqu. Struggle cannot be totalized — a single, centralized, hierarchized
orggnlzation setting out to seize a single, centralized, hierarchized power;
but it can be serial, that is, in terms of horizontal links between one point
of struggle and another.**

Similarly, social and political theory should be a ‘local and regional
practice’. Rather than a single ‘master’ theory, there should be a
p!urallty of theories engaging with power at different points and to
different ends. The proper stance of the intellectual is also revised:

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’, ‘conscious-
ness’, and ‘discourse’.’

Intellectuals should not put themselves forward as representatives of
Fhe_people or vanguard of the proletariat. They should avoid ‘the
xpdlgnity of speaking for others’.®” Foucault’s recasting of the rela-
tionship between theory and practice finds considerable resonance in
the politics of contemporary (or sometimes ‘new’) social movements,
with their emphasis on difference, diversity and autonomous
organization.?®

In fact, Foucault’s account of the emergence of modern forms
of power and governmental rationality has analogies both with
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Weber’s account of the irreversible rationalization of society and with
the Frankfurt School’s pessimistic narrative of the fateful ‘dialectic
of Enlightenment’. Although Foucault has acknowledged these simi-
larities, his overriding aim is not so much to invoke ‘the progress of
rationalization in general’ as ‘to analyze such a process in several
fields’.*” His concentration on the actual mechanisms and techniques
of power, his emphasis on the individualizing manifestations of pas-
toral power and suspicion of hermeneutics as complicit in the con-
stitution of subjugated subjects as subjects are all distinctive features
of his analysis. His Nietzschean anti-humanism also makes him much
more consistently sceptical of the value of rationality than second-
generation Frankfurt School theorist Jiirgen Habermas, who accuses
Foucault of promoting a disabling moral relativism and even nihil-
ism.” His account of power has been taken to imply ‘the equivalence
of power with sociality itself’, a view that would render resistance to
power impossible and, since no alternative to power is imaginable,
unnecessary.” On the other hand, Foucault also appeals to the nor-
mative force of something close to Habermas’s model of idealized
dialogue. The distinction between dialogue and polemic, for example,
is one on which ‘a whole morality is at stake, the morality that con-
cerns the search for the truth and the relation to the other’. In dia-
logue ‘the rights of each person are in some sense immanent in the
discussion’. The polemicist, by contrast, ‘proceeds encased in privi-
leges that he possesses in advance and will never agree to question’.”
Certainly, Foucault’s Nietzschean suspicion of transcendental guar-
antees for morality and truth does not mean that he regards all values
as redundant or simply equivalent. Undoubtedly, both in theory and
in life, Foucault was politically engaged; he was not without moral
convictions. Whether Foucault’s sceptical assumptions entitled him
to those convictions remains controversial.

Derrida’s deconstruction of Western metaphysics

And philosophy is perhaps the reassurance given against the anguish of
being mad at the point of greatest proximity to madness.”

Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), following the structuralist path from
meaning to sign, from the subject of speech to the anonymous system
of language and beyond, carries anti-humanism to the heart of phi-
losophy and metaphysics. His considerable influence on the philo-
sophical scene dates from the publication of three of his major works



