FOUCAULT
SITUDIES

\
- \.
gg@nssi\_

¥20g Joquieydes

\,

SPECIAL ISSUE — Foucault's Legacy in Contemporary
Thinking: Forty Years Later (1984-2024) — Special issue
editors Valentina Antoniol and Stefano Marino



FOUCAULT
STUDIES

© Sverre Raffnsge & Daniele Lorenzini, Alain Beaulieu, Niki Kasumi Clements, Bregham Dalgliesh,
Knut Ove Eliassen, Verena Erlenbusch-Anderson, Alex Feldman, Marius Gudmand-Heyer,

Thomas Gotselius, Robert Harvey, Robin Holt, Leonard Richard Lawlor, Hernan Camilo

Pulido Martinez, Giovanni Mascaretti, Edward McGushin, Richard Niesche, Clare O’Farrell,
Johanna Oksala, Mark Olssen, Rodrigo Castro Orellana, Eva Bendix Petersen, Alan Rosenberg,
Annika Skoglund, Dianna Taylor, Thomas Lin, Mathias Mollerup Jergensen & Rachel Raffnsge 2024
ISSN: 1832-5203

DOIL: https://doi.org/10.22439/fs.i36.7214

Foucault Studies, No. 36, i-iv, September 2024

EDITORIAL

Sverre Raffnsge & Daniele Lorenzini, Alain Beaulieu, Niki Kasumi Clements, Bregham Dal-
gliesh, Knut Ove Eliassen, Verena Erlenbusch-Anderson, Alex Feldman, Marius Gudmand-
Hoyer, Thomas Goétselius, Robert Harvey, Robin Holt, Leonard Richard Lawlor, Hernan
Camilo Pulido Martinez, Giovanni Mascaretti, Edward McGushin, Richard Niesche, Clare
O’Farrell, Johanna Oksala, Mark Olssen, Rodrigo Castro Orellana, Eva Bendix Petersen, Alan
Rosenberg, Annika Skoglund, Dianna Taylor, Thomas Lin, Mathias Mollerup Jorgensen &
Rachel Raffnsge 2024.

The editorial team is most pleased to publish this extensive issue of Foucault Studies in the year
that marks the fortieth anniversary of Foucault’s death. The issue contains a special issue en-
titled Foucault’s Legacy in Contemporary Thinking: Forty Years Later (1984-2024), which com-
prises an introduction and eighteen articles, as well as two original articles.

SPECIAL ISSUE: FOUCAULT’S LEGACY IN CONTEMPORARY THINKING

Edited by Valentina Antoniol (University of Bari Aldo Moro, Italy) and Stefano Marino (Uni-
versity of Bologna, Italy), the special issue contains an introduction and the following articles
ordered in two main parts.

The articles published in part one of the special issue are: André Duarte & Maria Rita De
Assis César (both Federal University of Parana, Brazil): “On Foucault’s Legacy: Governmen-
tality, Critique and Subjectivation as Conceptual Tools for Understanding Neoliberalism”;
Martin Saar (Institut fiir Sozialforschung, Germany) & Frieder Vogelmann (University of Frei-
burg, Germany): “Thinking and Unthinking the Present: Philosophy after Foucault”; Orazio
Irrera (Université Paris VIII Vincennes — Saint-Denis): “The Actualité of Philosophy and its
History: Michel Foucault’s Legacy on a Philosophy of the Present”; Didier Bigo (SciencesPo
Paris, France): “The Future Perfect of Suspicion and Prediction as a Dispositive of Security
Today? The Legacy of Foucault (1977)”; Valentina Antoniol (University of Bari Aldo Moro,
Italy): “Who, in Our Present, Might the Pierre Riviéres Be? Political Subjectivation and the
Construction of a Collective “We’”; Manlio Iofrida (University of Bologna, Italy): “Foucault
and Ecology”; Richard Shusterman (Florida Atlantic University): “Foucault and Somaesthet-
ics: Variations on the Art of Living”; Stefano Marino (University of Bologna, Italy):
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“Overcoming ‘the Penetration Model’: Rethinking Sexuality with Foucault, Shusterman, and
Contemporary Feminism”; Adam Geczy (University of Sydney, Australia) & Vicki Karaminas
(Massey University, New Zealand): “Power + Fashion”.

The articles published in part two are: Silvia Capodivacca & Gabriele Giacomini (both Uni-
versity of Udine, Italy): “Discipline and Power in the Digital Age: Critical Reflections from
Foucault’s Thought”; Attasit Sittidumrong (Walailak University, Thailand): “Untruth as the
New Democratic Ethos: Reading Michel Foucault’s Interpretation of Diogenes of Sinope’s
True Life in the Time of Post-Truth Politics”; Dusan Marinkovi¢ & Dusan Risti¢ (both Univer-
sity of Novi Sad, Serbia): “Gaze and Norm: Foucault’s Legacy in Sociology”; Kaspar Villadsen
(Copenhagen Business School, Denmark): ““The Subject and Power’ — Four Decades Later:
Tracing Foucault’s Evolving Concept of Subjectivation”; Lucile Richard (University of Basel,
Switzerland): “Pastoral Power, Sovereign Carelessness, and the Social Divisions of Care Work
or: What Foucault Can Teach Us about the ‘Crisis of Care’”; Alessandro Volpi (University of
Salerno, Italy) & Alessio Porrino (University Vita-Salute San Raffaele, Italy): “History, Mar-
kets and Revolutions: Reviewing Foucault’s Contribution to the Analysis of Political Tempo-
rality”; Rodolpho Venturini (The Federal University of Minas Gerais, Brazil): “A Critic on the
Other Side of the Rhine? On the Appropriations of Foucault's Political Thought by the Heirs
of the Frankfurt School”; Enrico Redaelli (University of Verona, Italy): “Genealogy as an Ethic
of Self-Determination: Husserl and Foucault”; Lotar Rasinski (University of Lower Silesia, Po-
land): “Foucault and Wittgenstein: Practical Critique and Democratic Politics”.

Delighted to publish these articles, the editors of Foucault Studies are most grateful to Val-
entina Antoniol and Stefano Marino for editing this important special issue in the most timely
and thorough way. The focus of the special issue as well as the content of the individual con-
tributions to the special issue are described in the introduction to the special issue, written by
its editors.

ORIGINAL ARTICLES

Oliver Roberts-Garratt (University of Exeter, United Kingdom) is the author of the first origi-
nal article: “Foucault’s Hegel Thesis: The ‘“Tragic Destiny” of Life and the ‘Being-There” of
Consciousness”. The article offers a reading of Foucault’s recently published master’s thesis
on Hegel in its intellectual and historical context. Its aim, however, is to discern, articulate and
discuss the philosophical content of Foucault’s thesis on its own terms, rather than reducing
it to its context or comparing it with the development in Foucault’'s subsequent work. The
author argues that Foucault’s phenomenological and Husserlian reading of Hegel and Hege-
lianism leads to a conception of language as the étre-la of consciousness that entails a new kind
of scepticism regarding the reality of history and minds since language proves incapable of
transcending its own being-there. This scepticism may also extend into a doubt concerning
history itself. Yet, Foucault never fully confirms this kind of scepticism to the extent that he
allows it to inform his understanding of history as the place where the actuality of the world
of experience begins and in which reflection is deployed.

Samuel Lindholm (University of Jyvaskyld, Finland) and Andrea Di Carlo (University College

Cork, Ireland) are the authors of the second original article: “Luther and Biopower: Rethinking
the Reformation with Foucault”. The article presents a Foucauldian reading of Martin Luther’s
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thought and early Lutheranism. Foucault mostly mentioned the Reformation in passing to
indicate that he regarded it as an amplification of pastoral power and an intensification of
the government of people’s everyday lives. The authors aim to fill the gap in Foucault’s
analysis by outlining the disciplinary and biopolitical aspects in Luther and early Luther-
anism, and by offering evidence supporting the claim that the birth of biopolitics predates
Foucault’s periodisation in the first volume of The History of Sexuality and Foucault’s contem-
poraneous lectures at the College de France from 1975-1976 entitled ‘Society Must Be Defended’.
The article further develops and adjusts Foucault’s concept of biopower in such a manner that
it includes and applies to germane early modern instances of governmentality that aim at
optimising life, and in particular early Lutheran pastoral power. Luther and early Lutheran-
ism employed both strata of biopower, discipline and biopolitical regulation, in noteworthy
ways. The article opens up avenues for future research that might investigate the biopolitical
elements in Lutheranism as part of a wider dissemination of biopolitics, including Melanch-
thon, Calvinism and other Reformist churches, such as the Church of England.

GUIDELINES FOR AUTHORS

Since 2020, Foucault Studies has updated and clarified guidelines for footnote references and
bibliography. Most important to note in this respect is that the journal articles have all text
references in running footnotes with most of the bibliographical information about the source,
while the list of references ending each article provides all bibliographical information about
the source as well as the DOI of the given piece (if there is one).

As aresult, Foucault Studies kindly asks authors of future submissions to follow the updated
guidelines before they submit articles. Complying with these guidelines makes the submis-
sion and review process, as well as copyediting, a lot easier and more expedient. The details
of the updated guidelines can be found here: https://rauli.cbs.dk/index.php/foucault-stud-
ies/about/submissions.

Authors published by Foucault Studies retain copyright to their work but assign the right of
the first publication to Foucault Studies. The work is subject to a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license, but
despite these restrictions, authors can rest assured that Foucault Studies will permit articles
published in the journal to be translated or reprinted in another format such as a book provid-
ing a full reference is made to Foucault Studies as the original place of publication.
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thanks to Rachel Raffnsee for her great work in designing the cover of this issue of Foucault
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The journal is sponsored by The Danish Council for Independent Research| Humanities as well
as by The Joint Committee for Nordic Research Councils for the Humanities and the Social Sciences.
The editorial team is most grateful that these bodies have awarded funding to Foucault Studies
over the years. Likewise, the editorial team is deeply grateful to The Danish Council for Inde-
pendent Research| Humanities for granting funding in the years to come. Continuous funding is
an essential prerequisite for running the journal according to a diamond open access model,
and has made it possible for the editorial team to look and plan ahead.

The editorial team is delighted to announce that, beginning in 2025, Foucault Studies will be
published by the University of Pennsylvania Press: https://www.pennpress.org/blog/penn-

press-announces-2025-journal-program-updates-new-acquisitions-new-open-access-initia-

tives-and-2025-pricing/. The journal will retain its full intellectual independence and will keep

publishing according to a diamond open access model under the guidance of an editorial col-
lective composed of Knut Ove Eliassen, Robert Harvey, Daniele Lorenzini, Clare O’Farrell,
Sverre Raffnsge and Dianna Taylor. The editorial team is deeply grateful to Mary C. Francis,
Director of Penn Press, and Jocelyn Dawson, Director of Journals at Penn Press, for enthusi-
astically welcoming Foucault Studies among their titles.

Foucault Studies is also participating in the Open Access Community Investment Program
(OACIP), a library-based crowdsourcing model to fund diamond open access journals. The
editorial team is most grateful to Sharla Lair, Senior Strategist, Open Access & Scholarly Com-
munication Initiatives at Lyrasis, for her firm and enthusiastic support in raising funds for the
journal. Please consider asking your institution’s library to contribute to the program to help
the journal to continue to publish according to a diamond open access model: https://www.ly-
rasis.org/content/Pages/product-details.aspx?pid=C5B823A6-61B9-EE11-8112-00155DCF5744
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SPECIAL ISSUE INTRODUCTION

Foucault’s Legacy in Contemporary Thinking: Forty Years
Later (1984-2024)

SPECIAL ISSUE EDITORS
Valentina Antoniol, University of Bari
Stefano Marino, University of Bologna

Michel Foucault was undoubtedly one of the most important and influential philosophers
and intellectuals of the twentieth century. He is the author of seminal works that are now
considered veritable classics of contemporary thought, including: Histoire de la folie a 1’4ge
classique (1961), Naissance de la clinique (1963), Les mots et les choses (1966), L archéologie du
savoir (1969), Surveiller et punir (1975), and Histoire de la sexualité (vol. 1, 1976; vol. 2, 1984;
vol. 3, 1984). But that is not all. In addition to the texts published during Foucault’s
lifetime, many other works of Foucault have become essential over the past forty years.
These works have, in fact, made it possible to take a new look at his work; a perspective
that, in many respects, is not merely different but also renewed. This perspective leads to
a reinterpretation, reworking, and, in some cases, even correction of many analyses of
Foucault’s oeuvre developed in the previous years.

Already in 1994, with the publication of the volumes of the collection Dits et écrits—
which grouped, in chronological order, almost all the texts that had appeared during
Foucault’s life (interviews, articles, conferences, etc.) and also some confidentially
disseminated writings—it was possible to begin examining, with greater precision, the
state and development of his intellectual work. Subsequently, in 2015, a new fundamental
stage was reached: the completion, after 25 years, of the publication of all the thirteen
courses taught by Foucault at the College de France (from 1970 to 1984, with the sole
exception of 1977), which convey and in a certain sense capture the distinctly in-progress
nature of Foucauldian research. Finally, the most recent step. This path of “emergence” of
Foucauldian thought—which, preliminarily, we can define as a path of
“reconstruction” —is accompanied indeed by another novelty that, until about a decade
ago, seemed absolutely unthinkable. Today we have at our disposal Foucault’s
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manuscripts (for the most part still unpublished), some drafted during his formative
years, others in preparation for published texts, conferences, lectures, and courses. More
precisely, the archives of the “Fonds Michel Foucault,” preserved since 2013 at the
Bibliotheque nationale de France (BnF), consist of 117 boxes totaling approximately 37,000
sheets. It is especially from a thorough analysis of these materials that, in recent years, not
only the texts of many of Foucault’s courses have been edited and published (including
some of those held at the College de France) but new, extremely significant editorial
projects have also taken shape. Among these: Les aveux de la chair, the fourth volume of
the Histoire de la sexualité; La sexualité. Cours donné a l'université de Clermont-Ferrand in 1964
suivi de Le Discours de la sexualité. Cours donné a I'université de Vincennes in 1969; Binswanger
et l'analyse existentielle; Phénomenologie et Psychologie of 1953-1954; La Question
anthropologique. Cours of 1954-1955; Le discours philosophique; La constitution d'un
transcendental historique dans la Phénoménologie de l'esprit de Hegel. Mémoire du diplome
d’études supérieures de philosophie of 1949; and finally, the latest arrival, Nietzsche, which
collects Foucault’s courses, conferences, and texts dedicated to the German philosopher.

The almost incredible fact that requires consideration here is that the plan for the
publication of Foucauldian texts and materials is not yet complete but will continue to
accompany and guide us in the coming years as well. For this reason, rather than a
“reconstruction” of Foucault’s thought, we can—not improperly —speak of a true process
of its discovery and rediscovery. By this, we mean exactly that the forty years that separate
us from June 25, 1984 —the exact date of Foucault’s death—witness an extreme vitality of
his thought with which different generations of scholars are confronted; in this regard the
numerous conferences, events, centers (one among all: the Centre Michel Foucault) and
publications dedicated to it are countless. Foucault’s philosophy is indeed a thought that
does not cease to question us, not only with specific reference to the political and
intellectual actualité of Foucault himself but also, more precisely, about our own actualité.
In this sense, “discovering” here also means “actualizing.” Therefore, when we talk about
the Foucauldian toolbox (boite a outils), we must first of all refer to what Foucault still
allows us to think and say today. Even and especially today, he is in fact one of the main
reference authors for many studies, researches, and analyses dealing with a wide variety
of concepts and themes. More precisely, we can underline that Foucault is one of the most
cited authors—if not the most cited, at least with reference to the field of humanities and
social sciences—and that the translation of many of his works is now available almost
globally.

In light of what has been stated so far, it is not surprising that in 2024, on the fortieth
anniversary of Foucault’s death, an abundance of tributes paid to the thought and work
of this author has emerged (consider, for example, the “World Congress: Foucault 40
Years After”). Among these, the tribute of the journal Foucault Studies, one of the main
international “places” for analysis and reflection on the French philosopher, could not be
missing. The journal indeed aims to celebrate Foucault with a special issue focused not
only on his life and work as such but also on his legacy and Wirkungsgeschichte (freely
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using here the famous concept of “history of effects,” which we borrow from the tradition
of philosophical hermeneutics): that is, on the enduring relevance and impact of his
thought. This special issue—the title of which, “Foucault’s Legacy in Contemporary
Thinking: Forty Years Later (1984-2024),” is precisely aimed at evoking the stakes that
have guided its design —includes a wide selection of original contributions. To be precise,
the present volume—that we are pleased and honored to present here to the readers of
Foucault Studies—consists of eighteen articles, which (in alphabetical order) are authored
by: Valentina Antoniol, Didier Bigo, Silvia Capodivacca and Gabriele Giacomini, André
Duarte and Maria Rita De Assis César, Adam Geczi and Viki Karaminas, Manlio lofrida,
Orazio Irrera, Dusan Marinkovi¢ and Dusan Risti¢, Stefano Marino, Lotar Rasiniski, Enrico
Redaelli, Lucile Richard, Martin Saar and Frieder Vogelmann, Richard Shusterman,
Attasit Sittidumrong, Rodolpho Venturini, Kaspar Villadsen, Alessandro Volpi and
Alessio Porrino.

As guest editors of this special issue, we have thus chosen to welcome the contributions
of various scholars from different disciplines and with different backgrounds—many of
whom are outstanding and well-known authors in the international field of Foucault
studies (and not only)—who have presented essays addressing diverse aspects of
Foucault’s philosophy and covering a wide range of themes. Among these, to name just a
few: the questions of language, reason, madness, discourse, archaeology, genealogy,
knowledge, society, prison, the dangerous individual, space, war, disciplinary power,
biopolitics, pastoral power, security, governmentality, neoliberalism, critical attitude,
enlightenment, revolt and revolution, temporality, ethics, care of the self, existence,
subjection and subjectivation, sexuality, Greek, Roman, and Christian culture, parrhesia,
actualité, and many others. Furthermore, the collected essays aim not only to offer accurate
interpretations of multifaceted Foucauldian research but also to provide original
reconstructions of the relationship between Foucault’s thought and other prominent
thinkers from various contemporary philosophical traditions (such as Marxism,
pragmatism, analytic philosophy, somaesthetics, phenomenology, Frankfurt critical
theory, and, more generally, other forms of so-called continental philosophy, etc.). Finally,
we deemed it essential to dedicate significant space to essays aimed at assessing the
importance of Foucault's work in the context of current debates on topics such as
feminism, ecology, social justice, the digital society, security, post-truth, fashion
semiology, etc., also starting from a critical comparison with the conceptions of other
authors who have addressed similar or at least comparable problems, albeit with different
approaches and conceptual tools.

In conclusion, we believe that our guest-edited special issue of Foucault Studies is
capable not only of confirming the fundamental influence of Foucault's thought on
today’s intellectual debates but also of testifying to its unprecedented ability to offer
fruitful, penetrating, and original conceptual tools which can help us decipher the
physiognomy of our time in its diversity and complexity. Forty years after Foucault’s
death, we can thus say: Michel Foucault is dead, long live Michel Foucault!
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ARTICLE

On Foucault’s Legacy: Governmentality, Critique and
Subjectivation as Conceptual Tools for Understanding

Neoliberalism

ANDRE DUARTE & MARIA RITA DE ASSIS CESAR
Federal University of Parand, Brazil

ABSTRACT. The text addresses Foucault’s critical understanding of neoliberalism as a new
contemporary governmentality strategy for the conduction of people’s lives. A major aspect of
Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism relies on his understanding of the neoliberal homo oeconomicus
as dependent on subjectivation processes related to self-assumed values and standards oriented
by the competitive economic market. Our hypothesis is that governmentality, critique and subjec-
tivation are the core notions that shaped Foucault’s understanding of neoliberalism and form the
legacy of his seminal analysis. Contrary to critics who affirm that Foucault flirted or even became
fascinated with neoliberalism, we argue that he offered critical tools for its understanding in a
critique that is not to be confused with denunciation, however. Accordingly, we discuss Foucault’s
conception of critique and relate his analysis of neoliberalism to his notions of governmentality
and subjectivation. Finally, we briefly point out how some contemporary critics of the neoliberal
order have appropriated and developed Foucault’s conceptual tools in their own understanding
of it. We conclude that although Foucault did not propose a comprehensive theory of neoliberal-
ism, he offered important critical insights for the understanding of it in our times.

Keywords: Foucault, neoliberalism, governmentality, critique, subjectivation

INTRODUCTION

The grandeur of a thinker relies on his/her work’s capacity to endure in time and inspire
generations to come. While Foucault had already been acclaimed while alive, his thinking
has, 40 years after his death, undeniably produced lasting effects on many other contem-
porary thinkers. This is the case with his seminal analysis of neoliberalism, understood as
a contemporary governmentality strategy for conducting the life of people. Published
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under the title of Naissance de la biopolitique,' this 1978-1979 lecture course delivered at the
Collége de France has become a major source for many contemporary intellectuals con-
cerned with the task of critically addressing neoliberalism as it has evolved, such as Pierre
Dardot, Christian Laval, Wendy Brown and Judith Butler, to name only a few. Of course,
none of these should be considered Foucauldians — an awkward denomination if we re-
member that Foucault did not intend to establish a school. Rather, they have discussed
contemporary neoliberalism by appropriating and enlarging Foucault’s conceptual tools.

The purpose of this text is to highlight Foucault’s conceptual insights and methods to
understand neoliberalism, briefly pointing out how such ideas have been borrowed and
transformed by some acute contemporary interpreters of the present global neoliberal or-
der. To do so, we start by addressing the critique according to which Foucault flirted,
embraced or even became fascinated with neoliberalism. To confront those critics, we ar-
gue that Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism should be related to his investigations on
governmentality, critique and his genealogical analysis of different historic forms of be-
coming a subject.? In fact, those are the crucial subject-matters he was addressing precisely
around the time he delivered the lectures where he addressed neoliberalism. In other
words, to uncover the originality of Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism, one should relate
them to his investigations of different forms of governing the lives of people, as well as to
his discussions about different forms of becoming a subject, which in turn are also con-
nected to his discussions on pastoral power and the meaning of critique. More specifically,
Foucault thought of neoliberalism as a way of governing people’s lives through new
forms of subjectivation driven by the standards of the competitive market. Thus, the crit-
ical aspect of his analysis of neoliberalism derives from his understanding that neoliberal
governmentality engages the subject in a set of practices, beliefs and truth discourses that
produce their own self-subjugation. This is the hallmark that distinguishes Foucault’s crit-
ical analysis of neoliberalism and the theoretical feature that has inspired so many con-
temporary analysts of it.

FOUCAULT’S INFATUATION WITH NEOLIBERALISM?

We start by addressing Michael Behrent’s article where he argues that Foucault embraced
neoliberalism as a more suitable governing practice since it prescinded of any sort of hu-
manistic grounds.? Being a historian, Behrent seeks to historically contextualize Foucault’s
lectures at the Collége de France between 1976-1979, and he aptly provides a rich depiction
of the French political and economic debates at the time. According to him, Foucault’s
“fascination”* with neoliberalism came at a moment when many French intellectuals were

1 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics (2008).

2 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population (2009); What is Critique? and The Culture of the Self. (2024),
Kindle Edition.

3 Michael Behrent, “Liberalism without humanism: Michel Foucault and the free-market creed, 1976-1979,”
Modern Intellectual History 6:3 (2009), 539.

4 Behrent, “Liberalism without humanism,” 539.
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questioning their previous leftist standpoints and denouncing the French Marxist left as
being too bureaucratic and too related to the orthodoxy of properly reading Marxist texts,
as well as lacking adequate governing practices and being rather uncritical of the mass
murders committed by the Soviet Communist Party. Behrent argues that a “broader reha-
bilitation of economic liberalism” was rising during the late 1970s in France and suggests
that Foucault would have become part of that intellectual and political movement. He
offers as proof the fact that Foucault dedicated two entire lectures at the Collége de France,
those from 1977-1978, Sécurité, Territoire, Population, and from 1978-1979, Naissance de la
biopolitique, to address liberalism and neoliberalism. According to him, in those lecture
courses, “Foucault did not critique” liberalism and neoliberalism but rather “strategically
endorsed” them.’

Behrent considers that American audiences had become so eager to praise Foucault’s
radical stances that they missed the fact that in the late 1970s he “flirted with an outlook
anchored on the political right: the free-market creed known as neoliberalism.”® In other
words, American audiences had been prevented from acknowledging and understanding
“what he actually said about liberalism, and how his pronouncements on liberalism were
a response to a very particular political moment.”” According to him, the 1973 world eco-
nomic crisis caused the state and the welfare state to start to crumble in France, opening
the path for the defenders of economic liberalism. He suggests that, “Spurred by these
events, Foucault seems to have recognized the affinity between his theoretical objection
to state-based conceptions of power and the economic liberalism that was the subject of
contemporary debates.”® According to him, both Foucault and neoliberals shared the
same “suspicion of the state”, although his “antistatism was, in the first instance, theoret-
ical.”?

It is known that Foucault questioned traditional concepts of political power by arguing
that the state should not be viewed as the primal source of power relations, i.e., as a polit-
ical pinnacle from which power descends from the top down to the ground and under-
ground of civil society. It is also beyond doubt that Foucault criticized the French gau-
chisme of the late 1970s and even earlier. Furthermore, Foucault’s work was going through
important theoretical changes around that time, as we shall clarify. However, by stating
that Foucault’s political and theoretical standpoints at the end of the 1970s should be
viewed as grounded in those French historical debates, Behrent runs the risk of overde-
termining Foucault’s analysis of liberalism and neoliberalism. Without questioning the
importance of historically contextualizing Foucault’s thinking, one should avoid the risk
of oversimplifying the complexity of Foucault’s theoretical premises. In other words, to
adequately analyze the reasons that led to important theoretical shifts in Foucault’s

5 “Liberalism without humanism”, 539.
6 Tbid.

7 Ibid., 545.

8 Tbid.

9 Tbid.
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thinking in the late 1970s, one should engage in a more detailed internal analysis of his
notions of critique, subjectivation and governmentality; topics which would interest Fou-
cault subsequently and which are simply absent from Behrent’s interpretation.

From a more internal reading standpoint, Behrent argues that Foucault’s shift to the
right was related to his previous anti-humanistic stances: “The theoretical condition of
possibility of Foucault’s neoliberal moment was his insight that economic liberalism is,
essentially, a liberalism without humanism.”° This is a more credible argument since it is
true that Foucault favored an interpretation of liberalism which did not base it on meta-
physical assumptions about human freedom or human rights as a political way to limit
absolute power. In fact, Foucault understood liberalism as a set of governing practices
through which state power would be restrained under the justification of economic effi-
ciency. Behrent aptly argues that by refusing to stress the political side of liberalism, Fou-
cault disentangled it from the rights of man, thus fostering an understanding of liberalism
which could easily accommodate his own previous antihumanism: “Thus, his exploration
of economic liberalism ... ended up revealing how deep his antihumanism ran.”"!

There is a well-known passage in The Birth of Biopolitics in which Foucault mentions
that the Chicago School did not need to vilify wrongdoers, since they were seen as people
who decided to run the risks of committing a felony: “the subject as homo economicus does
not imply an anthropological identification of any behavior whatsoever with economic
behavior. It simply means that economic behavior is the grid of intelligibility one will
adopt on the behavior of a new individual.”'> However, is this quote strong enough to
justify the claim that Foucault would have adhered to neoliberalism because of his own
previous anti-humanistic stances?

Finally, Behrent argues that Foucault’s endorsement of neoliberalism was related to his
critical reevaluation of Discipline and Punish,’> a work in which, so he claims, the French
philosopher had advanced the radical thesis that disciplinary power is “power’s most
contemporary form.”!* According to Behrent, “A close reading of his College de France lec-
ture courses of the late 1970’s leaves little doubt that he believed his views on discipline
were in need of significant qualification. Ultimately, this enterprise would dovetail with
his exploration of economic liberalism.”'> To begin with, it is quite debatable whether
Foucault stated that disciplinary power was the hallmark of power in modernity. At the
very end of that work, he declared that he had hoped that his book could “serve as a
historical background to various studies of the power of normalization and the formation
of knowledge in modem society”,'¢ thereby making no explicit ontological claim that dis-
ciplinary power was the most important form of power in modernity.

10 Ibid., 546.

11 Tbid., 546-547.

12 Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics, 252.

13 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punishment. The Birth of the Prison (2012).
14 “Liberalism without humanism,” 555.

15 Ibid.

16 Foucault, Discipline and Punishment, 308.
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Behrent correctly hints at the target but misses the shot by wrongly interpreting some
important Foucauldian conceptual changes at that time. He is correct when he points out
that Foucault revised some of his ideas from Discipline and Punish in his lecture course on
Security, Territory, Population by distinguishing how discipline and security apparatuses
produced their specific power effects.!” In fact, when Foucault proposed the notion of
“bio-politics”'® in the last chapter of the first volume of his History of Sexuality, he already
introduced relevant additions and nuances to his previous analysis on the disciplinary
power in modernity. However, none of this led Foucault to abandon his previous work
nor to consider that disciplinary power would have been confined “to the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries” instead of “making it coterminous with modernity itself.”?
Much to the contrary, in Security, Territory, Population, Foucault stated that

discipline was never more important or more valued than when the attempt was
made to manage the population: managing the population does not mean just
managing the collective mass of phenomena or managing them simply at the level
of their overall results; managing the population means managing it in depth, in
all its fine points and details.?

Behrent also confuses the issue by misinterpreting “bio-power”?' or “the organization of
power over life”,?? since Foucault understood it as the coupling of biopolitics and disci-
plinary power. In a rather famous passage, Foucault declared that, “The disciplines of the
body and the regulations of the population constituted the two poles around which the
organization of power over life was deployed.”? In other words, the “anatomo-politics of
the human body”, centered on the disciplines, and the “bio-politics of the population”,
centered on the regulation of the “species body”,** were not “antithetical”, since “they
constituted rather two poles of development linked together by a whole intermediary
cluster of relations.”?> Even more problematic is Behrent’s understanding of biopolitics,
which he exclusively relates to Foucault’s analysis on liberalism and thus forgets that such
a notion had been designed to address an important historical change concerning the
grounds upon which the state justified its interventions in the life of the population in
modernity.

Foucault’s main argument was that, under biopolitics, the modern state managed to
administrate the living conditions of the population in accordance with a new historic
motto: “to foster life or disallow it to the point of death.”?® Thus, by defining biopolitics as

17 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 57-58.

18 Foucault, History of Sexuality, An Introduction (1990), 124.
19 “Liberalism without humanism”, 556.

2 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 107.

2 Foucault, History of Sexuality, 125.

2 Tbid., 124.

3 Ibid.

2 Tbid.

5 Ibid. 123.

26 Foucault, History of Sexuality, 123.
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a set of political governing investments on the life of the population, Foucault argued that
the state’s sovereign power ceased to be exerted upon its subjects exclusively as a “right
of seizure”? since it also and mostly started “working to incite, reinforce, control, monitor,
optimize, and organize the forces under it: a power bent on generating forces, making
them grow, and ordering them.” 2# A major political consequence related to such a historic
shift was the fact that the state’s legitimate right to kill their subjects was no longer as-
serted on the prerogative of protecting the life of the Sovereign but was placed under the
need to safeguard and improve the living conditions of the population.

Behrent’s questionable understanding of biopolitics as being mainly related to liberal-
ism also dismisses the fact that when Foucault devised it, he immediately associated it
with 19t century state “racism”.? Briefly put, Foucault understood racism as a modern
state mechanism with which to produce the killing of masses of people for the sake of
reinforcing certain forms of social life deemed as more respectful and normalized: “the
death of the other, the death of the bad race, of the inferior race (or the degenerate, the
abnormal) is something that will make life in general healthier: healthier and purer.”*
Nazism was then seen by Foucault as the epitome of biopower since it encompassed the
most radicalized forms of disciplinary power and biopolitics. 3!

In other words, with the notion of biopolitics, Foucault discovered that many state in-
terventions to encourage, protect, stimulate and administer the living conditions of the
population could also end up having a bloody counterpart: “If the population is watched
over by the state in its own interest, of course the state can massacre the population when
necessary. Thanato-politics is the reverse side of bio-politics.”3? Thus, it is rather biased to
affirm that, “At the very moment when free-market ideas were influencing economic de-
bates ... Foucault came to the conclusion that many of the biopower’s most exemplary
traits were exhibited by economic liberalism.”%* Foucault did not reduce or equate biopol-
itics with economic liberalism, nor did he take it as the new hallmark of “modern forms
of power”, one which “must give ample room to freedom.”3¢It is true that Foucault started
to revise and amplify the scope of his previous investigations about the many historic
forms of becoming a subject in Security, Territory, Population. However, he did not aban-
don his previous ideas about disciplinary power, as Beherent claims. Instead, he reframed
some aspects of his previous ideas and stated that biopolitics, discipline and sovereign
power, although different and independent from each other, had coexisted with each
other:

7 Ibid., 121.

2 Tbid.

2 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended (2003), 254.

3 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 255.

31 Society Must Be Defended, 283.

32 Michel Foucault, Dits et Ecrits, vol. IV (1994), 826. My translation.
33 Behrent, Liberalism Without Humanism, 557.

3 Tbid., 558.
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we should not see things as the replacement of a society of sovereignty by a society
of discipline, and then of a society of discipline by a society, say, of government.
In fact we have a triangle: sovereignty, discipline, and governmental management,
which has population as its main target and apparatuses of security as its essential
mechanism.®

Although it makes sense to claim that Foucault did not understand freedom under liber-
alism as a metaphysical property of human beings per se, Behrent leaves aside the fact that
Foucault did not conceive of freedom under liberalism exclusively in terms of strict eco-
nomic rules or laws to be obeyed by those who govern. Of course, Foucault did assert
that, under liberalism, “Failing to respect freedom is not only an abuse of rights with re-
gard to the law, it is above all ignorance of how to govern properly.”3¢ Yet, he also con-
ceived that, under liberalism, freedom had to be politically produced by many sorts of
state interventions for it to appear in an open milieu and exert its effects: “freedom is
nothing else but the correlative of the deployment of apparatuses of security.”” Thus,
liberalism does not simply rely on economic freedom but must create, organize and con-
sume freedom in different ways, including acts of coercion, threats and even the destruc-
tion of freedom itself:

Liberalism formulates simply the following: I am going to produce what you need
to be free. (...) And so, if that liberalism is not so much the imperative of freedom
as the management and organization of the conditions in which one can be free, it
is clear that at the heart of this liberal practice is an always different and mobile
problematic relationship between the production of freedom and that which in the
production of freedom risks limiting and destroying it. (...) Liberalism must pro-
duce freedom, but this very act entails the establishment of limitations, controls,
forms of coercion, and obligations relying on threats, etcetera.®

Let us now briefly turn to Zamora’s critique of Foucault as having been “seduced” by
neoliberalism in the late 1970s.3° To the same extent as Behrent, he contextualizes Fou-
cault’s discussion of neoliberalism by situating it “in the conflict between old and new
lefts, in the post-1968 left’s increasing opposition to the post-war left.”4 Since Foucault
was critical of French Marxism, Zamora claims that he was also contrary to the socialist
revolution and thus eventually became sympathetic to neoliberalism in the context of the

35 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 107-108.

3 Security, Territory, Population, 353.

37 Security, Territory, Population, 48.

38 Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics, 63-64.

3 Daniel Zamora and Michael C. Behrent, Foucault and Neoliberalism (2016), Kindle edition, position 312.
In the Preface to that work, Zamora is more cautious when he states that “Our intention is thus not to
attempt to answer the wrong question: namely, whether Foucault became neoliberal at the end of his
life.” Ibid., position 348. However, this careful standpoint will radically shift after the publication of the
book, as we shall see.

4 See Edges Blog: CSC interviews Daniel Zamora (2016) in http://culturalstudies.gmu.edu/articles/9276, 1.
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French political and economic debates of the late 1970s. According to Zamora, this is the
historical context to “understand one of the aims of his lectures on the birth of biopoli-
tics.”4! Zamora tries to document such a claim by analyzing Foucault’s views on health-
care security issues, which he considers to have been influenced by neoliberal theoreti-
cians such as Friedman and Hayek. > However, it seems difficult to give credit to such a
claim while Zamora is not able to clearly trace such influences back to Foucault’s lecture
course on neoliberalism. To give an air of plausibility to his historically contextualized
argument, Zamora affirms that “(...) Foucault did legitimize in many ways, the idea that
there was no alternative to the market.”4* However, once again, he did not substantiate
this claim with any Foucauldian quotation.

One may grant Zamora’s argument that Foucault’s question was not specifically about
“’exploitation” or ‘inequality” but about ‘micropowers” and “diffuse systems of domina-
tion’, more about being ‘less governed’ than ‘taking” power.”# Thus, he concludes that
“identity politics and ‘revolts of conduct’ bolstered a deeply humanitarian struggle for
‘respect,” “integration,” and a ‘life of dignity,” yet at the expense of a much less “moral’
struggle for redistributing wealth.”4 Zamora also claims that Foucault is responsible for
what has been called a “turn to ethics on the French left”; a shift characterized by a concern
with “issues of domination and discrimination”4¢ culminating in the “substitution of ‘hu-

Wy

man rights’ for “class struggle’”, which is a move “perfectly compatible with capitalism.”4
From such arguments, Zamora derives the conclusion that “Foucault’s focus on forms of
normalization produced by the state and oppressive institutions will also be a reason for
Foucault’s interest in neoliberalism.”* By associating Foucault’s interest in neoliberalism
with his rejection of the state, Zamora tries to associate him with “state phobia”.#’ Yet,
although Foucault refused to elaborate a general theory of the state, he was deeply con-
cerned with studying state actions and interventions. In fact, what mattered to him was
discussing the state’s activity under the notion of its governmentalization: “What is im-
portant for our modernity, that is to say, for our present, is not then the state’s takeover
(étatisation) of society, so much as what I would call the ‘governmentalization” of the
state.”>

Zamora also affirms that Foucault discovered hidden forms of power effects in moder-
nity at the price of covering up the sources of capitalist exploitation.’ By qualifying the
specific struggles that interested Foucault as “moral” and identitarian ones, thus implying

41 CSC interviews Daniel Zamora, 2.

42 Foucault and Neoliberalism, position 2002.

4 Ibid., 2.

44 CSC interviews Daniel Zamora, 3.

45 Foucault and Neoliberalism, position 2128.
46 CSC interviews Daniel Zamora, 3.

47 Tbid.

48 Tbid.

4 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 76.
50 Ibid., 109.

51 CSC interviews Daniel Zamora, 4.
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that they would be depoliticized, Zamora constructs the fallacious argument according to
which “far from drawing a theoretical perspective that examined the relationship between
exclusion and exploitation, Foucault gradually saw the two as opposed, even contradic-
tory, principles.”®? Yet, Foucault thought that different forms of social struggles had their
interconnections. Thus, in a 1972 dialogue with Deleuze, Foucault stated that specific
struggles against particularized forms of power and their “constraints and controls” re-
mained “linked to the revolutionary movement of the proletariat to the extent that they
fight against the controls and constraints which serve the same system of power”, that is,
that of “capitalist exploitation.” >3 It is known that Foucault would gradually distance him-
self from this political position. However, his views on the connections between different
forms of struggles and political movements remained unaltered. Accordingly, in a 1982
text, “The subject and power”,> Foucault argued that throughout history

there are three types of struggles: either against forms of domination (ethnic, social
and religious); against forms of exploitation which separate individuals from what
they produce; or against that which ties the individual to himself and submits him
to others in this way (struggles against subjection, against forms of subjectivity and
submission.)%

Although he pointed out that in the contemporary world “the struggle against the forms
of subjection — against the submission of subjectivity — is becoming more and more im-
portant,” he did not fail to notice that “the struggles against the forms of domination and
exploitation have not disappeared. Quite the contrary.”>¢ And he then concluded that “the
mechanisms of subjection cannot be studied outside their relation to mechanisms of ex-
ploitation and domination.”>” In other words, Foucault wanted to avoid the traditional
leftist idea that sees the struggles against subjection as derivative in relation to the strug-
gles against domination and exploitation, since for him each of them “entertain complex
and circular relations with other forms.”>

Both Zamora and Behrent are right when they claim that Foucault conceived of neolib-
eralism as not being disciplinary and thus as not reproducing the distinction between nor-
mal and abnormal subjects, but that does not mean he uncritically embraced its market
creed as a better pattern to the conduction of people’s conducts. Rather, he analytically
depicted how, under the neoliberal order, subjects tend to engage their lives with market
related standards and then start conducting themselves by the market’s competitive ar-
rangements. However, to reach such a conclusion, it is necessary to address Foucault’s

52 Tbid., 3.

5 Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice (1977), 216.

¢ Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, ed. Hubert Dreyfus
and Paul Rabinow (1983).

% Foucault, “Subject and Power,” 212.

5 Tbid. 213.

57 Tbid.

58 Tbid.
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analysis of neoliberalism under the conceptual framework of critique, governmentality
and subjectivation — the core of his theoretical interests from the late 1970s until his death
in 1984.

CRITICAL TOOLS TO UNDERSTAND FOUCAULT’S ANALYSIS OF
NEOLIBERALISM

Although the notions of governmentality, subjectivation and critique may be discussed
independently, and while they are not specifically addressed in The Birth of Biopolitics, we
consider these to be the core notions that compose the conceptual framework within
which Foucault developed his understanding of neoliberalism. We also think that many
contemporary critics of neoliberalism have adopted and developed precisely those no-
tions in their critical analysis of it.

Let us first turn to Foucault’s notion of governmentality, which suddenly appeared in
Security, Territory, Population.® This is also the lecture course where Foucault first ad-
dressed pastoral power as a major historic process which traversed Christianity and thus
helped in fashioning historic institutions that produced modern individuality and subjec-
tivity. Foucault’s investigations into pastoral power did not lead him to abandon his pre-
vious ideas concerning discipline as a “subtle, calculated technology of subjection”® or
that “discipline “makes’ individuals.”® However, he revised and enlarged them by intro-
ducing a new dimension according to which the subject actively engages in his/her own
subjection by submitting to certain truth discourses; a discovery that led him to introduce
another term to his lexicon, namely, that of “subjectivation”.®> Pastoral power was seen
by Foucault as constituting a “prelude”®® to modern forms of governmentality which are
more specifically operated through state political technologies and apparatuses. How-
ever, as Arnold Davidson has pointed out, “one should not overlook the fact that pastoral
power and governmentality are historically and philosophically contiguous in that they
take as the object of their techniques and practices the conduct of human beings.”®* In fact,
the notion of government as conduction of conducts opened the path to Foucault’s last
and utmost research interests concerning the government of others and self-government.
Actually, the broad understanding of government as “the activity of conducting (con-
duire), of conduction (la conduction)” allowed Foucault to investigate “the way in which
one conducts oneself (se conduit), lets oneself be conducted (se laisse conduire), and finally,
in which one behaves (se comporter) under the influence of a conduct as the action of con-
ducting or of conduction (conduction).”®> Finally, this was also the lecture course where

% Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 108.

60 Foucault, Discipline and Punishment, 121.

61 Discipline and Punishment, 170.

62 Security, Territory, Population, 184.

63 Ibid.

¢4 Arnold Davidson, “Introduction,” in Security, Territory, Population, xviii-xix.
65 Security, Territory, Population, 193.
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Foucault introduced the notion of “counter-conducts”,*® a topic which he immediately
related to his reflections on the meaning of critique.

To what theoretical needs was Foucault responding when he invented the notion of
governmentality, and what were the theoretical gains it provided him? How did Foucault
think of the relationship between the governmentality techniques proper to pastoral
power and the constitution of modern subjectivity and individuality? How did Foucault
relate his understanding of critique to the struggles of counter-conduct that confronted
and still antagonize modern prevalent forms of subjectivity? We believe that these are the
questions that should be asked before one comes to interpret Foucault’s understanding of
neoliberalism since they constitute the major theoretical topics that preceded and suc-
ceeded his interpretation of that contemporary governing technique.

After having associated biopolitics with Nazism and Socialism as its most extreme
cases,” Foucault’s research underwent important shifts in Security, Territory, Population
under the notion of “governmentality” (gouvernamentalité).’®® Foucault conceived of gov-
ernmentality as reuniting in itself at least three complementary political functions. First,
governmentality encompassed “the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, anal-
yses and reflections, calculations, and tactics” that granted the exercise of a specific set of
power relations which had “the population as its target, political economy as its major
form of knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument.”®
Second, governmentality designed the historic “tendency” that assured the “pre-emi-
nence” of “government” over other sorts of power relations such as “sovereignty, disci-
pline, and so on.””? Finally, governmentality was also understood as “the result of the
process by which the state of justice of the Middle Ages became the administrative state
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was gradually ‘governmentalized.”””!

In Security, Territory, Population, Foucault proposed a historical analysis of the
emergence and development of governmentality, understanding it as the varied substrate
of multiple government technologies which gave consistency and concrete reality to the
modern state. Accordingly, Michel Sennelart noticed that “The problematic of ‘govern-
mentality” therefore marks the entry of the question of the state into the field of analysis
of micro-powers.””> With the notion of governmentality, Foucault could finally discuss
state administrative policies, strategies and power technologies while refusing the figure
of an omnipotent and omnipresent state power — the supposedly “cold monster””? capable
of controlling every corner of social life. Sennelart also observed that while Foucault first
introduced the notion of governmentality to specify certain historic “governmental

66 Security, Territory, Population, 201.

67 Society Must Be Defended, 260-261.

68 Security, Territory, Population, 108.

6 Ibid.

70 Ibid.
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practices” which would be “constitutive of a particular regime of power” such as liberal-
ism, he also gradually came to use it under a more general and “abstract meaning”7 to
describe “the way in which one conducts the conduct of men”,” as Foucault stated in The
Birth of Biopolitics. Of course, since his previous lecture course, he had already specified
that “one never governs a state, a territory, or a political structure. Those whom one gov-
erns are people, individuals, or groups.””®

Foucault defined liberalism as a “rationalization of the exercise of government” whose
specificity is to maximize “its effects while diminishing, as far as possible, its cost (under-
stood in the political as well as in the economic sense) (...).””” Of course, to see liberalism
as a way of governing people did not imply understanding government as if it was “an
institution (...), but as the activity that consists in governing people’s conduct within the
framework of, and using the instruments of, a state (...).”” If to govern is to exert power
so as to conduct the conducts of the population, then one should understand Foucault’s
discussion of liberalism and neoliberalism as a set of specific power strategies and truth
discourses whose aim is to induce or produce certain behaviors in the population, as well
as to control, surveil or eradicate others deemed as socially dangerous or undesirable. In
Foucault’s analysis of both liberalism and neoliberalism, the individuum and his/her
freedom were thought of as effects and products of governmental actions produced by
state interventions or by the economic market as a site for the conduction of people’s
behavior.

Let us now approach Foucault’s other theoretical discoveries while he addressed pas-
toral power. To sum it up, he understood pastoral power as a long-lasting religious tech-
nology destined to conduct the conducts of people within Christianity and even before
Christianity. Pastoral power is a religious technology for the governing of individuals and
their souls, and it extends its reach to entire communities since it relates to “everyday
conduct (conduite), in the management of lives, as well as in goods, wealth, and things.””
Although pastoral power should not be viewed as some sort of permanent or unaltered
power structure throughout Western history, Foucault conceded that “in its typology, or-
ganization, and mode of functioning, pastoral power ... is doubtless something from
which we have still not freed ourselves.”80

Foucault considered that one of the most fundamental consequences of pastoral power
was that it gave rise to an “immense institutional network” % thus helping to shape a spe-
cific notion of individuality and subjectivity. According to his views, pastoral power pro-
duced an “individualization” that was linked to a “game of dissection” through which

74 Ibid., 387.

75 Birth of Biopolitics, 186.

76 Security, Territory, Population, 122.
77 Birth of Biopolitics, 318.

78 Ibid.

79 Security, Territory, Population, 154.
80 Ibid., 148.

81 Ibid., 164.
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people were led to scrutinize their own actions, thoughts, dreams and desires by evaluat-
ing their “merits and faults at each moment”; a sort of individualization through “analyt-
ical identification” .82 Such a form of individualization was also independent from the po-
sition occupied by someone in the social structure, while the result of someone’s “self’s
mastery of self” was dependent on a “whole network of servitude that involves the gen-
eral servitude of everyone with regard to everyone”, besides the “exclusion of the self, of
the ego, and of egoism as the central, nuclear form of the individual.”#* This second aspect
of the individualization process boosted by pastoral power was thus designed by Foucault
under the title of “individualization by subjection (assujettissement).”$* Finally, this new
form of individualization was also conquered “through the production of an internal, se-
cret, and hidden truth,” a process for which Foucault invented a new terminology, that of
“subjectivation (subjectivation)”.®> Thus, he concluded that the “history of the pastorate”
and its many Christian institutions was coetaneous to the “entire history of procedures of
human individualization in the West”, therefore involving a whole “history of the sub-
ject.”8é

By complexifying the history of the subject and its individualization process through
the notion of “subjectivation”, Foucault stressed the importance of truth discourses in the
constitution of subjectivity. After having discussed how different sorts of scientific
knowledge had been central to the constitution of modern subjects, he then emphasized
the importance of the active adhesion of the subject to truth discourses in general in the
process of his/her own fashioning. In the case of pastoral power, subjectivation implied
the active and positive engagement of the subject in the annulation of the self by means
of the production and extraction of a hidden, internal truth through a continuous con-
science examination under the guidance of a religious leader, namely, the pastor. How-
ever, Foucault did not restrict his understanding of subjectivation exclusively to his dis-
cussion of the pastorate. As Frédéric Gros has observed, the notion of subjectivation al-
lowed Foucault to emphasize the connections between the study of “discourses of truth”
and their “effect on the government of self and others”.# In a word, the notion of forms
of subjectivation helped him to fully articulate his analyses of power structures with his
discussions of truth discourses in the process of the constitution of historic subjects. Cor-
respondingly, the notion of “subjectivation” opened the path to Foucault’s investigation
of historic ways of becoming a subject through one’s own active engagement with truth
discourses, whether scientific or unscientific.

It was also during that lecture course that Foucault introduced the notion of counter-
conduct, with which he complexified his previous genealogic understanding about the

82 Tbid.

83 Tbid.

84 Tbid.

85 Tbid.

86 Tbid.

87 Frédéric Gros, “Course Context,” in Michel Foucault, The Courage of the Truth. The Government of Self and
Others (2011), 346.
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intrinsic relation between power and resistance. In fact, once power strategies begun to
be conceived of as within the reach of the notion of governmentality, Foucault also started
thinking of resistance in terms of counter-conducts. After examining some terminological
possibilities such as “revolt,” “disobedience,” “insubordination” and “dissidence,”%® Fou-
cault chose “counter-conduct” as the best option since it had the “advantage of allowing
reference to the active sense of the word “conduct” —counter-conduct in the sense of
struggle against the processes implemented for conducting others”.®® According to him,
“by using the word counter-conduct (...) we can no doubt analyze the components in the
way in which someone actually acts in the very general field of politics or in the very
general field of power relations”.*°

Until then, Foucault used to think about power relations according to a military model,
relying on “the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they
operate and which constitute their own organization; as the process which, through
ceaseless struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them”. *!
Accordingly, resistance was also understood exclusively in confrontational terms and as
never extrinsic to power: “Where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather
consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power.”*2
The notion of government as conduction of conducts, including counter-conducts as its
correlative, allowed Foucault to refine and deepen his previous thinking about the
relationship between power and resistance, opening the gate for important
transformations in his thinking. Thus, in 1982, Foucault affirmed that

The exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in
order the possible outcome. Basically power is less a confrontation between two
adversaries or the linking of one to the other than a question of government. (...)
To govern (...) is to structure the possible field of actions of others.”*

A most interesting and innovative corollary to this new way of conceiving the relations
between power and resistance was the introduction of freedom; a notion that was not
explicitly addressed by Foucault during his published works from the 1970s. Accordingly,
he then affirmed that, “Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only in so far as
they are free.” °* In other words, power is exerted over “individual or collective subjects
who are faced with a field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several
reactions and diverse comportments may be realized”, > while other ones will be
subjected to interdictions or disallowed. Of course, Foucault did not think of the relation

88 Security, Territory, Population, 195-201.
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between freedom and power as if they were “mutually exclusive”, since he believed that
they entertained a much more complex interaction:

In this game freedom may well appear as the condition for the exercise of power
(at the same time its precondition, since freedom must exist for power to be ex-
erted, and also its permanent support, since without the possibility of recalcitrance,
power would be equivalent to a physical determination.) The relationship between
power and freedom’s refusal to submit cannot therefore be separated.?

According to our interpretation, Foucault was only able to arrive at this late conception,
which allowed him to affirm the freedom of those subjects who resist power relations,
after having reflected on the importance of critique. In a 1978 conference, Qu ‘est-ce que la
critique?, Foucault famously defined it as a “certain way of thinking, saying, and acting, a
certain relationship to what exists, to what we know, and to what we do, a relationship to
society and culture, a relationship to others as well, that we could call, let’s say, a critical
attitude.””” It was through this broad and general definition of critique that Foucault
disentangled it from the theoretical framework according to which it should offer
epistemological or moral criteria to prevent the risks and mistakes that haunt political
engagement. This Foucauldian refusal of a strictly epistemological and/or moral
understanding of critique was manifested in his definition of the critical attitude as the
“art”?® by which one confronts the processes of governmentalization by which modern
subjects have become subjected. Thus, critique was seen by Foucault as a “political and
moral attitude (...). I would call this quite simply the art of not being governed, or again
the art of not being governed like this and at this price”, or “the art of not being governed
quite so much.”*

A central topic of his thinking from then on, Foucault conceived of critique as a
reflected way of conducting oneself — as a willful attitude that confronts the present reality
in the broadest possible sense. If critique is an attitude and an art through which
governmentalization techniques and truth discourses that seek to guide the conduct of
populations are called into question, then it makes sense to understand counter-conduct
movements as inscribed within the tradition of popular struggles that contest and criticize
political authoritarianism and violent, exclusive hegemonic social norms. The critical
attitude that characterizes counter-conducts does not imply an absolute refusal of all
forms of government but the rejection of certain specific ways of being led and governed,
putting into question the historical ways through which the subject has been subjected by
governing powers and their correlative truth discourses:

If governmentalization is a movement that subjugates individuals through the
reality of a social practice with mechanisms of power that claim to be based on
truth, well, I would say that critique is the movement that enables the subject to

% Tbid.

97 Michel Foucault, "What is Critiqgue?”, Kindle edition, 20.
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take up the right to question truth on its effects of power and to question power
about its discourses of truth.10

Foucault did not formulate a general theory of critique with which to ascribe it to certain
social movements while rejecting it for others. It was more important to affirm that
critique should be understood as an attitude of “voluntary insubordination (I'inservitude
volontaire), of considered indocility (I'indocilité réfléchie).”1%! It is worth observing that
insubordination and indocility are the very opposite to what might be called an uncritical
acceptance of power relations and truth discourses that have fashioned modern
subjectivity through disciplinary individualizing process, as well as by means of the
modern state’s processes of individualization through totalization.!®> Note, also,
Foucault’s use of two important words, rather new to his lexicon so far: “voluntary” and
“considered”. If the critical attitude tries to suspend certain “combined effects of power
and truth”, then it is also necessary that the critical subject deliberately assumes it as a
personal “decision”, 1% one that should not be arbitrary or merely circumstantial, since it
implies a “permanent and definitive will” encompassing “an experience in the full sense
of the word.”1% Under the scope of modern governmentalization processes that produced
modern subjects on the basis of statal and non-statal governing strategies, Foucault
considered critique to embrace “the function of desubjectification in the play of what
might, in a word, be called the politics of truth.”1%

Foucault never explained in detail what he meant by such a process of critical
desubjectification, but it can be argued that he had in mind the many historic ways
through which modern subjects have engaged in the work of reframing themselves by
questioning the power relations and the truth discourses that bind us to specific identities
and subjectivities. Thus, critique operates processes of “desubjectification” by means of
which individuals or collectivities interrogate, question and confront truth discourses and
governmentality practices that have associated us with pre-formed individualities or
certain specific social identities. In other words, critique is inherent to ethical-political
struggles which aim to transform oneself and others while addressing and confronting
the fissures of the reality in which we live. The introduction of critique in Foucault’s
thought opened a space of reflexivity previously non-existent in his thinking, and it also

100 “What is Critique?,” 26.

101 Tbid.

102 “Subject and power,” 214.

105 “What is Critique?,” 195.

104 Tbid.

105 “What is Critique?,” 26. In their comprehensive approach to the notion of critique throughout Foucault’s
work, Daniele Lorenzini and Tuomo Tiisala have pointed out that “the politics of truth is not, for him, a way
of getting rid of truth and truth-telling altogether.” In fact, they argue that “parrhesia illustrates how truth-
telling can openly challenge the authority of a given rationality of governing.” See, “The architectonic of
Foucault’s critique,” European Journal of Philosophy 1-16 (2023), 7. According to their interpretation of the
complex role of critique in Foucault’s work, “truth-telling can play two contrastive roles—exemplified by
avowal and parrhesia—which map onto critique's double movement: in the first case, truth-telling (as
avowal) is a target of critique, whereas in the second case, truth-telling (as parrhesia) is one of the methods
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framed the way he reflected on ethical-political movements of the 1970s and 1980s, such
as the gay and feminist movements, among others. Of course, critique as the instance that
opens a reflective movement through which the self becomes the focus of self-questioning,
self-transformation and self-government is not yet clearly established in that 1978
conference. However, such a reflexive turn to oneself is already evident when Foucault,
while interrogating Kant’s text on the Enlightenment, proposed a question that would
pervade his thinking right to the end:

What am [, this I, who belongs to this humanity, perhaps to this fringe, to this
moment, to this instance of humanity that is subject to the power of truth in general
and truths in particular? The primary characteristic of this historico-philosophical
practice, if you like, involves desubjectifying the philosophical question by calling
on historical content and liberating historical content by examining the effects of
power as it affects the truth from which it is supposed to arise.1%

Foucault’s conception of critique as a “virtue in general”'”” or as the art of reflected
disobedience and considered indocility requires that the subject actively puts oneself at
the vortex of one’s historic existence with others. The critical attitude requires that one
interrogates the present situation in which one belongs together with others and demands
the courage not to blindly obey and abide to hegemonic power relations and their
correlative truth discourses. As argued by Philippe Sabot, “Foucault points towards
another type of relationship between power, truth and the subject insofar as it involves
placing in the subject a disposition to act and criticize” in order to “change the conditions
in which power is led to produce discourses of truth and truth is led to become
authority.”1% When associated with the notion of critique, resistance or counter-conduct
movements should be understood as a set of voluntary and reflected practices of freedom
— as exercises and critical experiences devoted to self-transformation and the
transformation of others. Such a claim was clearly posited in 1982 when Foucault
famously stated that

Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we
are. We have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind
of political “double bind’, which is the simultaneous individualization and totali-
zation of modern power structures. The conclusion would be that the political,
ethical, social, philosophical problem of our days is not to try to liberate the indi-
vidual from the state, and from the state’s institutions, but to liberate us both from
the state and the type of individualization that is linked to the state. We have to
promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality
which has been imposed on us for several centuries.!””
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At this point, we could question once again whether Foucault can be labeled a neoliberal
simply because he did not decry it. Such a claim is tantamount to misconceiving Fou-
cault’s understanding of the way critique operates. He did not think that critique was
“about saying that things are not good the way they are. It consists of seeing on what
types of evidence, familiarities, acquired and unreflected (non réfléchis) modes of thought
the practices that we accept are based upon.”11

THE LEGACY OF FOUCAULT’S ANALYSIS OF NEOLIBERALISM

To close this text, we briefly take into consideration Foucault’s analysis of crucial neolib-
eral tenets such as “homo oeconomicus,” the ordoliberal notion of “enterprise society” (so-
cieté d’entreprise), the Chicago School’s theory of “human capital” and its assumption of
competitive behaviors, oriented by the economic market, as the intelligibility grid to non-
economic social conducts. Those notions help to explain why neoliberalism has become
successful in obtaining its governmental subjectification effects on the lives of the popu-
lation worldwide. Those are the Foucauldian insights that have been adopted and devel-
oped by many contemporary critics of the present neoliberal order, together with the very
notion of governmentality.!!! In fact, although Foucault could not have anticipated neolib-
eralism’s major political and economic damages, he was able to foresee many of its social
features that have now become globally widespread, such as the forwarding of the “en-
terprise” as a generalized social form and the generalization of the market’s economic
rationality as the rationality subjacent to many non-economic social behaviors, fostering
productivity and competitiveness as their intelligibility grid.

A major aspect of Foucault’s analysis of ordo-neoliberalism stresses that this is a gov-
erning practice characterized by deep state interventions in society to grant the social,
political and economic conditions under which “competitive mechanisms can play a reg-
ulatory role at every moment” so that the “market” becomes not only “possible” but as-
sumes its role “of general regulator, of principle of political rationality”.!> According to
this, a society fully regulated by the market rationality is not specifically oriented towards
the uniformity of the production of commodities to be consumed, and this is why Foucault
considered a neoliberal society to be not so much a society of consumers or a spectacle
society but, more importantly, a society driven by “mechanisms of competition”.!® In
other words, “an enterprise society” is that in which the economic agent, the homo oeco-
nomicus, is seen as “the man of enterprise and production.” ''* Thus, what characterizes

110 Michel Foucault, “Est-il donc important de penser?,” in Dits et Ecrits, vol. IV (1994), 180. My translation.
111 Regarding the importance of Foucault’s notion of governmentality in the work of contemporary critics of
neoliberalism, see Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013)
and Wendy Brown, Edgework. Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics (2005). According to Brown, Foucault’s
notion of governmentality is “useful” because “it apprehends the extent to which rationality governs without
recourse to overt rule—or, more precisely, the manner in which it governs through norms and rules rather
than rule.” Ibid., 145.

112 Birth of Biopolitics, 146.

113 Tbid., 147.

114 Tbid.
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the neoliberal governing strategy that has now become prevalent in all “capitalist coun-
tries”115 is the “multiplication of the ‘enterprise” form within the social body”.*¢ In this
sense, Foucault conceived that what effectively matters under neoliberal governmentality
is to render “the market, competition, and so the enterprise, into what could be called the
formative power of society.”11”

In agreement with classic liberals, neoliberal theoreticians understood human beings
as homo oeconomicus, that is, as economic agents who respond to the stimulus of the ex-
change market. The novelty and specificity of neoliberal governmentality lies in the artic-
ulation of the liberal understanding of human beings as homo oeconomicus with the eco-
nomic theory of human capital. In the context of an enterprise society, neoliberals conceive
of homo oeconomicus as a self-entrepreneur in the sense that he/she becomes responsible
for producing his/her own income and capital, “a capital that we will call human capital
inasmuch as the ability-machine of which it is the income cannot be separated from the
human individual who is its bearer.”11® Under such economic conditions, Foucault came
to the point of speculating about the political and economic roles that biogenetics is about
to assume “as soon as a society poses itself the problem of the improvement of its human
capital in general (...).”"" According to him, it was “inevitable that the problem of control,
screening, and the improvement of the human capital of individuals” should become an
urgent issue worldwide. Foucault also pointed out that under the neoliberal demand for
people to constantly find ways to acquire and refine human capital during their lives,
education would be transformed into “educational investments”,'?° thus fostering its com-
modification.

Thus, under neoliberalism, human beings are understood as economic agents who
need to continually improve and add value to their own professional skills, abilities and
lifestyles to remain competitive and thus worthy of existing. This is precisely why and
how they become neoliberal subjects, that is, subjected to competitive patterns of conduct
in their everyday life. Foucault noticed that when the specific economic behavior of homo
oeconomicus is socially taken as the “grid of intelligibility” that gives meaning to other
sorts of non-economic, social behavior, “we reach the point at which maybe the object of
economic analysis should be identified with any purposeful conduct which involves (...)
a strategic choice of means, ways, and instruments (...).”'?! Foucault then acutely pointed
out the political risks implied by this “generalization of the economic object to any con-
duct which employs limited means to one end among others”.'?? By following this train
of thought, Foucault concluded that when the “economic behavior” of homo oeconomicus
becomes the “grid of intelligibility” to all sorts of non-economic behaviors, the major po-
litical consequence is that “the individual becomes governmentalizable, that power gets a
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hold on him”.1?% In other words, by invading “domains that are not immediately and di-
rectly economic”,'?* neoliberalism reaches its major political effects since “the person who
accepts reality or who responds systematically to modifications in the variables of the en-
vironment appears precisely as someone manageable”.'?> In short, “Homo oeconomicus is
someone who is eminently governable”!?¢ from the moment they commit their own non-
economic behaviors to an economic normativity that becomes more and more expanded
to the whole of social life.

By investigating the Chicago neoliberal school, Foucault understood how the economic
market had finally become an instrument of governmentalization and regulation of the
lives of the population. By proposing such a thesis, Foucault offered important clues as to
how life, politics and economics have become intertwined in the contemporary world,
thus providing a substantial theoretical basis for many contemporary analysts of neolib-
eralism. In fact, neoliberal impacts on everyday life have become massive since its com-
petitive patterns, oriented by the logic of the economic market, have been assumed as a
socially formative power to which people voluntarily surrender in flexible subjectification
processes, thereby freely submitting themselves to the principles and practices of self-en-
trepreneurship. Thus, Foucault helps us to consider how neoliberal governmentality strat-
egies are agile, decentered and subtle in the sense that they engage those upon whom they
are exerted. In other words, they produce their power effects by taking into consideration
the subject’s adherence to a framework of economic patterns which encourage conducts
and behaviors guided by competition, productivity, and the transformation of oneself into
an enterprise whose survival depends on one continuously improving one’s own qualities
and abilities. By further developing Foucault’s notion of governmentality as a “political
rationality”,'?” Dardot and Laval have asserted that neoliberalism currently informs “the
way we live, feel and think,” being “nothing more, nor less, than the form of our existence,
the way in which we are led to conduct ourselves, to relate to others and to ourselves.”12

Although Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism did not explore the connections between
neoliberal governing strategies and new forms of democratic impotence, we consider him
to have established the basic assumptions upon which contemporary political thinkers
have addressed precisely that issue. In fact, Foucault’s understanding of neoliberal tenets
such as the conception of the economic agent as self-entrepreneurial, as well as his under-
standing of the neoliberal market as a decisive site for subjectification processes, illumi-
nate why neoliberalism has become a transnational axis that further contributes to the
weakening of contemporary democracy. Accordingly, many contemporary critics have
stressed that under neoliberalism, a wide-ranging administrative mutation has been in-
troduced across the world, affecting the rules of public management and the meaning of
private individual behaviors. In fact, to continuously add value to one’s own human
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capital, one needs to adapt to and adopt competitiveness and performance as key behav-
ioral patterns if one does not want to become disposable or socially irrelevant. As Dardot
and Laval have pointed out, “The internalization of performance norms, constant self-
monitoring to comply with the indicators, and competition with others — such are the in-
gredients of the ‘revolution in mentalities” that the “‘modernizers” want to effect.”'?° This
is a social and political process summarized by Wendy Brown as follows: “Economization
replaces a political lexicon with a market lexicon. Governance replaces a political lexicon
with a management lexicon.” 13

Furthermore, based on Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism, one could ask: what hap-
pens to those who refuse to conduct themselves according to parameters of competition
and performance? Even more, what happens to all those who are not even capable of be-
coming self-entrepreneurs due to infrastructural deficits provoked precisely by neoliberal
deregulations of their rights and the weakening of their political associations? In fact,
those social groups who do not match the market’s competitive criteria end up having
their lives made superfluous and meaningless, a condition that further exposes them to
the risks of precariousness and death.'3! Neoliberalism is a set of governmentality strate-
gies that disqualify, segregate and deplete all those who oppose or who fail to adapt to its
competitive precepts. Following the idea that under neoliberalism homo oeconomicus is re-
sponsible for his/her own earnings, many contemporary analysts have stressed that indi-
viduals are deemed responsible for their own social destinies. This, in turn, opens the gate
to processes of de-politicization and isolation complemented by a tendency to moralize
and individualize what in fact is a matter of political analysis and collective political strug-
gles. Thus, the economic effects of neoliberalism upon the lives of people also have im-
portant political and psychological consequences. According to Judith Butler,

the more one complies with the demand for “responsibility” to become self-reliant,
the more socially isolated one becomes and the more precarious one feels; and the
more supporting social structures fall away for ‘economic’ reasons, the more iso-
lated one feels in one’s sense of heightened anxiety and “moral failure”.”132

Or, in Wendy Brown’s formulation, the political rationality of neoliberalism tends to
“produce citizens as individual entrepreneurs and consumers whose moral autonomy is
measured by their capacity for ‘self-care’ (...).”1% This subjective and psychological
change is accompanied by a radical depoliticizing which affects the status of the political
citizen, who is then transformed into a mere consumer of public and private services — a
process described by Brown as the “vanquishing of homo politicus by homo oeconomicus,
with its hostility towards politics, with its economization of the terms of liberal democ-
racy, and with its displacement of liberal democracy legal values and public deliberation
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with governance and new management.”'3* Dardot and Laval follow the same path when
they argue that “the priority given to the dimension of efficiency and financial return
eliminates any conception of justice from the public space other than that of the equiva-
lence between what tax-payers have personally paid and what they have personally re-
ceived.”1%

In other words, the neoliberal subject disregards collective political responsibility for
the common world and only demands goods for which they have paid. At the same time,
the entrepreneurial subject is someone who readily submits to aggressive conditions of
competitiveness, uncertainty, risk and fear to maintain his/her own social status. While
no one is forced to become a neoliberal self-entrepreneurial subject, this supposedly free
adhesion to neoliberalism happens in a social context of constant fear and uncertainty
regarding the near future, increasing de-politicization and generalized de-democratiza-
tion processes.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it seems rather misleading to suppose that Foucault would have favored
neoliberalism simply because he did not anticipate and condemn its major political and
economic consequences. Besides, as we have seen, in Foucauldian terms, to propose a cri-
tique is not tantamount to a plain and loud denunciation of any sort of power relation.
What interested Foucault was problematizing different forms of governmentality and not
sponsoring any sort of political or economic project, much less to teach people how to act
or think to resist certain power relations and their correlative truth discourses. Besides,
Foucault never intended to present the truth about neoliberalism. In fact, in 1977 he sug-
gested that people should not “use thought to ground a political practice in Truth; nor
political action to discredit, as mere speculation, a line of thought.” 1% Much to the con-
trary, he urged people to “use political practice as an intensifier of thought, and analysis
as a multiplier of the forms and domains for the intervention of political action.”%

Thus, when he affirmed that under liberalism the economic market becomes a new
“site of veridiction”,!® he was performing a political critique that consisted in “determin-
ing under what conditions and with what effects a veridiction is exercised.”!® Therefore,
it makes no sense to affirm that Foucault had enforced the neoliberal creed according to
which there could be no alternative to the market, as Zamora stated.!4* What Foucault did
was to understand the constitution of a certain regime of truth associated with a specific

134 Brown, Undoing the Demos, 207.

135 Dardot and Laval, New Way of the World, 275.

136 Michel Foucault, “Preface,” to Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari
(1983), xiv.

137 Tbid.

138 Birth of Biopolitics, 32.

139 Tbid., 36.

140 CSC interviews Daniel Zamora, 2.
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“governmental practice”,*! exposing its preconditions and thus its specific forms of oper-
ation. In this sense, by analytically presenting neoliberalism as a new form of governmen-
tality based on certain economic truth discourses, Foucault offered conceptual instru-
ments to its critique, both in the sense of elucidating its basic pre-conditions and presup-
positions, as well as in the sense of giving people some hints as to how not to become easy
prey to such a governing strategy. Foucault was a critical thinker in the sense that he con-
sciously engaged in the “task of analyzing, elucidating, making visible, and thereby in-
tensifying the struggles that take place around power, the strategies of adversaries within
relations of power, the tactics employed, and the sources of resistance (...).”142

Those who consider that Foucault proposed an uncritical account of neoliberalism, or
even a veiled eulogy of it, should ask themselves why is it that most of the best contem-
porary critical analysts of neoliberalism have borrowed so much from his own theoretical
intuitions? In fact, had Foucault embraced neoliberalism, he would have been a rather
strange neoliberal given that in his last seminar at the Collége de France he came to discuss
certain trans-historic actualizations of Antique cynicism, establishing parallels between
them and many rebellious attitudes against hegemonic powers and social conventions in
modernity.** Would it not be more suitable to describe Foucault’s intellectual and politi-
cal attitude as committed to “an art of living” that confronts “all forms of fascism, whether
already present or impending”; one that incites people not to become “enamored of
power” 7144
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ABSTRACT. What might a contemporary philosophical practice after and following Foucault
look like? After briefly analyzing Foucault’s rather ambiguous stance towards academic philoso-
phy in his posthumously published Le discours philosophique, we argue for continuing his historico-
philosophical practice of diagnosing the present. This means taking up his analytic heuristic (with
its three dimensions of power, knowledge and subjectivity) rather than his more concrete diag-
nostic concepts and the specific historical results they yield. We argue that the common methodo-
logical operation on each of the three axis is to shift the perspective from the given legitimacies,
norms, identities and selves to their historical, conflict-ridden emergence. Practicing philosophy
in this way allows developing Foucauldian contributions in two contemporary philosophical de-
bates: critical ontology and political epistemology. While ontology and epistemology might seem
surprising fields to work in for philosophers inspired by and critically loyal to Foucault, we at-
tempt to dispel these reservations and illustrate the stakes in both debates, pointing to the urgent
issues of ecological questions and of the problematization of untruths in politics respectively.

Keywords: (political) epistemology, knowledge, meta-philosophy, (critical) ontology, politics of
truth, power, subjectivity

INTRODUCTION

It is unclear whether Michel Foucault himself cared about being called a philosopher or
about being read by philosophers; his time was, after all, an epoch in which the “end of
philosophy” was called out more than once. It is evident, however, that speaking in dis-
ciplinary and academic terms, Foucault invented and even more so inspired a whole
range of projects in the humanities and social sciences that have openly left behind the
traditional forms and methodologies of philosophy. In our contribution to assessing the
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legacy of his work, we want to ask what a contemporary philosophical practice after and
following Foucault might look like and what could distinguish it from other receptions.

We will first consider the recently edited manuscript on “the philosophical discourse”
from 1966 to bring out Foucault’s own early, rather undecided stance towards philosophy
as a discourse and tradition at the time. We will then outline a methodological continua-
tion of Foucault’s historical-philosophical practice and discuss two strong candidates
within current philosophical discussions that invite a specific Foucauldian elaboration,
namely, the debates on a critical and historical ontology on the one hand, and on a new
critical and political epistemology on the other. We sketch the rather diverging stakes for
both cases and gesture towards the two contemporary material themes whose analysis
might be supported by such perspectives and that were far from Foucault’s own themes,
i.e., a critical ecology and a contribution to the study of untruth in politics, respectively.
In doing so, we intend to acknowledge different possible ways of doing philosophy after
Foucault and remaining faithful to Foucault, but we insist on the self-critical relation to
contemporaneity of any such attempt.

PHILOSOPHY AS DISCOURSE

In the post-war French academic culture and environment in which the young Foucault
was growing up, philosophy as a discipline and way of thinking was a surprisingly plural
referent. Of course, Foucault grew up reading and interpreting the classical texts and au-
thors. He is said to have considered Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, the object of his mas-
ter's thesis, to be the quintessential work of philosophy and asserted that even “that which
permits us to think against Hegel” might be something that “remains Hegelian”.! A thor-
ough knowledge in the history of philosophy from the ancients to the 19% century on the
one hand, and a keen interest in the philosophical debates of the moment on the other
hand are well-documented, ranging from the aftermath of existentialism, the influence of
Husserl and Heidegger on French philosophy, the inclusion of Nietzsche, Kierkegaard
and Freud as decisive voices in the emergence of modern philosophy to the debate among
Marxists about how to overcome idealist and bourgeois thinking.

But philosophy was also always seen as one strand of academic or scientific activity
among and in the context of others, be it the natural sciences and their epistemic history,
anthropology and the empirical knowledge of other cultures, or concerns in psychology,
psychiatry, psychoanalysis or literature (in the broadest sense). Being trained as a philos-
opher and a psychologist, but also participating in or reflecting on general scientific, po-
litical and cultural tendencies, provided Foucault with a variety of options for how to
practice philosophy. His first teaching jobs in psychology, and his interest in the history
of the medical sciences and their intersection with psychiatry and psychology that led to

! Michel Foucault, “The Discourse on Language” [1969/70], in The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse
on Language (2010), 235; La constitution d'un transcendantal historique dans la Phénoménologie de I'esprit de Hegel:
Mémoire du diplome d’études supérieures de philosophie (2024); see Didier Eribon, Michel Foucault (1991), ch. 2.
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his first academic publications, moved him away from the very classical choices of a tra-
ditional philosophical career.

However, even the first sympathetic readers of Foucault’s dissertation on madness and
unreason, such as Canguilhem and Althusser, had no doubt that this was a philosophical
event of the first rank.? The objections that The Order of Things provoked and which helped
make the book instantly famous were undeniably philosophical attacks on a new and pre-
sumably dangerous philosophy, although the main bulk of the book treats authors and
texts far removed from the traditional zones of academic philosophy.? Classical philo-
sophical authors and texts appear but are not treated systematically in the main publica-
tions of the early stages of Foucault’'s cuvre. The recent publication of the lecture notes
and manuscripts from that time changes the picture only slightly.

The ‘early’ Foucault, therefore, is definitely a practitioner of some sort of philosophy
but not a commentator of how or in which way he is, and he is definitely not a critic of
other philosophers in the strict sense. Given this fact, it is easy to understand why the
virtually completed but abandoned manuscript on the “philosophical discourse” from the
summer of 1966, which was waiting in the archive to be found, has attracted so much
attention. The theme and title could rightfully raise the expectation that one could here
find and read ‘Foucault’s philosophy’, a topos that was frequently used in the first press
reaction to the book.* However, on this point, the text disappoints.

Foucault’s tentative analysis of the “philosophical discourse” follows the theoretical
and methodological premises he had developed in the years before and that had led to
the magisterial The Order of Things. The project of an “archaeology of the human sciences’
was meant to counter the traditional and authoritative versions of intellectual history or
Geistesgeschichte in that it treated the thinking of an epoch not as the expression of a deeper
meaning or cognitive learning process but as a series of discursive events to be accounted
for in formal terms, i.e., in terms of the very rules and parameters constitutive of this very
discourse. One of the polemical stakes of this book is that it illustrates the intellectual pro-
file of entire epochs without even referencing the dominant philosophical systems of the
time. When Foucault was analyzing the thinking of the Renaissance, the “classical” and
the “modern age, this did correspond roughly to the traditional epochalizations —but not
quite. And what he took to be the internal grammar of the thinking or domains of
knowledge of these times is not explained with reference to any overarching philosophical
concepts but rather to formal criteria, ordering the very objects to know in respective sci-
entific fields.

2 See the documents in Francois Bert, ed., Histoire de la folie a I’dge classique de Michel Foucault: Regards critiques
1961-2011 (2011).

3 See the documents in Philippe Artiéres and Jean-Francois Bert, eds., Les mots et les choses de Michel Foucault:
Regards critiques 1966-1968 (2009); Stuart Elden, The Archaeology of Foucault (2023), 81-91.

¢ See David Zerbib, “Unpublished works shed new light on Michel Foucault: Several experts explain how
the treasures found in the philosopher's archives at the National Library of France elucidate Foucault's 'def-
inition of philosophy,’,” Le Monde online (English), May 11, 2023, https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/arti-
cle/2023/05/11/unpublished-works-shed-new-light-on-michel-foucault 6026351 23.html
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“Similitude”, “representation”, and “man” are therefore not mainly concepts but clas-
sificatory operators, and philosophy is not the one main locus where they are generated
and then applied to empirical fields but just one more field in which these operators work.
Accordingly, when the “counter-sciences” of psychoanalysis and ethnology (or anthro-
pology) are invoked in the famous final chapter,® they clearly somehow represent non-
standard forms of theoretical thinking that relate to the dominant philosophies at the time
but should not be counted as such in the strict sense themselves. Rather, they constitute
promising instances of a future form of theoretical inquiry no longer bound to the formal
and logical constraints of the humanistic doctrines that lie at the heart of the Western phil-
osophical tradition, from Kant to Husser], as it were.

Le discours philosophique, written partly under the impression of the first reactions to The
Order of Things, compensates this absence that appeared as a strategic or polemic choice
in the former book. It is a work almost entirely on philosophy and its history. Yet again,
philosophy has no future and no freedom but appears as the expression of certain formal
necessities. Philosophy after Nietzsche, Foucault declares on the opening pages of the
manuscript, has gained its identity as an “enterprise of diagnosis”, and its interpretations
amount to attempts to intervene into the present by understanding and grasping it.° The
philosopher is a sign-reader attempting to “recognize the today that is his own”.” This
relation to one’s own time, situation and culture —we might say: this reflexivity —marks
philosophy from the beginning and gives it a practical function that exceeds the merely
theoretical and ties it essentially to the “today” .8

However, interestingly, Foucault in this text neither emphasizes nor affirms this con-
textuality and situatedness of philosophy, and he does not bring it close to a notion of
critique or critical activity, as he will do in later texts and even in the very last lectures at
the College de France that return to the question of philosophy.’ Here, in 1966, philoso-
phy’s boundedness to the today and place and context of the philosopher is fate, not
promise. Western culture, the historical argument roughly goes, has “in the first half of
the 17th century”,'® i.e., in the age of Francis Bacon, Galileo Galilei and Miguel de Cervan-
tes, invented and differentiated cultural forms or discourses that have centered them-
selves around a specific form of textuality and a certain discursive logic that have led to
stable cultural institutions. Out of a more undifferentiated unity between ethics, wisdom
and the arts, the much more sharply differentiated unities of philosophy, science and lit-
erature have emerged as the very sites for philosophical, scientific and literary discourse,

5 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences [1966] (1970), ch. 10.V, 407-420.

¢ Michel Foucault, Le discours philosophique (2023), 14, our transl.; see Martin Saar, “After the Endgames: What
was and what is Philosophy?,” Philosophy, Politics and Critique 1:1 (2024).

7 Foucault, Le discours philosophique, 17.

8 Le discours philosophique, ch. 2, 21-28.

9 Martin Saar, Genealogie als Kritik. Geschichte und Theorie des Subjekts nach Nietzsche und Foucault (2007), 275-
286; Frieder Vogelmann, “Foucaults parrhesia — Philosophie als Politik der Wahrheit,” in Parrhesia. Foucaults
letzte Vorlesungen — philosophisch, philologisch, politisch, eds. Petra Gehring and Andreas Gelhard (2012).

10 Le discours philosophique, 75.
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respectively. All of them constitute fields of experience and knowledge, but of different
forms and internal logics, realized in specific texts and genres. Philosophy ever after, and
to illustrate this is Foucault’s main goal in Le discours philosophique, remains tied to this
constellation and this need to draw its boundaries towards and against the other two dis-
courses, as they all need to seal themselves off against the prior authoritative discourse,
theology.

Philosophy’s creative operation in this era consists (unsurprisingly) in inventing one
instance grounding and securing knowledge, namely, the cogito or subject.!’ And philos-
ophy remains tied to an ever changing explication and elaboration of what it means to be
a subject and to know —from Descartes to Kant to Hegel to Husserl and until the very end
of modern philosophy proper—that Foucault claims to see ending or running aground at
exactly this time, in the mid-1960s. This gives rise to a stream of different philosophical
systems and finally to anti-systematic philosophies, but they all remain within the con-
fines of the early modern inauguration of philosophy: “All philosophies after Descartes
obey the legality of this discourse.”!?

The more detailed and complicated analysis Foucault gives in the main bulk of his
manuscript is not of interest in this context. Let us just note that he turns his attention
mainly towards methodological issues near the end. His treatment of the historical emer-
gence and subsequent development of the modern “philosophical discourse” does not
follow the interest of traditional intellectual history nor of systematic reflection on past
conceptual options and achievements. Rather, a sort of “functional description [descrip-
tion fonctionelle]” is meant to trace this history on a meta-level.’ In the last three chapters,
the terms “archive” and “archaeology”, introduced but not fully elaborated on in The Or-
der of Things, are central, and they refer to this methodological or meta-theoretical level on
which what can be thought and experienced is accounted for in terms of the very dis-
course in which it is made to appear. This makes “discursivity the general form of what
can be given to and in experience [la forme générale de ce qui peut étre donné a I'experi-
ence]”.’* The work presented and announced in Archaeology of Knowledge in 1969, we
might contend, might be considered the methodological program following from such
premises, and some of the material studies from around these years might be considered
their realization —before the genealogical re-orientation in the 1970s again changes the
methodological picture immensely.!®

1 Le discours philosophique, 87.

12 Le discours philosophique, 109.

13 Le discours philosophique, 147. In their commentaries to these passages, the editors helpfully relate this pro-
gram to Foucault’s engagement with the works of Martial Guéroult and Jules Vuillemin, eminent philoso-
phers and commentators of classical works in Foucault’s youth, both of whom also attacked the traditional
history of ideas, see Le discours philosophique, 167.

14 Le discours philosophique, 247.

15 For our own takes on this issue, see Martin Saar, “Understanding Genealogy: History, Power, and the Self,”
Journal for the Philosophy of History 2:2 (2008); Frieder Vogelmann, Foucault lesen (2016).
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Yet, the reflection on philosophy, as an object of study in 1966, provided Foucault with
one important case in point to develop this program, and philosophy itself became a
strange and unfamiliar object under this lens: not a history of more or less successful at-
tempts to reveal the truth but a series of discursive events that can be traced back to the
inner logic of a specific discourse trapped in its own self-referentiality. This ‘formalist’
and historicist approach, as we might call it, characterizes the early Foucault’s relation to
the very discipline he was inhabiting partly as an outsider—as someone also teaching
psychology and engaging in the history of science. Yet, he also acted partly as an insider —
as someone translating some proto-structuralist and epistemological insights from Dumé-
zil, Bachelard and Canguilhem into historical-philosophical practice. In the years 1966-
1969, Foucault meditates on the beginning and on the end of philosophy (as we know it),
and he was inventing the tools not to continue or save it but to analyze it and turn it into
an object of study in a perspective that is not in itself philosophical in the traditional sense
but something else.

PHILOSOPHY AFTER AND FOLLOWING FOUCAULT

However one judges Foucault’s ambivalent relation to philosophy, which is on full dis-
play in Le discours philosophique, philosophy after Foucault is different, and any philosophy
interested in its present will bear his mark. In the following, we argue that one of the most
crucial points of his legacy is of a methodological nature: it implies understanding philos-
ophy as a “politics of truth”.1® Such a politics intervenes into currents issues and struggles
via a transformative diagnosis of the present. This mobilizes an idea that, as we have seen
in the previous section, the early Foucault associated with modern philosophy as such.
Using it to imagine a current and future philosophy might open up two important possi-
ble ways of philosophizing with and after Foucault.

It is commonplace to recognize that Foucault after the late 1960s frequently described
his own work as diagnosing the present, sometimes with reference to Nietzsche, as we
saw above, and sometimes with reference to Kant.l” Yet, how do we build on this idea?
While it is tempting to use Foucault’s own concepts to come to terms with our present—

16 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France 1977-1978 [2004] (2007), 3. It
is worth giving the full quote: “But what I am doing [...] is not history, sociology, or economics. [...] what I
am doing is something that concerns philosophy, that is to say, the politics of truth, for I do not see many
other definitions of the word “philosophy” apart from this.”

17 For Nietzsche, see already Michel Foucault, “Who are you, Professor Foucault?” [1967], in Religion and
Culture, ed. Jeremy R. Carrette (1999), 91; for Kant, see Michel Foucault, “Structuralism and Post-
Structuralism” [1983], in Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984. Vol. 2: Aesthetics, Method, and
Epistemology, ed. James Faubion (1998), 449 f.; Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” [1984], in Essential
Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984. Vol. 1: Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth, ed. Paul Rabinow (1997), 303-305,
309, and for discussion, see Sophie Fuggle, Yari Lanci, and Martina Tazzioli, eds., Foucault and the History of
Our Present (2015).
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the panopticon, biopower, governmentality or parrhesia come to mind®*—we think the
broader question of how to philosophize after and following Foucault demands a differ-
ent approach. Not least because of Foucault’s conceptual promiscuity, we should be very
careful to start from his own diagnostic descriptions.!” Any philosophy that is able to think
our present (instead of his) must proceed differently in order to think in and against the
world as it is today.?’ If Foucault’s way of doing philosophy is still useful for us, it is not
because of any specific concept that elucidates our present but because we can learn from
his method of building relevant concepts. This requires us to sketch our understanding of
his way of practicing the form of non-standard, historico-conceptual inquiry he himself
chose from the early 1970s on, both in his lectures and in the condensed, carefully con-
structed monographs.

Generally speaking, Foucault uses different methodological concepts, such as dis-
course, dispositif or problematization, at different times to analyze social practices in a
manner that frees us from our usual normative, conceptual and historical assessments and
assumptions.?! Let us briefly indicate how this works on the three axes of his analyses:
power, knowledge and subjectivity.

In his analysis of power, Foucault carefully articulates a methodological concept of
power as relational, strategic and productive to circumvent questions of legitimacy in fa-
vor of questions about functioning.?? He thereby tries to free us from a “juridico-discur-
sive”? understanding of power that reduces all exercises of power to the same—legal —
model of prohibition. Attending to the historical development of this impoverished con-
ception of power, Foucault demonstrates that it perpetuates a style of political analysis
that is still bound to monarchy and the phantasm of the one centralized site of power.
Hence his famous verdict that in “political thought and analysis, we still have not cut off
the head of the king”.>* Yet, the argument extends further: we must also rid ourselves of
the tendency to interpret power relations by presupposing alleged universals such as the
state, civil society or the distinction between politics and economics.? This reinforces the

18 See respectively David Lyons, ed., Theorizing Surveillance: The Panopticon and Beyond (2006); Vernon W.
Cisney and Nicolae Morar, eds., Biopower: Foucault and Beyond (2015); Ulrich Brockling, Susanne Krasmann,
and Thomas Lemke, eds., Governmentality: Current Issues and Future Challenges (2010); Petra Gehring and
Andreas Gelhard, eds., Parrhesia. Foucaults letzte Vorlesungen — philosophisch, philologisch, politisch (2012).

19 See Verena Erlenbusch-Anderson, “Philosophical Practice Following Foucault,” Foucault Studies 25 (2018).
In her terminology, we side with “methodologism”, although for slightly different reasons than those de-
bated between “contextualism” and “appropriationism”.

20 Martin Saar, “Philosophie in ihrer (und gegen ihre) Zeit,” Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie 67:1 (2019);
Frieder Vogelmann, “Der Weisheit Freund und aller Welt Feind? Philosophie mit, in und gegen die Welt,”
Deutsche Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie 71:2 (2023).

21 See Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on Language [1969] (2010); Michel
Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume I: An Introduction [1976] (1978); Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure.
Volume 2 of the History of Sexuality [1984] (1990).

22 See Saar, Genealogie als Kritik, 204-224.

2 Foucault, The History of Sexuality I, 82.

2¢ The History of Sexuality I, 88 £.

%5 See Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the College de France 1978-1979 [2004] (2008), 3.
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point we made earlier: If we follow Foucault in diagnosing power relations from their
minute and cruel everyday exercise in all their strategic complexity, surprising produc-
tivity and historical malleability, then we cannot begin to philosophize by taking up the
concrete and specific diagnoses of his present half a century ago.

Similarly, Foucault’s analyses of knowledge—from scientific discourses such as psy-
chiatry or criminology to individual practices of veridiction such as parrhesisa—circum-
vent the immediate assessment of statements as true or false. Instead, he shifts the focus
to the socio-material conditions for statements to be truth-apt, i.e., to have truth-values at
all. In the center lies what we can call, using Foucault’'s own favorite formulations, the
conditions of alethic existence (instead of epistemic conditions of possibility).2¢ This method-
ological shift is important for Foucault, as he insists that it gives his critique its specific
form. Instead of showing certain fields of knowledge to be erroneous (wrong/false), illu-
sionary or ideological, he aims to uncover the set of social practices and the particular
conditions of alethic existence established by them and that enabled these forms of
knowledge to exist in the first place. As he explains at length in The Birth of Biopolitics, this
is a constant methodological premise underlying his work:

The question here [concerning the dichotomy of politics and economy; MS & FV]
is the same as the question I addressed with regard to madness, disease, delin-
quency, and sexuality. In all of these cases, it was not a question of showing how
these objects were for a long time hidden before finally being discovered, nor of
showing how all these objects are only wicked illusions or ideological products to
be dispelled in the light of reason finally having reached its zenith. It was a matter
of showing by what conjunctions a whole set of practices—from the moment they
become coordinated with a regime of truth—was able to make what does not exist
(madness, disease, delinquency, sexuality, etcetera), nonetheless become some-
thing, something however that continues not to exist. That is to say, what I would
like to show is not how an error [...] or how an illusion could be born, but how a
particular regime of truth [...] makes something that does not exist able to become
something. It is not an illusion since it is precisely a set of practices, real practices,
which established it and thus imperiously marks it out in reality.?”

These sets of practices did not come about peacefully. Uncovering the conditions of alethic
existence for a specific field of knowledge demonstrates the power struggles and epis-
temic and social conflicts implied in the establishment of that knowledge. Thus, Foucault’s

26 This formulation of course evokes the difficult question of whether such a program still follows a transcen-
dental form of reflection or rather breaks with it. The question also touches on Foucault’s relation to Kant
and Husserl, respectively. These issues have been treated extensively in the pages of this journal. Let us just
refer to the fundamental contribution by Beatrice Han-Pile, Foucault’s Critical Project: Between the Transcen-
dental and the Historical (2002) and the contrasting view articulated by Garry Gutting, “Review of Beatrice
Han: Foucault’s Critical Projekt,” Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, https://ndpr.nd.edu/reviews/foucault-s-
critical-project/ (accessed February 16, 2024); see also Gary Gutting, Thinking the Impossible. French Philosophy
since 1960 (2011), 145-147.

27 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 19, see also 35 f.
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critique works by vividly showing us which conflicts had to be fought and won and
whose submission needed to be ensured before we got the serene and stable knowledge(s)
so familiar to us. He already pointed out this constant methodological operation in his
first lecture series at the College de France in 1970:

Then [...] we will have put the game of truth back in the network of constraints
and dominations. Truth, I should say rather, the system of truth and falsity, will
have revealed the face it turned away from us for so long and which is that of its
violence.?8

When it comes to the third axis of analysis, subjectivity, we encounter the same method:
Foucault replaces substantial notions of subjectivity —e.g., of individuals being imbued
with an interiority that requires guidance and demands to be expressed truthfully —with
a methodological, even praxeological concept of the subject as the site of a practical rela-
tion to self. Instead of assessing subjectivity in terms of authenticity or autonomy, he pro-
poses a hermeneutical grid of four elements to better analyze the different forms such a
practical relation to self can take: what part of the self is worked on (ontology), why (de-
ontology), how (ascetics) and to what end (teleology).?” Foucault introduces this analytic
grid in The Use of Pleasure specifically for his history of sexuality in order to get an analytic
handle on moral conduct and ethical self-understanding related to sexual acts in late an-
tiquity. Yet, it can be used fruitfully for processes of subjectivation in general, as a remark-
able number of studies have shown.*® Once again, our point is that philosophizing after
Foucault should not start from any of the concrete historical forms of subjectivity he di-
agnosed (e.g., the Greek care of the self; or the objectified, self-reflective ego the modern
human sciences have invented). We should rather take inspiration from the methodolog-
ical shift that circumvents foundational or substantive concepts of subjectivity in order to
show, for example, how and why we are so obsessed with becoming authentic or auton-
omous subjects in the first place.

Talking about the “politics of truth” behind and below the specific truths or specific
legitimacies, norms, identities and selves that there are refers to a rather abstract common
denominator of much of Foucault’s work. Yet, it indicates why Foucault himself suspected
that philosophy as a discipline and discourse is unable to take this perspective: Philoso-
phy (as we know it) is too much in awe before and in love with truth to look behind and
beneath it. It tends to take given truths, legitimacies, norms, identities and selves as the
legitimate objects of thinking and as the practical realities to cope with. The shift in per-
spective away from the many truths to the politics of truth is critical, even destructive of
this immersion in and complicity with the given realities. It does not deny their relevance,

28 Michel Foucault, Lectures on the Will to Know: Lectures at the College de France 1970-1971 and Oedipal
Knowledge [2011] (2014), 4.

2 Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, 2629 and 39.

3% James D. Faubion, An Anthropology of Ethics (2011); see also for a recent overview Paolo Heywood, “The
Two Faces of Michel Foucault”, in The Cambridge Handbook for the Anthropology of Ethics, ed. James Laidlaw
(2023), 130-154.
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weight or robustness. On the contrary, much of Foucault’s analyses try to account for the
fact that all these truths, facts, natures and realities “really” came into being and acquired
validity —and how hard it is to even imagine them otherwise. Revealing these emergences
as specific, historical and empirical, as it were, means depriving them of any appearance
of naturalness or necessity they might surround themselves with. “Politics” here means:
contingency, power relations, struggles, complications and non-linearity, but also the po-
tentiality of transformation.

Taking up Foucault’s work from this methodological side and paying attention to his
manner of doing philosophy rather than to his specific historical results allows us to argue
for two entries into contemporary philosophical debates. Both aim to continue and de-
velop specific aspects of Foucault’s philosophizing; they are inspired by —and critically
loyal to—his method. Yet, both are equally animated by the strong conviction that we
should not remain committed to simply commenting on his work in his own time but to
working on our problems of our time with Foucauldian or Post-Foucauldian tools.

CRITICAL ONTOLOGY

It sounds wrong to attribute to Foucault the program of actualizing traditional ontology
in the classical sense, i.e., an encompassing theory of all beings in their unity and coher-
ence —a metaphysica generalis. Foucault’s methodological anti-dogmatism and anti-univer-
salism seem to undermine any attempts in this direction. Despite all differences, Foucault
seems to faithfully follow the Kantian revolution that turns away from the classical meta-
physical urge to talk dogmatically about things as they are and to embark on a critical,
reflexive project of elucidating the conditions under which we can know and experience
anything at all. While it is certainly possible to construe Foucault as a radicalized Kantian
who took this reflexive self-critique even further, one must keep in mind that he certainly
does not ground this project in a philosophy of the subject. Unsurprisingly, one can also
read his work from the other side—from the side of the objects themselves. In this sense,
Foucault (also) seems to ask how those came about and how they came into view as pos-
sible objects of knowledge and experience in the first place. This does not undo the Kant-
ian turn of perspective completely, but it opens a path to question the very nature, status
and reality of those objects (many of which turn out to be not unrelated to subjects —in
plural ways). In this way, he reopens the space for ontological questions.!

In the case of many French philosophers of Foucault’s and the previous generation,
matters get even more complicated because of the incessant influence of the early
Heidegger and his “existential” or “fundamental ontology” that had already left its mark

31 Johanna Oksala, “Foucault’s Politicization of Ontology,” Continental Philosophy Review 43 (2010), 445-466;
Martin Saar and Frieder Vogelmann, “Foucault und die Ontologie. Eine Debatte,” in Leben Regieren. Biotech-
nologien, Natur und Gesellschaft im 21. Jahrhundert, eds. Katharina Hoppe, Jonas Riippel, Torsten H. Voigt and
Franziska von Verschuer (2023). In the latter text, we have focused on the systematic differences between
critical ontology and political epistemology; here, we attempt to bring out the substantial methodological
agreement on which they both rest.
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on the works of Sartre, Lévinas, Merleau-Ponty and others in the 1930s and 1940s.32 Texts
from the later Heidegger, like the famous “Letter on Humanism”, published in German
and in French in 1947, or the lectures on Nietzsche, were immensely formative in the 1960s
and influenced Derrida, Lacan and even Althusser to a degree. The early Foucault was
definitely affected by this influence, too, as is well documented.3* However, the terms
“ontology” and “ontological” in the Heideggerian lexicon have become so overdeter-
mined and even turned against their former, classically metaphysical meaning that they
have changed their meaning drastically.

It is in the more classical sense of the term when Foucault implies that he has no interest
in constructing “a metaphysics or an ontology of power” but in the question “how is
power exercised?”% Yet, in a small number of crucial passages, Foucault himself uses the
formulas “critical ontology” or “historical ontology of ourselves”, often referring to the
genealogical scrutiny of the emergence of self-understandings and identifications and the
critical work of dissolving certainties and naturalizations. The most prominent formula-
tions occur in Foucault’s late commentary on Kant’s “What is Enlightenment?”, where he
credits Kant with asking all the right questions:

It seems to me that Kant’s reflection is even a way of philosophizing that has not
been without its importance or effectiveness during the last two centuries. The crit-
ical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly, as a theory, a doc-
trine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it has to
be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of
what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are
imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them.*

This is not only a negative, destructive task: “we must obviously give a more positive
content to what may be a philosophical éthos consisting in a critique of what we are saying,
thinking and doing, through a historical ontology of ourselves”.3 Foucault’'s program is
no general theory but highly contextual and contemporary: “I mean that this work done
at the limits of ourselves must, on the one hand, open up a realm of historical inquiry and,
on the other, put itself to the test of reality, of contemporary reality, both to grasp the
points where change is possible and desirable, and to determine the precise form this
change should take.”?” This aspiration realizes itself in the three major domains of prob-
lematizations defined by Foucault’s work that we have briefly discussed in the previous
section:

%2 Dominique Janicaud, Heidegger en France (2001).

3 Alan Milchman and Alan Rosenberg, ed., Foucault and Heidegger: Critical Encounters (2003); Martin Saar,
“Heidegger und Michel Foucault. Pragung ohne Zentrum,” in Heidegger-Handbuch, ed. Dieter Thoma (2013).
3 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power” [1980], in Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984. Vol. 3: Power
(2000), 337.

35 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?”, 319.

3 “What is Enlightenment?”, 315.

37 “What is Enlightenment?,” 316.
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[...] we have three axes whose specificity and whose interconnections have to be
analyzed: the axis of knowledge, the axis of power, the axis of ethics. In other
terms, the historical ontology of ourselves has to answer an open series of ques-
tions; it has to make an indefinite number of inquiries which may be multiplied
and specified as much as we like, but which will all address the questions system-
atized as follows: How are we constituted as subjects of our own knowledge? How
are we constituted as subjects who exercise or submit to power relations? How are
we constituted as moral subjects of our own actions?3#

This line of thought stresses that philosophical critique does not restrict itself to the cog-
nitive or discursive realm but actually affects what we “are” in our being. It has been
accepted and taken up by many philosophers working in the wake of Foucault or with
interests similar to his. Judith Butler might be the most prominent among them, having
projected elements of a “relational social ontology” in the last two decades that elaborates
and further develops Foucault’s formulation.?*® However, we want to highlight that from
this point of departure it is easy to enter into a dialogue with a plethora of current devel-
opments in the humanities that claim a “return to ontology” or an “ontological turn”. In-
stances of such claims can be found most prominently in anthropology but also in feminist
theory, critical social theory, analytic metaphysics, post-Marxist political theory and Cul-
tural Studies. Sometimes they are connected to an emphasis on materiality and objecthood
and have some overlap with the—again: rather heterogeneous—theoretical movement
now known as New Materialism.*’ While some of the proponents of these debates signal
their distance from Foucault and his alleged exclusive focus on discourse and meaning,
others credit him as a forerunner of a differently ontological and/or materialist thinking.*!

It would be a challenging but worthwhile task to map these various debates and ana-
lyze the shifting meanings the reference to Foucault has and has had in them, but this
would be the task for another paper (and other authors). Nevertheless, let us flag these
discussions and the stakes for philosophy they contain: Foucault can be read and used as
an entry into the debate on how to rethink ontology as a theoretical enterprise under cur-
rent conditions and how to think “our” being and its emergence and transformation.
While this has been taken up by many other disciplines, as just mentioned, it does remain
a profoundly philosophical question, and it also involves contemporary philosophy’s re-
lation to its own metaphysical past, the Kantian revolution, the Heidegger moment, and
the future of post-dogmatic, post-foundationalist and post-metaphysical or maybe neo-
metaphysical thinking.

3 “What is Enlightenment?,” 318.

% Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (2009), 184; see Arto Charpentier, “On Judith Butler’s
‘Ontological Turn’,” Raisons politiques 76:4 (2019).

4 For an introduction see New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics, eds. Diana Coole and Samantha
Frost (2010).

4 For this discussion, see Thomas Lemke, The Government of Things: Foucault and the New Materialisms (2021).
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Let us just name some conceptual essentials that a Foucauldian inspiration might bring
to this discussion: Such an ontology will be essentially historical and will leave behind the
aspiration to provide a perspective on eternal, unchanging essences. On the contrary, a
Foucauldian or Post-Foucauldian historical ontology will place all emphasis on the emer-
gence of entities and their historical transformation. Given that all of its objects, namely
all the things, subjects and institutions in our social world are inherently dynamic, this
ontology will have to be dynamic or processual too.#? It will not be anthropocentric, in
that it will not omit the non-human, non-organic factors, but it will be especially con-
cerned with the feedback loops and recursive ontological effects that occur when human
beings (expressing their status as “human kinds”, to use Hacking’s phrase) change their
nature and that of others by actively transforming their own being.* This is also congenial
to the idea of a “weak ontology” that bids farewell to all strong metaphysical aspirations.*
Such an ontology will still be a strict and formal philosophical exercise, but it will not
claim an ultra-objective, metaphysical point of view. Instead, it will allow for plural and
perspectival insights that never lose sight of the social and political conditions of ontolog-
ical description and theorizing itself. In so doing, it will remain “post-foundationalist” in
the sense given to the word by the discussions on Left-Heideggerianism and “political
ontology” after Laclau.*> These philosophical reflections remain within the orbit of the
ontological but conceive it as intricately linked with the empirical and political. They still
try to account for the reality and materiality, i.e., the very being, of ourselves and of the
world around us.

It may come as no surprise that many current theories invested in a certain kind of
ontological vocabulary do this in view of environmental or ecological questions, since the
perspective of an impending ecological disaster is nothing less than a question of being
(and of nothingness). It seems as if nature has returned as an ultra-reality escaping all too-
easy theoretical and practical capture. This is a topic only marginally present on the Fou-
cauldian archipelago, the fascinating remarks on “environmentality” being the evident
exception, marginal and underdeveloped as they are.*

However, the whole ecological complex might be approached most fruitfully from a
Post-Foucauldian, ontological point of view. For it is exactly the historicist interest in pro-
cesses of emergence, stabilization and deconstitution that are the preferred objects for
such a kind of inquiry. And it is with the tool of a three-dimensional form of analysis

42 Emmanuel Renault, “Critical Theory and Processual Social Ontology,” Journal of Social Ontology 2:1 (2016.).
4 Jan Hacking, Historical Ontology (2002); Arnold I. Davidson, The Emergence of Sexuality: Historical Epistemol-
ogy and the Formation of Concepts (2002).

4 Stephen K. White, Sustaining Affirmation: The Strengths of Weak Ontology in Political Theory (2000).

4 Martin Saar, “What is Political Ontology? Review of: Oliver Marchart: Die politische Differenz. Zum Den-
ken des Politischen bei Nancy, Lefort, Badiou, Laclau und Agamben. Berlin 2010: Suhrkamp,” Krisis: Journal
for Contemporary Philosophy 12:1 (2012).

46 The Birth of Biopolitics, 261 (the translation has “environmentalism” for environmentalité); see Timothy W.
Luke, “On Environmentality: Geo-Power and Eco-Knowledge in the Discourses of Contemporary Environ-
mentalism,” Cultural Critique 31 (1995); Lemke, The Government of Things, ch. 8, 168-190.
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(pertaining to: knowledge/science; power/politics; subjectivity/ethics) that these issues
might be approached in a way that can help us understand, first, the deep cognitive-dis-
cursive causes of a crisis; second, the social dynamics and power-struggles that structure
its handling; and third, the deep-rooted mentalities and dispositions on an ethico-political
plane that are unable to transform despite the urgent necessity to do so. Critically under-
standing eco-knowledge, eco-power and eco-subjects is an ontological enterprise because
it tries to understand “our” being, today, in all its constraints and potentialities.

POLITICAL EPISTEMOLOGY

As in the case of ontology, engaging in epistemology might seem an unlikely choice for
Foucauldian or Post-Foucauldian philosophers. After all, Foucault frequently sets aside
epistemological questions if not criticizes the “analytics of truth”.#” Yet again, the verdict
against epistemology holds true only for a traditional conception of it, narrowly defined
as the attempt to analyze forms of knowledge, justification and reason tied to the cognitive
capacities of generic and a-social, perhaps even transcendental subjects. The rise of “social
epistemology” since the 1990s has at least partly broadened the scope of mainstream epis-
temology, although it remains torn between programs merely expanding traditional epis-
temology’s assumptions and analyses on the one hand and programs seeking to criticize
and revise those assumptions on the other.*® As the name “social epistemology” therefore
remains ambiguous, we prefer to use “political epistemology”, which includes critical ap-
proaches in social epistemology but is even wider. It starts from the fact that reason, truth
and knowledge are social phenomena. Yet, it insists on the politically significant further
insight that epistemic phenomena do not just exist in social practices ridden with conflicts
but are constituted by those conflictual practices which they in turn shape.

Understood in this broad sense as intertwining epistemology with social and political
theory, political epistemology is nothing new. All critical theories have, in some way or
other, engaged in it to criticize traditional epistemologies that idealize away the socio-
material conditions of epistemic phenomena. In Frankfurt School critical theory, political
epistemology became necessary to distinguish the specific form of critical from traditional
theory and to account for central concepts such as ideology that describe a particular com-
bination of knowledge and domination.* In feminist theory, the epistemic success of fem-
inist interventions into the natural and social sciences gave rise to feminist epistemology,
a whole research field that tries to better understand the gendered nature of reason and

47 See, e.g., Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others: Lectures at the Collége de France 1982—1983 [2008]
(2010), 20; Michel Foucault, Discourse & Truth and Parrésia [2016] (2019), 224.

4 For an overview with sympathies for the second program, see Martin Kusch, “Social Epistemology,” in The
Routledge Companion to Epistemology, ed. Sven Bernecker and Duncan Pritchard (2011).

4 Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” [1937], in Critical Theory. Selected Essays (2002);
Theodor W. Adorno, “Ideology” [1954], in Aspects of Sociology, ed. Frankfurt Institute for Social Research
(1973).
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knowledge®® and to give a realistic account of the productive role of non-epistemic values
in scientific practices.”! Post- and decolonial theory has, for a long time, been analyzing
the unequal creation, distribution and acceptance of knowledge according to its concrete
location to uncover the highly unjust “geopolitics of knowledge”.>? Belatedly, analytic
philosophy discovered political epistemology in different forms too.5

A Foucauldian perspective in political epistemology starts, of course, from the familiar
concept of “power-knowledge”, that is, from the premise that power, knowledge and sub-
jectivity are internally related:

We should admit rather that power produces knowledge (and not simply by en-
couraging it because it serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that
power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation
without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge
that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. These
‘power-knowledge relations” are to be analysed, therefore, not on the basis of a
subject of knowledge who is or is not free in relation to the power system, but, on
the contrary, the subject who knows, the objects to be known and the modalities
of knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of these fundamental implica-
tions of power-knowledge and their historical transformations.5*

However, political epistemology after and following Foucault will have to do more than
just restate this premise or show once again that it does not reduce reason or knowledge
to power or politics.% It must also address the epistemological questions that Foucault
mostly relegated to the side and that Foucauldians have not often been willing to engage
with:* How do we build a “non-sovereign” epistemology that can explicate the concept
of truth as a standard of epistemic validity in a way compatible with its historicization

% See Donna J. Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of
Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 14:3 (1988); Alison Wylie, “Feminist Philosophy of Science: Standpoint
Matters,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 86:2 (2012).

51 See Sandra Harding, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Thinking from Women’s Lives (1991); Helen E.
Longino, Science as Social Knowledge: Values and Objectivity in Scientific Inquiry (1990).

52 Walter D. Mignolo, “The Geopolitics of Knowledge and the Colonial Difference,” South Atlantic Quarterly
101:1 (2002), 67. See already Enrique Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation [1980] (1985).

% See Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing [2007] (2010); Michael Hannon and
Jeroen De Ridder, eds., The Routledge Handbook of Political Epistemology (2021).

5 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison [1975] (1977), 27 £.

% For recent and convincingly argued accounts see, e.g.,, Amy Allen, “Power/Knowledge/Resistance:
Foucault and Epistemic Injustice,” in The Routledge Handbook of Epistemic Injustice, eds. Ian James Kidd, José
Medina, and Gaile Pohlhaus, Jr. (2017); Daniele Lorenzini, The Force of Truth: Critique, Genealogy, and Truth-
Telling in Michel Foucault (2023).

% Of course, there are exceptions: see, e.g., the (very different) accounts by Linda Martin Alcoff, “Foucault as
Epistemologist,” Philosophical Forum 25:2 (1993); Joseph Rouse, “Foucault and the Natural Sciences,” in
Foucault and the Critique of Institutions, eds. John Caputo and Mark Yount (1993); C. G. Prado, Searle and
Foucault on Truth (2006).
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and intertwinement with power?” How do we conceptualize knowledge as distinct from
mere beliefs and opinions yet bound to changing historical constellations? How do we
defend scientific practices and results against today’s science deniers without immunizing
the sciences from criticism and without idealizing knowledge away from its socio-mate-
rial conditions of existence? Foucault’s proposal that epistemic validity is socially and ma-
terially situated and that we should recognize the socio-material conditions of alethic ex-
istence is an important first step—but it is only a first step. To answer the questions just
listed, which concern political epistemology’s basic concepts (and could be easily multi-
plied), we must go beyond Foucault’s refusal to engage with epistemology proper.>

Yet, there are further important research questions for political epistemology after and
following Foucault. While we only want to mention the necessity to engage with self-
reflexive, meta-philosophical questions that turn on the socio-material conditions of ale-
thic existence of philosophical knowledge, including the knowledge produced in political
epistemology itself, we want to emphasize that there are “first-order” questions too. After
all, political epistemology is called for, in the first place, because we want to address con-
temporary debates such as the current problematization of untruths in politics, unfolding
awkwardly and confused under the terms “post-truth” or “fake news”.> It calls for a clar-
ification on multiple fronts, but two seem especially important: First, instead of lumping
together all untruths, we should reconsider, from the perspective of Foucauldian or Post-
Foucauldian political epistemology, the many kinds of untruths in politics that we already
know: ideologies, propaganda, political lies or bullshit. Some of these concepts might
need serious re-interpretation; for example, ideology has often been taken to be incom-
patible with Foucault’s conceptualization of power-knowledge. Yet, we think that it is
time to move past his (often not very convincing) rejections of the concept to instead find
a conceptualization of ideology that is compatible with a non-sovereign political episte-
mology.®® The general idea is to distinguish two levels of analysis. On the first level, we
find the socio-economic conditions of alethic existence, which, as Foucault’s historical
studies demonstrate, for the most part change very slowly. They form a relatively stable
foundation of wide-ranging regimes of truth by determining which statements are truth-
apt. Yet, there is also a second level of analysis that attends to what happens within those
regimes of truth. And here, we argue, it does make sense to introduce the concepts of
ideology, propaganda, political lies etc. For not every departure from the agreed-upon

%7 Joseph Rouse, “Beyond Epistemic Sovereignty,” in The Disunity of Science: Boundaries, Contexts, Power, ed.
Peter Galison and David Stump (1996).

% See Frieder Vogelmann, Die Wirksamkeit des Wissens. Eine politische Epistemologie (2022).

¥ See, e.g., Lee McIntyre, Post-Truth (2018); Vincent F. Hendricks and Mads Vestergaard, Reality Lost: Markets
of Attention, Misinformation and Manipulation (2018); Steve Fuller, Post-Truth: Knowledge as a Power Game (2018).
For a critique and a constructive reconceptualization of this debate, see Frieder Vogelmann, “The Problem
of Post-Truth: Rethinking the Relationship between Truth and Politics,” Behemoth: A Journal on Civilisation
11:2 (2018).

60 As does, for example, Christian Schmidt, ““Ein Grundbegriff, den man nicht verwenden kann, ohne
Vorkehrungen zu treffen’. Michel Foucaults Beitrag zur Analyse und Kritik von Ideologien,” in Die Riickkehr
der Ideologie. Zur Gegenwart eines Schliisselbegriffs, eds. Heiko Beyer and Alexandra Schauer (2021).
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consensus should be considered as an attempt to establish an alternative regime of truth.
Obviously false statements, in particular, often serve to exert and display power by forc-
ing others to accept publicly what they know to be false. Using untruths in this manner
does not challenge the current regime of truth but exploits it.®! Similarly, ideologies oper-
ate within regimes of truth and are bound to their conditions of alethic existence. While
we cannot pursue the complex philosophical questions raised by such a proposal here, it
does open a conceptual space to work on urgent political and epistemological issues with-
out falling behind Foucault’s insights or merely repeating them.

Second, folded into the current problematization of untruth in politics is a debate about
the role of scientific practices in democracy. This debate seems stuck in the false alterna-
tive between a wholesale rejection or denial of scientific results and practices on the one
hand and a blind idealization of “science” on the other hand that neither cares for actual
scientific practices nor allows their nuanced and critical interrogation. Interestingly, the
baseless attacks on the sciences as well as the naive defense of them often rely on an over-
simplified understanding of scientific practices searching for timeless truths free from so-
cial and political conflicts.®> Whereas its defenders seem to think that this idealization is
necessary for preserving the epistemic authority of scientific knowledge, the attackers use
that very idealization against actual existing scientific practices, which, messy social prac-
tices that they are, can never live up to it.

Political epistemology after and following Foucault offers a way out of this dilemma
because it starts from the realization that “truth is a thing of this world”®* and does not
reside in some noumenal realm. Hence it makes little sense to defend scientific practices
by trying to purify them from all non-epistemic interests, values and conflicts that they
invariably include. Instead, a political epistemology after and following Foucault, as well
as many of the contributions in philosophy of science that do take history and power re-
lations seriously, attempt to explain how scientific practices can achieve knowledge be-
cause of their impurity.®* What remains specific to Foucauldian and Post-Foucauldian po-
litical epistemology, however, is its critical perspective on the sciences. This critique takes
off by employing the three-pronged analytic framework of knowledge, power and sub-
jectivities in order to historicize and de-naturalize scientific practices and results without
simply denying their importance or validity. Science, as it were, is as much a part of our

61 See Frieder Vogelmann, “Should Critique be Tamed by Realism? A Defense of Radical Critiques of
Reason,” Genealogy+Critique 5:1 (2019), 23-25. Cf. Susanne Krasmann, “Secrecy and the Force of Truth:
Countering Post-Truth Regimes,” Cultural Studies 33:4 (2019) for a different opinion.

62 On this (slightly polemical) diagnosis, see Frieder Vogelmann, Umkimpfte Wissenschaften — zwischen
Idealisierung und Verachtung (2023).

63 Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power” [1977], in Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984. Vol. 3: Power,
ed. James Faubion (1998), 131.

¢4 For recent non-idealizing perspectives from philosophy of science, see, for example, Hasok Chang, Realism
for Realistic People: A New Pragmatist Philosophy of Science (2022); Nancy Cartwright et al., The Tangle of Science:
Reliability Beyond Method, Rigour, and Objectivity (2022). Contributions from feminists and Foucauldians in-
clude Longino, Science as Social Knowledge; Joseph Rouse, Knowledge and Power: Toward a Political Philosophy of
Science (1987).
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contemporary politics of truth as its contestation, but this does not make it a weak or con-
tingent institution. On the contrary, in the contemporary regime of truth, it has acquired
an unparalleled epistemic authority, and some of the sciences—e.g., the natural sciences,
of course, but also economics, medicine or jurisprudence—do indeed have the kind of
superiority over other epistemic practices that warrants critical attention and interven-
tions targeting the very form of knowledge they produce, the institutions they inhabit and
the specific subjects they form.

CONCLUSION

We started from Foucault’s ambivalent relation to philosophy as an object of study and a
practice he was engaged in, as best seen from his discussion in Le discours philosophique.
To address the question of what philosophizing after and following Foucault might mean
today, we have argued for a methodological approach. Rather than building on one of his
many diagnoses, we have sought to argue for continuing his analytic heuristic with its
three dimensions of power, knowledge and subjectivity. On each of them, Foucault shifts
the perspective from the given legitimacies, norms, identities and selves to their historical,
conflict-ridden genesis.

This “politics of truth” may disturb philosophical business as usual, but it allows the de-
velopment of something like Foucauldian or Post-Foucauldian programs of critical ontol-
ogy and political epistemology that remain in contact and debate with current philosophy
in the academic, disciplinary sense but also extend the range of arguments and materials
usually deployed there. Using the examples of ecological questions and of the problem-
atization of untruths in politics, we have outlined why pursuing these paths might be
worthwhile or even urgent. At the heart of philosophizing after and following Foucault
lies the shift from beginning with the given norms, institutions, identities or selves to a
critical diagnosis of the “politics of truth” involved in their conflict-ridden emergence to
open up alternative ways of thinking, acting and being. Foucault might have toyed with
the idea of leaving philosophy behind for good, but following him need not imply that.
He has perhaps only interpreted philosophy in a specific way; the point, however, is to
change it.
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Michel Foucault’s Legacy on a Philosophy of the Present
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ABSTRACT. From the late 1970s, and particularly in the last years of his life, Michel Foucault
repeatedly returned to the status of philosophical reflection as an ontology of the present, of actu-
alité, or an ontology of ourselves. However, the impact of these famous theoretical syntagms
around a philosophy of the present or of actualité — one of Foucault's most precious legacies 40
years after his death — is not fully intelligible without considering that they were already at the
heart of Foucault's reflections on the status of philosophy from the mid-1960s onwards.

Today, with the recent publication of the essay Le Discours philosophique, we can better under-
stand how the concept of actualité shaped, within an archaeological framework of analysis, the
highly complex elaboration of the status of philosophy as a discourse aimed at providing a diag-
nosis of our actualité. The theoretical density of this latter term reveals a rich panorama of philo-
sophical references (sometimes explicit, sometimes more implicit) that are essential for grasping
both the historical-conceptual stakes of this term and the way in which it is, for the first time,
inscribed at the heart of the status of philosophy, giving rise also to the very possibility of making
it an object of historicization that at the time was still only archaeological.

The aim of this contribution is to show how Le Discours philosophique broadens our understanding
of what Foucault would later take up in a wider horizon of analysis, in which actualité would mark
a renewed space of historical analysis of the contingent relationship between philosophy and its
present, by redefining philosophical reflection as a practico-reflexive mode that Foucault will des-
ignate as “attitude” (and “critical attitude”).

Keywords: Actualité, philosophy, discourse, diagnosis, archaeology

INTRODUCTION

Forty years after Michel Foucault's death, we are entitled to ask ourselves what he left us, in

e

order to determine, even partially, his legacy for “us” “today”. Inevitably, this goal is difficult
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to achieve insofar as Foucault's thought was constructed with reference to issues that today
we could probably neither formulate in the same way nor address with the same attention.
While, on the other hand, our current situation poses new problems that could well be cir-
cumscribed thanks to Foucault's toolbox, we are nevertheless always faced with the risk of
making this toolbox too flexible, too plastic, too ‘ready-made’, thus losing sight of the very
specific circumstances and conjunctures in which Foucault's historical-conceptual tools were
forged. These tools have sometimes been hastily applied to issues that would call for more
caution and consequent adjustments of the hypotheses and concepts that were once created
to approach this or that other object that Foucault dealt with during his life.

Foucault was someone who was committed to reflecting not only on the actuality (actualité)
of his time, on what was raging and problematic in it, but also on the very idea of actualité and
the way in which it constantly shapes and reshapes our thinking so that new objects of thought
can finally emerge within it. For him, these objects of thought have always been the product
of the impact of current events on our thinking. Therefore, this impact becomes the very thing
that makes it possible to historicise what, in a given historical and political conjuncture, it has
been possible to think and say; the limits of the “dicible” and the “indicible” that determined
the actualité of a specific period.

Questioning Foucault's legacy and what is still timely in his thought undoubtedly calls for
a preliminary questioning that goes beyond both the situated nature of his thought and our
own. Not only did Foucault's thought have actualité as its object; it also — and perhaps above
all — engaged with the form of the relationship we maintain with an actualité that is always in
flux, that of a present that is always at a distance from itself (a I’écart de lui-méme). Such a
present is shaped by a difference that determines — as Foucault repeated right up to his last
writings on the Aufklirung — "what we are, what we think and what we do today".! However,
this also means, in a reversed sense, what is to be understood by "critique", i.e., asking what
we can and must say, think and do to become other than what we are and to transform the
present in which we find ourselves (a "practical critique that takes the form of a possible trans-
gression (franchissement)"? And yet what Foucault called "this permanent critique of our-
selves" in his later writings referred to a "mode of reflective relation to the present" that had
been "at the basis of an entire form of philosophical reflection".?

Today, forty years after his death, to say that philosophy is a reflection on the present and
starting from the present may seem like a truism or something that goes without saying. How-
ever, in the sentences I quoted, Foucault claims something more, namely that the fundamental
relationship that philosophical reflection has with its present can take, and effectively and
historically has taken, place in several ways and in different forms. Thus, when we take up a
question that is as old as it is still open to us today (“what does it mean to philosophize?”), we
should not only consider the relationship with a specific time. We should also and above all
consider the form of this relationship and its historical mode of constitution — that is, the way in
which philosophy has constituted itself in relation to what its actualité was. It is perhaps this
question concerning the reflexive form that philosophy has maintained with its present at

! Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” [1984], in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (1984), 32.
2 Ibid., 45.
3 Ibid., 43-44.
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each moment in its history, which in fact made it actual or real in its material and historical
existence, that constitutes an open problem. It is a question that never ceases to be posed to
"us" and "today", insofar as “us” and “today” are contingent and therefore changeable. This
question appears as one of the legacies that Foucault's thought has left us and forces us to
renew and shift the approach to our way of looking at philosophy.

As already mentioned, the writings on the Aufklirung of the 1980s place the reflective rela-
tionship to the present under the sign of an attitude and, more precisely, as practical attitude
that defines what 'critique' means as a 'historical ontology of ourselves'. Several studies have
already been devoted to the meaning of this famous philosophical syntagm, but until now it
has been impossible to highlight that Foucault grappled with this question from at least the
mid-1960s, as can be seen from the recent publication of the essay Le Discours philosophique.*

If today we wish to question the legacy of Foucault's thought in the study of the relation-
ship that philosophy has or has had with its actualité, we must return to this essay, where this
question is crucial and is addressed more directly than in the 1980s. The theoretical shift in
thinking about philosophy as a critical attitude that Foucault proposed towards the end of his
life does not seem fully intelligible without taking into account the way in which Foucault
deals with this fundamental question in this essay written in 1966, a few months after the
publication of Les Mots et les choses, which Foucault eventually decided not to publish despite
the relatively well-written state of most of its fifteen chapters.

The goal of the essay is to apply the archaeological method to philosophy, understood by
Foucault in a theoretical conjuncture marked by several forms of anti-humanism, including
those of structuralism, then at its height, which had already called into question the human
sciences of which Foucault had made his archaeology in his famous book proclaiming the
death of man. It was a question of pushing philosophy into the same space of questioning
opened by what Foucault had designated as counter-sciences (linguistics, psychoanalysis, and
ethnology) in Les mots et les choses.

Yet, even if the references to philosophy in this book are abundant and complex, to ap-
proach philosophy directly as an object of the archaeological method, and thereby test this
very method through this object, it was necessary to interrogate it through the lens of actuality
(actualité). This relationship with the actualité enables the archaeological method to posit phi-
losophy, or better still, the philosophical discourse, as its object. In Le Discours philosophique,
this historicization is twofold, insofar as it takes place on two levels: on the one hand, the
archaeological history of philosophy from the mid-seventeenth century to the present day,
and, on the other hand, the archaeological historicization of the history of philosophy as it had
been conceived until then.

With this dense term of actualité, which is conceptually charged, we identify from the outset
at least three intertwined areas of questioning concerning: first, "philosophy" as an object of
archaeological investigation and its status as a discourse; second, the archaeological method
as it allows us both to construct this object and at the same time to be put to the test by it, with
all the difficulties and stumbling blocks that the application of this method implies; and

¢ Michel Foucault, Le Discours philosophique, ed. Orazio Irrera and Daniele Lorenzini (2023).
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tinally, the focus of problematization concerning the historicization process imposed by this
object and by this method.

In an attempt to restore the full philosophic thickness of the term 'actualité’, and at the same
time to restore this essay on philosophical discourse to the actualité that is its own, it is neces-
sary to begin by situating it within the broader project of an 'Archaeology of Thought' (“Ar-
chéologie de la pensée”) that Foucault sketches out and outlines in one of the notes in his Cahiers
— notes that precede and accompany the writing of Le Discours philosophique annexed to the
edition of this volume. In one of these notes, dated 15 July 1966, Foucault presents a triparti-
tion of what he calls an “Archaeology of Thought” (L’archéologie de la pensée).> This project
should have set itself the task of liberating thought from that which has long organised and
enclosed it: Man, whose disappearance Nietzsche had shown. Nevertheless, according to him,
it was still necessary to get rid of everything "that made it possible, accompanies it and still
obscurely maintains it: knowledge, writing, reflection”. In this tripartition, we see that Fou-
cault had carried out the project of the Archaeology of the human sciences already in Les mots
et les choses, that of an archaeology of fiction and literature touched on in certain lectures and
texts of the 1960s, and finally we can see an archaeology of reflection that corresponds to what
Foucault was going to deal with by writing the Discours philosophique.

The first difference marks the object of the archaeological method: when this method ad-
dresses itself neither to savoir nor knowledge, as in Les Mots et les choses, but to philosophy.
Philosophy is considered less insofar as it participates in the description of the ranges of order
and coherence of positive knowledge that are epistemes. According to Foucault, philosophy is
rather to be conceived in terms of an activity, which is not knowledge, but reflection (philoso-
phy as reflection’s activity). This reflection, then, is an activity whose historical conditions of
possibility still rest obscurely on Man, and more precisely on the vertical relationship to the
Truth (which is much older than he is) that he has made possible, and of which, for Foucault
at the time, Man was still the latest avatar.

Nevertheless, the interest of this Archaeology of thought concerns not only the anti-hu-
manist quarrel about the death of Man (which is known well enough) but also another aspect.
When Foucault describes philosophy as an undertaking to diagnose the actualité, or when he
shows how this relationship to the actualité inflects a process of the archaeological historiciza-
tion of philosophy, he is not only taking up this anti-humanist instance that had already made
him famous at that time with the publication of Les mots et les choses. Indeed, he also distances
himself from other anti-humanist perspectives, equally committed to getting rid of Man,
whether that of a certain structuralism (such as that of the counter-sciences), or of
Heideggerian ontology, or of the history of philosophical systems of Martial Gueroult and
Jules Vuillemin.® The archaeological history of philosophy sketched out in this essay on the
basis of this quite crucial term, i.e., actualité, tells us something interesting about the way in
which Foucault sought to take up a position in relation to the various attempts to consider
philosophy (or philosophical reflection) from an anti-humanist and anti-existentialist prism.

5 Foucault, Le Discours philosophique, 252, my translation.
¢ See Chapter 10 “Description de la philosophie,” in Le Discours philosophique, ed. Orazio Irrera and Daniele
Lorenzini (2023), 147-167.
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On the other hand, if we stay with this question of reflection and its age-old relationship to
truth, we need to consider two points: first, such a relationship to truth is much older than
Man. As Foucault writes in another note in his Notebooks (dated 17 July 1966), "Man as a
fundamental category of Western thought and culture [appeared] in the nineteenth century".”
Secondly, as it is clear in the very first chapter of Le Discours philosophique, entitled "The Diag-
nosis" (Le diagnostic), this vertical relationship to truth already marked "from the depths of the
Greek age" the task of philosophy as diagnosis, and since then it has made the philosophy
(and the philosophical diagnosis) exercised under the double injunction to "interpret and heal"
an "allegory of depth". As Foucault puts it:

For Western philosophy to exist as it did, it took this contamination of the body
and the word, this entanglement of the evil visible and hidden in the body with
the meaning (le sens) hidden and manifested by the word (par la parole).’

In other words, in this mode of diagnosis as being an allegory of depth, philosophical reflec-
tion could only direct thought within itself, where it was supposed from the outset to redis-
cover its necessary and essential co-partnership, of nature if you like, with truth and being.
Reflection was, therefore, an activity aimed at bringing to light the inseparable link between
thought, truth and being. But there is more in this proximity of the philosopher's diagnosis to
that of the prophet and the healer. Reflection as diagnosis presupposes that it is exercised on
a process that is still in progress, something that is in the process of becoming, in the process
of being made: it is a diagnosis of actualité. Diagnosis intervenes and is exercised in relation to
current events, to what is happening, to what is becoming, but not without all the threats and
fears that this becoming brings and that diagnosis was supposed to ward off. Hence the need
to make reflection an activity which, by making thought turn in on itself, enables it both to
reach a stable and original ground where it could ceaselessly renew this rightful belonging to
being and, consequently, to manifest its reassuring presence in relation to the actualité, in re-
lation to what is happening. This is done precisely through the truth of philosophical dis-
course, of the philosopher's word, as "a faceless truth which envelops space and dominates
time".” In this kind of relationship with truth, the contingency of the philosopher’s word is
indeed deleted and disabled.

To place the reflection of which philosophy consists in a confrontation with the present and
its radical contingency, which demands to be thought out to say what is happening, means
not only returning to Nietzsche and his way of destroying with a hammer this thousand-year-
old modality under which philosophical reflection has been exercised. The relationship be-
tween philosophy and actualité is also what allows Foucault to oppose Nietzsche to Heidegger,
and more precisely to what the latter had to say about the “Withdrawal of Being” in Was heift
denken? — one of the Heideggerian texts that Foucault was undoubtedly targeting in this first

7 Le Discours philosophique, 253, my translation.
8 Ibid., 15, my translation.
9 Ibid., 94, my translation.
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chapter of the Discours philosophique) —i.e., the acknowledgement that "What must be thought
about, turns away from man. It withdraws from him".10

Although Nietzsche, by getting rid of the allegory of depth, dismissed once and for all the
old cultural function of the diagnosis and even the corresponding mode of philosophical re-
flection, this does not imply that this actualité as the new object of philosophical diagnosis —
the ontological difference that the present introduces in relation to what is past — can be ad-
dressed as Heidegger does, both as a “a lack of thought”!! and as the destined return of phi-
losophy to its archaic vocation, that of setting out towards its pre-Socratic origin where being
inexorably gives itself in its retreat. It is not a question of targeting actualité as a somehow
defective horizon that only poetry could intermittently restore to the fullness of being in lan-
guage, in the sparkling of Dichtung, as we read in chapter 12, "Thinking after Nietzsche"
(Penser apres Nietzsche).'? Even if Heideggerian ontology and its relation to language were in-
deed charged with an anti-humanist instance (as Foucault would acknowledge a while later
in the course he gave at the University of Tunis), this would not be the path Foucault blazed
in this essay.

The way Foucault uses Nietzsche to counter Heidegger relies on one point: by considering
the philosophy of the second half of the nineteenth century exclusively in terms of a "crisis",
of a "dissolution", or of the "death" of philosophy, means only to remain within the old habits
acquired under a now irremediably outdated form of philosophical reflection, i.e., the "alle-
gory of depth". The archaeological discontinuity affecting the historical conditions under
which philosophical reflection is possible, as Nietzsche points out, does not simply place phi-
losophy in a dimension of crisis, of loss, of retreat from being. On the contrary, it indicates
that where philosophy may appear to be lost, no longer having the same style of reflection or
the same objects or major domains as before, in fact "a whole wealth is being born" for this
new mode of philosophical reflection.!®

The diagnosis of Nietzsche's actualité is presented as a radical questioning of philosophy's
inward relationship with truth, that is, the assumption from the outset that there is a universal
truth, valid for all time, already constituted but not yet fully wrested from its secret that pre-
cisely philosophy would be able to bring to light by manifesting this truth in and by its dis-
course. However, under the hammer blows of Nietzsche's thought, philosophy ceases to be a
form of reflection corresponding to the very movement of this truth; this truth which philos-
ophy would therefore endeavour to follow and reveal in the major domains and in relation to
the objects that were hitherto proper to it: those of a subject, of an original ground, of a practice
aimed at transforming the world, or again of the sensible manifestation of a rationality that

10 Martin Heidegger, What is Called Thinking? [1954], ed. J. Glenn Gray (1968), 8. See also p. 9: “Withdrawal is
an event. In fact, what withdraws may even concern and claim man more essentially than anything present
that strikes and touches him. Being struck by actuality is what we like to regard as constitutive of the actuality
of the actual. However, in being struck by what is actual, man may be debarred precisely from what concerns
and touches him — touches him in the surely mysterious way of escaping him by its withdrawal. The event
of withdrawal could be what is most present in all our present, and so infinitely exceed the actuality of every-
thing actual” (emphasis added).

' Heidegger, What is Called Thinking?, 29.

12 Le Discours philosophique, 199.

13]bid., 181, my translation.
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runs through the world and history. According to Foucault, Nietzsche applies to it (i.e., to this
configuration of the philosophical discourse) a radical game of dissociations (jeu des dissocia-
tions)!* aimed at showing that these great objects or domains, hitherto invested by philosoph-
ical reflection, can no longer restore a single, universal truth.

What Foucault calls Nietzsche's "great pluralism” (le grand pluralisme) indicates that be-
neath the unique subject to whom truth manifests itself in all its evidence, we instead find
several selves (which constitute him, tear him apart, and put his certainties in crisis). In the
same way, there are several gods or several meanings (and therefore plurality of grounds),
several forces (multiple practices each targeting a different transformation of the world), sev-
eral masks or faces (hence a host of discourses all stating different reasons that manifest them-
selves in the world and in history). This 'great pluralism' highlights that, where philosophy
has believed it could manifest truth in the certainty and self-evidence it has always claimed
for its discourse, this truth always turns out to be constituted and emerges through the con-
flicting interplay between multiplicities that are perpetually in the process of becoming and
each asserting a different and historically changing truth.

In Nietzsche's wake, then, a new path is opened up for reflection — that of the exteriority of
philosophy and truth. This entails that philosophical reflection can no longer have access to
truth by right; instead, it must show, from outside all truth, its new conditions of possibility:
tirstly, how truth is constituted in its very claim to be a discourse of truth in the face of con-
tingent and threatening actualité. Secondly, how it can be exercised after Nietzsche without
the comfort of a stable, universal and eternal ground as before, and on objects that are no
longer the same. Thirdly, what its own task will be once philosophical reflection has freed
itself from this de jure common partnership with truth. At the time of this essay, according to
Foucault, tackling this exteriority implies a double approach or, in other words, an approach
that articulates two ways of considering it.

The first way of approaching philosophy's relationship of exteriority to truth has to do pre-
cisely with philosophy's discursive status, that is, with philosophy as discourse. If philosophy
no longer has this direct and privileged right of access the truth, its claim to get to the bottom
of things can only be considered retrospectively and from the outside. This entails putting the
philosophical reflection in relation to the linguistic medium that conveyed it, namely as a dis-
course with its own internal functioning and regularities. By looking at itself from its own
exteriority through this new style of reflection, philosophy will then be seen as 'simply a way
of speaking’, that is, as a discourse whose functioning can only be grasped in correlation with
other types of discourse, as suggested by 'Nietzsche the philologist',’® to use a formulation
used in Les Mots et les choses.

It is then a question of placing the old modality of philosophical reflection within the set of
discourses that were produced within a culture at a historically given time and that have come
down to us in their enunciative materiality, according to the regularities (nevertheless also
historically changeable), that presided over the selection, circulation and conservation of the
statements (énoncés) and discourses that are proper to the "archive" of a culture. What Foucault
calls here the "discourse-archive" is indeed a new archaeological order of philosophy’s

14 Le Discours philosophique, 182, my translation.
15 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things. An Archaeology of the Human Sciences [1966] (1971), 304.
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historical conditions of possibility, where two types of regularities and constraints (regulari-
ties internal to each discourse and regularities that emerge from their overall comparison) fit
together. And this new archaeological order is also lodged in the wake of Nietzsche's thought
because of its exteriority to truth and of its linguistic material and historical consistence (les
choses dites). For Foucault, this is one of the points of connection between Nietzsche and a
certain structuralism of this period, at a historical conjuncture when several theorists — as La-
can, Barthes, Althusser, and a little later the Cahiers pour I’ Analyse group — were cementing
their own theory of discourse, without however inscribing it in a Nietzschean horizon as Fou-
cault does.

However, to assert only that, after Nietzsche, philosophy is a discourse among other dis-
courses is not enough since, according to Foucault, philosophical discourse still retains an
element of singularity that he once again draws from Nietzsche, thus engaging with the most
recent achievements of structural linguistics and the philosophy of language of his time (no-
tably Jakobson, Benveniste, Prieto, and Austin). This element relates to the second way of
considering exteriority, and it is an exteriority that is, so to speak, external to the discursive
exteriority of philosophy itself. What is at stake here is an "extralinguistic" element, namely
the idea that all philosophical discourse is actualised by the exigence to take up the very pre-
sent of its discourse, its situation of enunciation; indeed, its actualité or what Foucault in this
essay calls its "now" (maintenant).

This “maintenant”, that is, the reference to the subject who speaks as well as to the space
and moment in which he speaks — the famous triad "I-here-now" (je-ici-a présent) — is some-
thing that is always external to the structure of language. Yet, without referring to this exteri-
ority, language cannot function and actualise in effective and concrete discourses the virtual-
ity of its system, its structures or its functions. With this analogy with the theories of enunci-
ation, Foucault aims to show that while, for ordinary language, this exteriority is in fact always
pointed to by its everyday functioning, it nevertheless remains mute or unreflected. On the
contrary, for philosophy the internal regularities that preside over its discursive functioning
are defined, in their historical singularity, on the basis of the way in which this maintenant is
reflexively taken up by and within its discourse.

The new modality of philosophical reflection inaugurated by Nietzsche, at least according
to Foucault, redefines the task of philosophy as that of diagnosing the actualité — this actualité
that philosophical reflection must take up, in one way or another, in and through its discourse,
by putting it into words. Nonetheless, having lost its right of access to truth, this enterprise of
diagnosing the actualité can no longer be restored under the sign of a truth that reveals itself
teleologically and cumulatively in a movement that brings thought ever closer to truth.

On the contrary, after Nietzsche, this diagnosis of what philosophy entails can only be lim-
ited to the task of establishing "what there is" or "what is happening" in the present, what is
being done in it, and what makes philosophy real. Consequently, this diagnosis of the actualité
aims to grasp the functioning or actualisation of the internal regularities of philosophical dis-
course (the production of philosophical énoncés) as a function of the relationship it maintains
with its present at a given moment, and in relation to a whole multiplicity of objects that were
previously classified in the domain of non-philosophy.
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Actualité, then, is the moment when philosophy is made, becomes real or becomes effective.
In this regard, it is noteworthy to recall that one of Foucault's mentors, Jean Hyppolite, in his
famous French translation of The Phenomenology of Spirit, rendered the German adjective ‘wirk-
lich” as ‘actuel” (actual). However, the actualité cannot be read with Hegel but rather in the
ever-renewed form and dispersion of multiple beginnings (which reject both teleology and
cumulative totalisation under an abstract universality), with reference to Nietzsche.

To make this framework more complete, we must also consider that if philosophy after
Nietzsche is no longer a discourse of truth but a discourse among other discourses, then its
reflection will be exercised rather at the edges, in the interstices between one discourse and
another, and in the space that ensures their correlation within a culture. Once the diagnosis
has freed itself from its old cultural function, which Foucault sums up as 'interpreting and
healing’, that is to say, uncovering the hidden meaning of things and/or healing bodies of the
ills that afflict them — such diagnosis will be an activity that crosses and distinguishes between
one discourse and another in order to say what is being done, what becomes effective, and
what becomes real and problematic in the overall functioning of a culture, with all its multi-
plicity of discourses, practices and institutions, where it relates to the contingency of its actual-
ité.

It is precisely by crossing this historical space of correlation between one discourse and
another that diagnosis distinguishes what is happening in its actualité, precisely by identifying
new objects, which are no longer those through which philosophy before Nietzsche sought an
original truth (God, the Soul, the World) but rather those which show how philosophical re-
flection has been able to establish itself within our culture as a discourse of truth. In this inter-
stitial space, philosophy will be committed to answering two major questions. Firstly, how a
set of discourses communicate; discourses that were previously foreign to it and that were
part of non-philosophy.! Secondly, how philosophy will be expected to account for these new
objects (madness, illness, criminality, sexuality etc.) that its actualité now imposes on philo-
sophical reflection. From a Nietzschean point of view, according to Foucault, this entails ques-
tioning the historical appearance (émergence) of these new objects of reflection by detecting
their multiple beginnings, so that their historical appearance will be intelligible only from the
tangle of multiple temporalities — or, said in the manner of Nietzsche, of multiple origins. It is
by identifying, or perhaps also by fabricating, these new objects that reflection, consisting of
a diagnostic of actualité, assigns philosophy its object, i.e., what it must think about in the

16 Foucault takes up the Hegelian question of the “non-philosophy” again from Hyppolite but to approach it
in a completely different way, a Nietzschean way. See “Jean Hyppolite. 1907-1968” [1969], in Dits et écrits,
tome 1, 1954-1975, ed. Daniel Defert and Frangois Ewald (2001), 807-813, in part. 811-812: “With Hegel, phi-
losophy which, since Descartes at least, had been in an ineffaceable relationship, with non-philosophy, be-
came not only aware of this relationship, but the actual discourse of this relationship: the serious implemen-
tation of the interplay of philosophy and non-philosophy. While others saw in Hegelian thought the with-
drawal of philosophy into itself, and the moment when it moves on to the narrative of its own history, Mr.
Hyppolite recognised in it the moment when it crosses its own limits to become the philosophy of non-
philosophy, or perhaps the non-philosophy of philosophy itself” (my translation). About the relationship
between philosophy and non-philosophy in Jasper’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s philosophy, see also La
question anthropologique. Cours, 1954-1955, ed. Arianna Sforzini (2022), 205.
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immanence of its own present, which is always in difference — in an historical and ontological
difference from itself.

The diagnosis of the actualité makes the new Nietzschean modality of philosophical reflec-
tion almost coincide with the archaeological method, insofar as the aim is now to describe the
regularities around which everything that is thought and stated is ordered in relation to its
actualité. Finally, the task of an archaeology of philosophy will be to question, while there is
still only mobility and emptiness, "the space in which thought unfolds, as well as the condi-
tions of this thought, its mode of constitution"”, as Foucault put it in an interview from the
same period, in order to "say what we are today and what it means, today, to say what we
say".7

According to Foucault, if we can still speak of philosophy as a "discourse of discourses", it
is only by grasping in it a shift from the subjective genitive to the objective genitive. Philoso-
phy is no longer a discourse overhanging and encompassing the other discourses under the
sign of truth, but it is the discourse that situates itself in the multiple interstices between one
discourse and another. So, it is this shift that allows one to grasp the difference that constitutes
us in relation to our actualité, to our present reality, within the ordered historical space of the
correlation of a culture.

The thickness of the term actualité, as well as the historical-philosophical background of the
debates that it discreetly and somewhat subtly evokes, be it Heidegger or Hyppolite, cannot
be erased when we confront the way in which Foucault himself, between the end of the 1970s
and the 1980s, took up the question of philosophy and its actualité in a more complex frame-
work, speaking for example of the "ontology of actuality" or the "historical ontology of our-
selves".

Firstly, we have seen that in the project of an archaeology of thought, Foucault refers to the
activity of reflection that produces philosophical statements (énoncés). Secondly, the object on
which this reflection is exercised is the actualité; philosophy is therefore an activity of reflection
on the actualité, on what is happening, on what is in the process of being made, of becoming
within a culture. The conceptual depth of the notion of actualité is derived from an analogy
with the theories of enunciation, which explain that an énoncé makes sense and actualises the
system of virtuality of a language only insofar as it points to an extralinguistic that takes up
within itself its situation of enunciation, which is made up of a subject who speaks and a place
and a moment in which he or she speaks — the famous “I-here-now” triad that defines what
Foucault refers to as the maintenant of everyday discourse. Yet, in relation to this analogy with
the maintenant, which is nevertheless resorbed by everyday discourse in an unreflective or
mute manner, philosophical discourse shows its singularity and its constitutive difference,
which is that of putting into words, in a reflexive and explicit mode, the relationship to its
now. And we have seen that the maintenant of philosophical discourse is nothing other than
the very actualité in relation to which philosophical discourse itself is formulated and that ac-
tualises its statements in a way that makes them philosophical.

Thirdly, through the new mutation of philosophical discourse inaugurated by Nietzsche's
thought, which becomes a diagnosis of culture, we have understood that it is associated with

17 Michel Foucault, “Qu’est-ce qu'un philosophe?” [1966], in Dits et écrits, vol 1, 580-582, here p. 581.
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a deep rupture in the way in which philosophical discourse points to and takes back into itself
its present, its actualité. This rupture turns reflection no longer towards its de jure partnership
with being and truth but towards its outside, as being an exteriority that corresponds to the
historical space of correlation between several types of discourse that before this rupture were
foreign to philosophy (non-philosophy) but which, after Nietzsche, have become indispensa-
ble in enabling the new modality of philosophical reflection to operate its diagnosis of actual-
ité. Looking at Nietzsche, we also noticed that the interpretation of his thought and the rela-
tionship between being and language, between being and discourse, which Foucault's diag-
nosis puts forward plays a twofold (at least) role. On the one hand, it works against the anti-
humanism of Heideggerian ontology, and on the other, it allows us to return to the issue of
the actualité that requires us to reflect on a new philosophy’s domain. This domain is a space
where the boundaries between philosophy and non-philosophy are blurred in a way that is
different from what Hyppolite showed in relation to Hegel and its gap between logic and
existence.!®

Fourth, the specific relationship that philosophical discourse has with its present, with its
actualité, becomes a criterion for the archaeological historicisation of this discourse and of its
very history. If, according to Foucault, philosophy has always been a discourse that is made
and becomes real in relation to its actualité, this can be done, and historically has been done,
in several ways. And it is precisely the form or mode of this relationship to the actualité that
makes it possible to identify internal mutations or ruptures in the history of the philosophical
discourse. In Le Discours philosophique, this produces a historicisation of the modes of philo-
sophical discourse from the seventeenth century onwards, which in some way recalls or adds
to the succession of epistemes in Les Mots et les choses. Before the great mutation of philosoph-
ical discourse embodied by Nietzsche, after Descartes, in the classical age, we have a “meta-
physics of representation” that assumes an ontological power of language capable of reaching
through the order of representation to ascertain the order of reality. Then, with Kant, through
a kind of "internal mutation" which, for Foucault, marks the “gravitational point” in the his-
tory of philosophical discourse, the order of the real depends on the establishment of the di-
mension of subject and object, in which the representation of the classical age becomes a phe-
nomenon internal to Man. From this point onwards, philosophical discourse takes the form
of an “anthropology”, and — as Foucault puts it — begins to yield "to the psychological temp-
tation", introducing at the same time "the necessity of the transcendental".!

This archaeological historicisation of philosophical discourse, of its coherent regularities,
its orders and its internal functions through which it takes up this actualité that haunts it from
the outside, becomes twofold insofar as it is not limited to proposing this succession of modes
of philosophical discourse just mentioned very schematically but also includes an

18 See “Jean Hyppolite. 1907-1968,” 810-811: “Mr. Hyppolite’s work has always consisted of, from the outset,
naming and revealing — in a discourse that is both philosophical and historical — the point at which the trag-
edy of life takes on meaning in a Logos, where the genesis of a thought becomes the structure of a system,
where the existence itself is articulated in a Logic. Between a phenomenology of prediscursive experience —
in the manner of Merleau-Ponty — and an epistemology of philosophical systems — as it appears in Mr
Gueroult — the work of Mr. Hyppolite can be read as a phenomenology of philosophical rigour, or as an
epistemology of philosophically reflected existence” (my translation).

19 Le Discours philosophique, 253, my translation.
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archaeological historicisation of the different ways of practising the history of philosophy. So,
in a sense, the archaeological historicisation of philosophical discourse is doubled or rather
resorbs in itself even the history of philosophy by becoming an archaeological historicisation
of the history of philosophy.

Therefore, this idea of actualité will ultimately be the operator of the inscription of this ar-
chaeology of thought (which Foucault then set out to achieve) in what, a few years later, will
constitute the still Nietzschean hypothesis of the will to know (la volonté de savoir). Within this
framework, philosophical discourse can best be brought back to its actualité — to that actualité
in relation to which this discourse becomes real, actual, wirklich, showing what role and what
functions it has concretely played in what, more precisely, in the 1970s Foucault would des-
ignate as a political history of truth, and likewise how this history restores philosophy to an
actualité that is our own.

This is why the form of the relation with the actualité is a key notion around which the
archaeological description of philosophy and its history is structured, as well as being a crucial
philosophical core of reflection that Foucault subsequently takes up and develops. Such is the
case with the functioning of philosophical discourse and its "anthropological-humanist struc-
ture" in nineteenth-century Western culture, which is at the heart of Foucault's public lecture
at the University of Tunis.?’ It is also in the light of the form of the relationship with the actu-
alité that we can grasp the importance of the methodological-logical distance that makes it
possible to describe, in all its complexity, the regime of discontinuities at work in the historical
transformations of thought as it manifests itself within the discursive materiality of the "things
said" (les choses dites). This methodological distance opens the way, different from that of the
history of mentalities and the history of ideas, that Foucault will explore, particularly in The
Archaeology of Knowledge.

By analysing the "internal functions" of discourse as so many "discursive practices", Fou-
cault placed Le Discours philosophique on a horizon that would soon be the scene of a confron-
tation with Althusser and his students.?! We can also read his inaugural lecture at the College
de France in 1970 as an extension of this effort to lodge discourse in its actualité: Foucault then

2 See unpublished manuscript on the Tunis Lectures (1966-68), entitled “La place de 'homme dans la pensée
occidentale moderne” (The Place of Man in the Western Modern Thought), Bibliotheque nationale de France,
NAF 28730, boite 58, dossier 2.

21 In October 1966, after the publication of "Lire Le Capital", Louis Althusser sent his disciples three notes
"relating to the theory of discourse, the occasion for which is provided by a reflection on the status of uncon-
scious discourse, and its articulation with ideological discourse” ("Trois notes sur la théorie des discourses,"
in Ecrits sur la psychanalyse. Freud et Lacan, ed. Olivier Corpet and Frangois Matheron (1993), 111-170). Etienne
Balibar reacts to these notes a few months later (“Note sur la théorie du discours,” Décalages 2:1 (2016), 1-37).
The lively debates between Althusser and his followers on these issues, particularly in the conjuncture of
May 1968, would accompany Foucault's reflections around the relationship between the discursive and the
non-discursive in the years to come. Another significant moment of confrontation with Althusser's disciples
occurred when Foucault was invited to contribute to an issue of Cahiers pour I'analyse — the journal of the
Cercle d’épistémologie founded in January 1966 by Jacques-Alain Miller and Frangois Régnault — devoted to
the “Genealogy of Science” and published in the summer of 1968. See also D. Defert, “Chronologie,” in Dits
et écrits, vol. I, 36 and 41; Michel Foucault, “Sur I'archéologie des sciences. Réponse au Cercle d'épistémologie”
[1968], in Dits et écrits 1, 724-759.
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examined the "internal” and "external" procedures by which "in every society the production
of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised and redistributed".?

Finally, in the lecture on Nietzsche given in 1969-1970 at the Centre universitaire expérimental
de Vincennes, the diagnosis of ourselves and our actualité was extended from a description of
the cultural constraints of the archive to an analysis of the "forces [that] have played and are
still playing a part in our being here": this was one of the crucial ways in which archaeology
became part of genealogy. For Nietzsche, as for Foucault, the point now is to grasp in our
physiology the "multiple origins" that unfold there as instincts, valuations and contradictory
elements struggle with one another.?® Thus, in 1971, the diagnosis indicates the genealogist's
"need for history" starting from his present, where philosophy itself is supposed to take up
residence if it wants to "diagnose the illnesses of the body, its conditions of weakness and
strength, its breakdown and resistances, to be in a position to judge philosophical discourse.
History is the concrete body of a development, with its moments of intensity, its lapses, its
extended periods of feverish agitation, its fainting spells..."2*

In the inscription of this idea of actualité (implied in the archaeological method) in a horizon
that is henceforth that of the genealogy of the actualité, and more precisely the actualité of phi-
losophy and its history, Foucault makes explicit that under this term we must find a singular
and constitutive redoubling. And maybe it is more an intertwining that constitutes one of the
most precious legacies that Foucault has left us. This is the actualité with which the genealogist
such as Foucault, with his limitations and the means at his disposal, situates himself, with the
problems and urgencies he finds in 'what is happening' in his present day, in replacing the
discourse of philosophy in the history of its functioning within a culture and of what was the
actualité of this culture when philosophical statements were formulated. In the latter case, it is
a question of a "past’ actualité (to be historicised), but one that can only appear in our present,
and by allowing for the politically and strategically established distance between this past
actualité and the 'present’ and problematic 'actuality’ of the genealogist. It is in this décalage
that the genealogist can thus strategically traverse this distance according to the demands and
conflicts of his actualité and his present, in which, in one way or another, he decides to engage
against what a social, political and normative order excludes or marginalises.

This explains how, within this genealogical framework, the actualité in relation to which
Hobbes's or Rousseau's philosophy of the social pact and civil war has made some of their
discourses function within a broader and more complex dispositif of power. Such a dispositif
makes intelligible the division whereby the philosophical idea of the political subject and the
norm-compliant citizen has been inseparable from the establishment of a juridico-political
functioning supposed to identify internal enemies.? In this context, philosophical discourse

2 Michel Foucault, “The discourse on Language” (“L’ordre du discours”) [1970], in The Archaeology of
Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, ed. A. M. Sheridan Smith (1972), 216.

2 See unpublished manuscript on Lectures on Nietzsche at the Centre universitaire expérimental de Vincennes
(1969-1970), Bibliothéque nationale de France, NAF 28730, boite 65, forthcoming in Michel Foucault, Nie-
tzsche. Cours, conferénces, travaux, ed. Bernard E. Harcourt (2024).

2¢ Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” [1971], in Language, Counter-Memory and Practice: Selected
Essays and Interviews, ed. D. F. Bouchard (1977), 145.

% See 10 January 1973 Lesson in Michel Foucault, Punitive Society. Lectures at the Collége de France, 1972-1973,
ed. Bernard E. Harcourt (2015), 21-36.
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has been involved in establishing a process of criminalisation and imprisonment of 'delin-
quents' linked to the needs of the expansion of industrial capitalism since the end of the eight-
eenth century, when the bourgeoisie was taking hold. Yet, philosophical discourse is not seen
as an ideology at the service of a class but as part of a power mechanism designed to produce
effects that are not only repressive but above all productive for society.

In the same period, Foucault proposes to study the history of morality by relating the Kant-
ian perspective of the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals to the invention of a morality
linked to the creation of the police. The latter, with its strategies of surveillance, was invented
to protect bourgeois wealth in the London docks from the 'illegal acts of depredation’ to which
the impoverished working classes of the major industrial and commercial cities resorted;* or
the way in which, in eighteenth-century political and moral philosophy, the formulation and
corresponding transformations of the concept of 'habit' were articulated in a political ration-
ality aimed at moralizing the proletariat to fix the body and life of workers to the apparatus
of capitalist production;” or, finally, how the constitution of a transcendental subject and its
empirical doublet played a fundamental role in the way scientific and medical discourse en-
sured a medico-legal grasp to target and treat what had to be objectified as pathologies of the
instincts threatening the degeneration of capitalist and bourgeois society.?® There are many
other examples.

Nonetheless, if the actualité in relation to which philosophical statements were formulated
appears in a historicising genealogical approach, it is because objects of reflection such as
madness, illness, delinquency and sexuality (and the normative order threatened by them)
continue to pose a problem for and in Foucault's actualité and are at the heart of the conflicts
and exclusions still raging in his present. The articulation between these two actualities (that
of the genealogist and that in relation to which philosophical statements have been historically
retained in the archive of our culture) henceforth constitute the two fires around which the
space of philosophical reflection is delimited, as well as its 'need for history', of which the
former is henceforth indissociable.

And yet, as the reflection on the actualité and the genealogical approaches it commands
continue to unfold around a political history of the truth that supports (grounding and legiti-
mising) knowledge and norms as well as their procedures of subjugation, a new object of re-
flection appears for Foucault: the practical-reflexive relationship of the subject who constitutes
himself as a subject of will and moral conduct in relation to the knowledge and norms that
play in his actualité to subjugate and govern him by fixing his identity. This constitutive expe-
rience (but always historically rooted in the present) that the subject has of norms (as well as
of the knowledge that justifies them and the conflicts that result in their imposition by estab-
lishing the set of practices and institutions that ensure them) become a new domain of philo-
sophical reflection. Such a domain opens up the space of culture as a space shared with other

2 See 7 February 1973 Lesson in Punitive Society, p. 99-116.

27 See 28 March 1973 Lesson in Punitive Society, p. 237-241.

28 See 23 January 1974 Lesson in Michel Foucault, Psychiatric Power. Lectures at the Collége de France, 1973-1974,
ed. Jacques Lagrange (2006), 233-254. See also “La verité et les formes juridiques” [1974], in Dits et écrits I, in
part. 1406-1421.
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subjects who are submitted, in different forms and modalities, to the same norms and by the
same obedience that they require.

It is this experience of common obedience to these norms that circumscribes a "we", and
the relationship to the present in which this experience is rooted, and constitutes what philo-
sophical reflection is henceforth called upon to focus on. Foucault's later writings on Kant’s
text on the Aufklirung, and notably the lecture on 5 January 1983 in his lecture The Government
of Self and Others, show how the form of the relationship to the actualité constitutes the consti-
tutive stake of the philosophical discourse of a modernity to which, from this angle, we con-
tinue in some way to belong;:

[...]if we wish to consider philosophy as a form of discursive practice with its own
history [...], it seems to me that we see philosophy — [maybe] for the first time—
becoming the surface of emergence of its own present discursive reality; a present
reality (actualité) which it questions as an event whose philosophical meaning,
value, and singularity it has to express, and as an event in which it has to find both
its own raison d’étre and the foundation of what it says. And for this reason, we see
that philosophical practice, or rather the philosopher presenting his philosophical
discourse cannot avoid the question of him being part of this present. That is to
say, the question will [be] a question about [...] his membership of a particular
“we” if you like, which is linked [...] to a cultural ensemble characteristic of his
contemporary reality. This “we” has to become, or is in the process of becoming,
the object of the philosopher’s own reflection [...]. It seems to me that philosophy
as the surface of emergence of a present reality, as a questioning of the philosoph-
ical meaning of the present reality of which it is a part, and philosophy as the phi-
losopher’s questioning of this “we” to which he belongs and in relation to which
he has to situate himself, is a distinctive feature of philosophy as a discourse of
modernity and on modernity.?

This "philosophical discourse of modernity" is clearly referred (and opposed) to what Haber-
mas had argued in his Parisian lessons in 1983 about the so called “Enlightenment project”,*
which we cannot deal with here. But what is more noteworthy is that this passage seems to
echo one of the notes in the 1966 Cahiers on the diagnosis of the actualité that accompanied the
writing of the Discours philosophique, and makes us understand that the reflections of the later
Foucault benefited from a longer breathing space for elaboration than has hitherto been sup-
posed:

Since Kant, philosophical discourse has had a relationship with its present dis-
course that did not exist for Descartes or Leibniz [...]. From Kant onwards,

2 See 5 January 1983 Lesson in Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others. Lectures at the College de
France, 1982-1983 (2010), 12-13. See also Michel Foucault “What is Enlightenment?” [1984] cit; and the slightly
different French version “Qu’est-ce que Les Lumieres?” [1984], in Dits et écrits 11, 1498-1507.

3% Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures [1985] (1987).
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philosophy is linked to a certain actualité that compels it to denounce illusions, to
state the present, to make a future possible.>!

Nonetheless, what is different about Foucault's latest work and his reading of Kant's text on
the Aufklirung is the way in which he conceives of this relationship to actualité, which is con-
stitutive for philosophy. He defines belonging to the present as a normative horizon that binds
us to others and opens up the need, essential for philosophical discourse, to think of a space
of freedom, that is, a space of possible transformation of these relationships to the norms that
constitute us as subjects — both subjects of moral conduct and political subjects. This is the
question of the critical attitude as a mode of pratico-reflexive relationship to ourselves and to
others. Thus, the genealogy of the critical attitude and of the Western subject poses a new
object for philosophy and invokes another process of historicisation (to be articulated with the
previous ones) that leads Foucault to re-examine the ethical-political relationship to a truth
that requires us to transform ourselves in order to become a subject of moral conduct and to
take a position in the normative horizon that links us to others.

The problem of obedience to norms and the possibility of not adhering to them by adopting
a critical attitude will need to be studied, starting from Greco-Roman antiquity, in order to
grasp the transformations that have led us to be, think and do what we are, think and say
today. It is for this reason that the text on Kant's Enlightenment, which appears in the first
lesson of the 1983 Lectures at the College de France, even if it is presented as an 'excursus',
retains an essential link with what Foucault will be dealing with in the other lessons: the rela-
tionship between the government of the self and the government of others, its transfor-
mations, and its ethical-political stakes. The Kantian "sapere aude" urges the courage to use one's
own intellect by positing oneself in relation to the present and the actualité, where the norma-
tive order is constantly being enacted and re-enacted, and can therefore also be challenged
(for example, through the complex relationship with the revolutionary event established by
Kant). The mode of relation that links the governing of ourselves to that of the governing of
others becomes what must be subjected to critique because its ethico-political constitution and
its transformations become an indispensable element in thinking about how we situate our-
selves in our actualité¢ and in the present to which "we" belong and exist: "an ontology of the
present, of present reality, an ontology of modernity, an ontology of ourselves".*

Indeed, the genealogical historicisation of this relationship has configured the way in
which the self is ethico-politically related to others as an object of government so that we can
restore to our present all its contingency and inevitability and open it up to all its possible
transformations — to the invention of new relationships that challenge our belonging to our
present and to our actualité. The way we relate to the (past) actualité of Antiquity, to what
threatened its existence and haunted its salvation, is still a matter of diagnosing the actualité
with which we are confronted today. It is once again in this intertwining of a (past) actualité
and a (present) actualité that philosophy must find its object and renew its critical claim to
diagnose its actualité as well as its irreducibly open need for historicisation.

31 Le Discours philosophique, 252, my translation.
32 The Government of Self and Others, 21.
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Nevertheless, this does not mean closing this "us"; on the contrary, it means challenging
(by subjecting it to criticism) this bond of belonging in relation to an actualité whose situated
and contingent reality always needs to be grasped to make it an ethico-political site of trans-
formation and experimentation in relation to our own actualité, which may, in some important
points, differ from Foucault's own. The open nature of this ever-changing and different actu-
alité, and the critical and transformative relationship with it, constitute the unfinished task
that Foucault left as a legacy and what, for us and today, philosophy should be as an exercise
in diagnosing but also transforming ourselves in the light of what is going on today in our
actualité. It is this task, which from Le Discours philosophique to his final research kept Foucault
constantly engaged, that constitutes perhaps one of the most precious legacies of a thought
that has not ceased to produce its effects even forty years after his death.
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lights the key role of his attempt to define a dispositif of security in the 1977-78 lecture course
‘Security, Territory, Population” and the various interpretations given after his death. The third
part introduces my own research on the subject and its development. Twenty years ago, I called
this dispositif of security surveillance a ban-opticon dispositif. This is only partly relevant since
the violence of the effects on individuals has been intensified by a multifocal construction of "sus-
pects" by various transnational guilds of security professionals who systematise profiling and
weak correlations as an alternative method of seeking the truth about causalities and facts at-
tributed to an individual. Because of this systematicity of "suspicion first", which jeopardises the
principle of innocence, I call this dispositif of security a transnational dispositif of suspicion-pre-
diction, which is organised both as a rearticulation of the modern episteme with suspicion back at
its core and as a "legitimate" one, thus allowing a "preventive" violence to be re-enacted in the
name of scientific predictions of a future so deadly that it is necessary to act violently now in order
to prevent even more violence. This question of inverted temporality, in which the imagined future
dominates the present, leads to the belief that the future can already be known under a grammar
of the future perfect. Combined with the strategic orientation of right-wing parties to abandon the
celebration of the past in order to mobilise the fear of apocalyptic futures, this characteristic of the
‘future-perfect’ explains a series of contemporary developments in security and surveillance, re-
framing the attachment of the population to a new form of conservatism that captures the imagi-
nation of the future, including some contemporary discourses of war. Resisting this attraction to
the future-perfect is possible by reinventing hope.
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INTRODUCTION

Competition between future disasters?

2024 is said to be the year of geopolitics: the return of wars with Ukraine against Russia,
Palestine versus Israel and perhaps a new cold war between the US and China over Tai-
wan. This is also the so-called year of cyber threats, ranging from political manipulation
and foreign influence to spyware against activists and journalists, the banalisation of sur-
veillance and technoviolence against migrants and refugees at borders. The present is
bleak, and the future will be even worse.

The feeling that one predicted catastrophic event hides another one is something we
all experience every morning via the 24-hour news channels and social networks. It is up
to us to choose our favourite disaster scenario! The destruction of life through the use of
nuclear weapons, which has been with us for a long time; the destruction of life in all its
forms with the entry into the critical zone due to the inconsistent management of re-
sources since the Anthropocene or Capitalocene, which scientists around the world are
warning us about, but which politicians, given the changes in behaviour it would imply,
are constantly putting off; or more recently, the end of human supremacy with the possi-
ble advent of artificial intelligences supplanting their human designers.

Is there an audience appetite for this kind of information, capturing its attention? In
any case, there is plenty on offer. Some of these scenarios are particularly serious and well-
founded, based on risk analyses and scientific consensus that modify and refine the sim-
ulation models that bring them to life. The environment and nuclear energy have each
created epistemic communities, which clash with each other over certain solutions but set
agendas based on estimates, projections of structural trends and long-term views that call
for profound changes in the way we are governed right now. Artificial intelligence, with
its ability to simulate reality and destabilise beliefs in an objective reality, coupled with
the maintenance of business secrecy on algorithms and the aim of maximum profit, which
reinforces inequalities, are also the subject of debate.

Other catastrophic threats, on the other hand, whether they involve the irruption of
artificial intelligence seen as a replacement for the human species or rhetoric of a global
civil war filled with hybrid cyber threats, are much more based on forgetting about struc-
tural changes and propose instead a continuation of the same practices of power and even
their exacerbation. This is the case when public policies insist on the priority of preparing
for conventional wars, reviving the defence industry and arms sales, while maintaining

austerity due to debts, thus foregoing social and ecological changes in favour of defence
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and internal order.! These policies of fear and unease are therefore rooted much less in an
enlightened fear of future social and political phenomena than in a reconsideration of hu-
manity and freedom through systematic suspicion, or more accurately, a suspicion of the
‘wrongdoing' of specific categories of individuals, the list of which is growing to include
everyone.? The specificity of these latter forms of fear is that they lead not to indicators of
dangerous changes but to the creation of “lists of persons of interest”, as they are quoted
in official language.® Fear is turned towards individuals, and the search for structural risks
is transformed into the search for intentional threats and sometimes turn into the manu-
facture of scapegoats. Prevention is no longer about structural change but about arresting
potential troublemakers. The result of this suspicion, which is intended to be legitimate in
the face of global social disorder and the risk of global civil war, is the coupling of suspi-
cion with surveillance organised along first the drawing up of lists to sort the good from
the bad, second the prediction of future behaviour, and third a punitive prevention. It is
these specific catastrophic scenarios, which are essentially drawn up by security profes-
sionals, that we will analyse in our final section, because they seem to update the lines of
flight that Foucault did not develop but which make him once again essential to read and
reread.*

2024 is also the 40th anniversary of the death of Michel Foucault. Some might think:
why bother with him? He was, like others, an old white man. Perhaps because I now fall
into this category myself, I would like to cast doubt on this lack of interest in his work.
Michel Foucault had to fight the same kind of conservative politicians in the seventies,
and he faced the same hostility from both the mainstream media and the geopoliticians

1 This paper is part of an ongoing research on "The predictive power of risk: Implications for democracy and
governance", which brings together an informal group based on the work of Benoit Pelopidas, Jutta Weldes
and myself, (project registered under the name Wisdem) - as well as part of a series of seminars in the journals
Cultures et Conflits and PARISS regarding the role of prediction in politics. I would like to thank all of the
participants for their comments on a first version of this text, which was presented at Louvain la Neuve
during my honorary doctorate on 25 April 2024.

2 Michel Foucault, Fabienne Brion and Bernard Harcourt, ed., Mal faire, dire vrai: Fonction de I'aveu en justice-
cours de Louvain, 1981 (2012). Translated in English as Wrong-doing, Truth-telling: the Function of Avowal in
Justice (2014).

3 This specific technology of "watch lists" or lists of exceptions for the "bona fide" is crucial in distinguishing
the practices of the world of security (police, secret services) from those of other circles, even though they all
use the politics of fear. By focusing on threats, on the categories of good and evil, on the need to sort things
out, they are fundamentally based on beliefs rather than scientific doubt.

¢ Didier Bigo, “Security and immigration: Towards a critique of the governmentality of malaise,” Alternatives
27:1 (2002); Jet Huysmans, The Politics of Insecurity: Fear, Migration and Asylum in the EU (2006); Laurent
Bonelli, La France a peur. A Social History of Insecurity (2008). See also Fabienne Brion, “Cellules avec vue sur
la démocratie?,” Cultures & Conflits 95:96 (2014); E. P. Guittet and Brion Fabienne “The New Age of Suspi-
cion,” in Politics of Anxiety, ed. Emmy Eklundh, Andreja Zevnik, and Emmanuel-Pierre Guittet (2017); Juliet
Stumpf, “The Process is the Punishment in Crimmigration Law,” in The Borders of Punishment: Migration,
Citizenship, and Social Exclusion, ed. Katja Franko Aas and Mary Bosworth (2013); Emma McCluskey, From
Righteousness to Far Right: An Anthropological Rethinking of Critical Security Studies 2 (2019).
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and political scientists of his time.> Wisely, he refused to argue directly with them and
instead proposed to examine all their issues with his own intellectual tools and, for very
good reasons, has been quoted more than any of them in explaining the politics of his
time. It may therefore be useful today to listen to his critique of the categories of geopoli-
tics and political science. And of all these critiques, the most powerful ones concern their
understanding of power, sovereignty and security. His analysis of security, territory and
population, as well as his analysis of government, have proved to be powerful tools for
thought. For me, this is part of his legacy in terms of methods and in redefining politics
away from essentialism. As a political sociologist, I may disagree with the books in which
his predilection for genealogical inquiry rather than sociogenetic historical practices leads
him to minimise the power struggles within fields of power led by mimesis rivalries and
strategies of distinction, but, in my view, he is still a leading writer on understanding
contemporary politics, security, sovereignty, modern racism and surveillance in relation
to freedom, circulation, flows, transformations, disruptions and multiple futures.

This is what I want to emphasise in this paper. In the first part, I will present my read-
ing of his conception of politics, how it differs from the traditional understanding of in-
ternational politics of so-called state actors, as well as his analysis that downplays the role
of politicians for an analysis of the mechanisms of governing. In particular, I insist firstly
on how, for Foucault, sovereignty and discipline are articulated with security, and sec-
ondly on what he said and did not say about security in his 1977-78 lecture on security,
territory and population. In a second part, I try to clarify what Foucault meant (or not) by
security and the various interpretations that have been given after his death about secu-
rity, biopolitics, technologies and war, focusing on the genealogy of the different forms of
in-securit(ies). In a final section, I present my own work on policing at a distance as well
as my understanding of the relations between prevention and prediction through suspi-
cion (reasonable, legitimate). I insist on some specific modalities of the present situation
concerning the transnational practices of power of the different guilds of security profes-
sionals, the articulation of the different fields of practice between military personnel, po-
licemen, secret services, anti-terrorist experts and border guards, and the societal effects
of their different forms of (in)securitisation practices, including what is at stake for all

travellers suspected of being illegal migrants or asylum seekers.®  had called these effects

5 [t was not until his death that many people began to claim his legacy, and not so much in France as abroad.
Previously, students were advised against attending the College de France to hear him lecture. Normal sup
was careful not to claim him as one of its own. It was the American and English interpretations that brought
him renewed interest. On this evolution of fashion for Michel Foucault, see the recent issue of the magazine
Sciences Humaines 16 (2024) devoted to his work and his biography.

¢ It is impossible to discuss here the different strategic uses of the dispositif by the actors and their differential
effects. Each profession or “guild”, based on a certain know-how, may have access to some technologies of
surveillance or databases in common (for example, Transatlantic or European data bases of security, such as
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the result of a ban-opticon, but with the recent transformations of the last ten years, it is
preferable to speak of a transnational security-surveillance dispositif whose effects gener-
ate a ban for large groups of populations beyond foreigners while normalising all those
who see themselves as 'good’ citizens and do not feel under control but rather protected.
This dispositif, which results in a ban for some, nevertheless affects everyone insofar as it
leads to a governmentality of unease, in which the role of the digital in our lives is mobi-
lised and legitimised to extend surveillance in a neo-despotic 7 form that verticalises social
relations by creating an infinite hierarchy of degrees of surveillance and punishment. It
is, therefore, neither a panopticon nor a banopticon but a specific dispositif combining on
the one hand the ability to transform suspicion into a principle of systematic action, justi-
fied by the desire to prevent the worst before it happens, and on the other hand by the
shared belief in the scientificity of prediction and the highly probable knowledge of the
future actions of those suspected of wrongdoing.

I will give an overview of this argument here, trying to answer the question of how this
dispositif of security-suspicion-surveillance (3S) is organised both as a re-articulation of a
modern episteme in which suspicion is central and in terms of how it allows violence to
be reiterated in the name of more or less scientific predictions that claim to prevent even
more violence (2P). This question of temporality leads to the belief that the future can
already be known under a grammar of the future perfect. The uncertainty of risk is then
replaced by a 'faith' in the knowledge of a controllable future. This faith is particularly
strong when associated with the strategic orientation of those neo-despotic parties that
seek to control the sovereignty-security nexus for their exclusive benefit (often on the
right, but not exclusively), which consists of abandoning the celebration of the past in
favour of mobilising the fear of apocalyptic futures. This characteristic of the future per-
fect explains a series of contemporary developments in security and surveillance, rein-
forcing the population's attachment to a new form of conservatism which captures the

imagination of the future, including certain contemporary discourses of war. Hopefully,

SIS, VIS...) but the selectors are often different because they have different profiles and priorities in mind
and their suspicions affect different categories depending on if they are looking for criminals, political vio-
lence, regularity of travels, cross border attempts and so on. This diversity of suspicions (sometimes discrim-
inations forbidden by human-rights law, but not always), whether based on class, race, gender, nationality,
money or bureaucratical and political status, applies also to the groups for whom they would say they main-
tain a principle of innocence or regularity, which is often de facto a way to have an exceptional status for
privileged groups avoiding the rigor of administrative and penal justice. These guilds have also asymmetric
access and possibilities of combining different selectors to access what they call a “granularity” of the search
to avoid collateral damage. See section 3 for more details. For my own take on the case of border controls,
see Didier Bigo, “The (in) securitization practices of the three universes of EU border control: Military/Navy—
border guards/police-database analysts,” Security Dialogue 45:3 (2014), 209-225.

7 This terminology of neo-despotism aims to understand the power acquired by leaders who appropriate
popular and representative sovereignty for the benefit of governmental or presidential positions, as well as
the one that develops in authoritarian movements that excuse everything from their leaders.
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its deconstruction can act as a counter-conduct to the geopolitical doxa. But before enter-
ing this discussion, a preliminary task is to relate Foucault's work to the question of inter-

national politics, since many authors fail to see the connection.?

FOUCAULT AND THE INTERNATIONAL: CANNIBAL RELATIONS

As I tried to explain in a previous article, when Michel Foucault envisioned the book Dis-
cipline and Punish, he entered the territory of political sciences with the discussion of
power, war, sovereignty, territory, security, freedom and reason of State.® He could have
started a discussion with the French political scientists of the time, such as Maurice Du-
verger and Marcel Merle at the Sorbonne or with the National Foundation of Political
Sciences, but, after some preliminary reflections, he thought it was better to ignore them.
If the subject of international politics, covered by all these concepts, was absolutely central
to his own research, these authors and their various assumptions about, firstly, the exist-
ence of the state as a natural element, secondly, the existence of a great divide between
inside and outside, reversing the norms of war and peace, and thirdly, their reliance on
the naturalness of oppression and its legitimation by the philosophical debate between
Hobbes and Rousseau as a description of historical facts, were too normative and ideo-
logically conservative. They sought only to justify a certain kind of social and political
order. This is why he preferred to engage in a historical and geographical debate with
Yves Lacoste and, through him, with Clausewitz in order to understand the logic of what
he would later call a dispositif or governmentality that organises the relations of war,
sovereignty, discipline and biopower.

Students going back and forth between the Sorbonne and his course at the College de
France asked him why he ignored political science instead of fighting it. He replied briefly
about his indifference and lack of dialogue: “Political science looks like a school to pro-
duce politicians, not to study politics. If you are interested in the latter, then remember

that war is too important to be left to military studies, the same goes for politics... Engage

8 The recent issue of the magazine Sciences Humaines devoted to the forty-year legacy of Michel Foucault has
nevertheless included a short article by Philippe Bonditti on the subject.

¢ Didier Bigo, “Michel Foucault and International Relations: Cannibal Relations,” in Foucault and the Modern
International: Silences and Legacies for the Study of World Politics, ed. Philippe Bonditti, Didier Bigo and Frédéric
Gros (2017), 33-55.

10 As Michel Foucault insists in his lesson of January 11, 1978, “mechanisms of power are not a general theory
of power, power is not a substance. It is a series of procedures which have the role to establish, maintaining,
transforming the mechanisms of power. So, these relations are not “autogenetics’. They are not self-
grounded.” Michel Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population : Cours au Collége de France, ed. Frangois Ewald,
Alessandro Fontana, and Michel Senellart (2004), 4-6.
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with the issues, with the texts, not with today's commentators; engage with politics in
practice, with its effects, instead of generalising to find an essence of politics”.!!

As for the international, despite the many criticisms that he did not deal with it, which
were later developed by some postcolonial scholars who looked at an issue with an inter-

national dimension, he also had an answer to this objection from the very beginning.

When you analyse the death penalty, you are dealing with the international; when
you discuss prisons, that is also the case, but some people don't recognise that.
They look for comparative politics and other states' behaviour, but I do not do that.
... [The] History of Europe is full of mechanisms of struggles and subjugation. For
example, the narratives of the invasion and colonisation of this part of "Roman
Gaul" by the "Germanic tribes" [analysed in the 1975-76 lectures on "Society Must
Be Defended"] say more about the effective power struggles than the stories about
the birth of the social contract you learn.!?

As we know, in defending his line of thought, he will ask scholars to move away from the
juridical-Weberian (legitimacy) debate of contract versus repression and, on the contrary,
to look at the effective war of invasion and the protracted struggles they imply. Although
he will not agree with the Clausewitzian formula, also adopted by Lenin, that war is the
continuation of politics by other means; he will reverse it by saying that “politics is the
continuation of war by other means”, in which power, far from being punitive or repres-
sive, is productive and works through mechanisms of struggles and subjectivation.'> As
Alessandro Fontana and Mauro Bertani rightly pointed out in their presentation of the
series of lectures at the College de France, the text of these 1977-78 lectures must be read
with an awareness of the constant back and forth between the writing and the existence
of the international conflicts of the time (Vietnam, Palestine, Chile and Northern Ireland)
and the social struggles in France after 1968 because the implicit references permeate the
tone and explain many of the metaphors used. Foucault was interested in a philosophy
with a politics of truth at its core, and he was inspired by the movements of what Nie-
tzsche called 'the great politics'. Fontana and Bertani continue their explanation by show-
ing that his interest in the rise of fascisms throughout the world, in civil wars, in the es-
tablishment of military dictatorships, in the oppressive geopolitical aims of the great pow-
ers (the USSR but also and above all the United States in Vietham) was constant and de-
cisive for his argumentation since these events are, to a large extent, the reason why he

invented terminologies or intellectual tools such as dispositif, governmentality and

11 Conversation with a group of students, including the author on 1% of February 1978. See note 1.

12 Ibid.

13 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977, ed.
Colin Gordon (180), 78-92.
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diagram of power, which are used today by so many scholars.!* So, as surprising as it may
be for some, I contend that Michel Foucault was a “politest” and an “internationalist”, and
also a postcolonial scholar, but of a different kind.!> He should even be read today as being
more decolonial than many current political scientists, despite their best efforts to reclaim
colonisation, because the crucial advantage of Michel Foucault is that he does not get lost
in an essentialist politics of truth based on self-identity (which in itself has led to forms of
racism) due to his detailed analysis of the limits of an analysis of power that derives power
only from economics and capitalism and is often based on a poor version of Marxism. For
this reason alone, he deserves to be seriously re-read, because his devastating critique of
conceptions of power derived from traditional political science or neo-Marxism is still
valid, and invalidates many recent essays that essentialise power in a grand theory that
they try to apply to the world through binary logics, a new Cold War or the global North
versus the global South.

Michel Foucault's work thus creates, among many other lines of flight in his books, an
alternative way of thinking about world politics and the geopolitics of war, including in
spaces outside Europe. His thinking tools have helped Edward Said, Arjun Appadurai,
Vivienne Jabri, Mick Dillon, Achille Mbembe and many others to think through contem-
porary liberal ways of making war and security that pretend to secure and protect all the
societies in which they intervene.!¢ But the travels of their terminologies (especially when
loaded with a different Anglo-American transcription that modifies their meanings and
the politics they contain) have destabilised their initial theoretical purposes — sometimes
for the best, sometimes for the worst. This is why the discussion around the notion of
security that he developed in the lectures of 1977-78 is illustrative and can be important

for analysing the present.

14 Fontana and Bertani situate the lectures in Michel Foucault, Dits et écrits : 1954-1988 (1994), 284.

15 This may be considered provocative, but if Chakrabarty and Spivak are right in saying that Foucault never
wrote about spaces other than Europe, apart from his experience in Tunisia, could we say that he never
discussed colonisation and colonial wars? Some followers of subaltern and decolonial studies sometimes
overstep the boundary. This is wrong. In my view, when Foucault talks about French history and the two
competing narratives of history in Society Must Be Defended, quoted earlier, he says more about the nexus of
slavery, racism, colonialism and expansionism than some of the current scholars who derive everything from
capitalism or the Anthropocene and look only to a so-called global South as the spatial location of truth. For
a discussion of Michel Foucault and postcolonialism, see Sandro Mezzadra, “En voyage Michel Foucault et
la critique postcoloniale,” Cahiers de I’Herne 95: Foucault, ed. Philippe Artieres, Jean-Frangois Bert, Frédéric
Gros and Judith Revel (2011), 352-357. See also Ann L. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s His-
tory of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (1995).

16 Edward W. Said, “Michel Foucault as an Intellectual Imagination,” Boundary 2 1:1 (1972), 1-36; Arjun Ap-
padurai, “Deep democracy: urban governmentality and the horizon of politics,” Environment and Urbaniza-
tion 13:2 (2001), 23-43; Vivienne Jabri, The Postcolonial Subject: Claiming Politics/Governing Others in Late Mo-
dernity (2012); Michael Dillon and Luis Lobo-Guerrero, “Biopolitics of Security in the 21st Century,” Interna-
tional Studies 34 (2008), 2; Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” in Foucault in an Age of Terror: Essays on Biopolitics
and the Defence of Society (2008), 152-182.
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SECURITY, TERRITORY, POPULATION IN 1977. A STILLBORN TRYPTIC
PROJECT FROM WHICH THE BIRTH OF GOVERNMENTALITY EMERGES AS AN
ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO POLITICS

In Foucault's work, the question of the relations between security and a series of related
concepts such as war, violence, sovereignty, suspicion, punishment, confession, racism,
otherness, protection, guarantees, circulation and freedom is recurrent. He has always
avoided giving an essentialist transhistorical definition of security, related to identity, pre-
ferring to shape it along the series of relations that engage security with other terminolo-
gies and with the historical practices embedded in a specific episteme.'” The sabbatical
year of 1976-1977, with the first lectures of the 1977-78 course, was the moment in which
he tried the most to set up a coherent approach and to have a series of three concepts,
sovereignty, discipline and security, in order to organise a triptych of strategic configura-
tions that disrupted the so-called essence of the state as sovereign and transhistorical. In
agreement with Paul Veyne, he rejected the nominalism and essentialism of the state and
wanted to look at the fabric of the "knick-knacks" that each period puts under the name
of statehood; security being, in that case, the name for the procedures organising a change
in the practices of power related to sovereignty and discipline, although distinct from
them since security encompassed a new art of governance based on risk, probability, pre-
diction and normalisation (which he distinguished from normation).!®

However, despite his efforts on security, Foucault was unable to provide an explana-
tion of the discourses (knowledge, episteme) and practices (strategies, positivities) specific
to this third configuration, which led to liberalism as a modern mode of governing. Secu-
rity as originally conceived by Foucault is too heterogeneous, dispersed and scattered in
different sets of meanings and practices to be another security dispositif because the dis-
positif is neither coherent nor effective.'” If we look at the factors of change that led to
liberal security, its organisation was linked to freedom of movement, to risk or to protec-
tion and, therefore, to the older form of configuration of pastoral power. This went back
to Roman times, as noted by his friend Paul Veyne. Moreover, security was still based on
punishment, suspicion and violence. It was certainly important to show that liberal secu-

rity was not exempt from violence, but, at the same time, security was not specific enough

17 This is a central difference with almost all the authors who try to speak of an ontological security and end
up with essentialism and/or nominalism. Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity (1991). See also Jen-
nifer Mitzen, “Ontological security in world politics: State identity and the security dilemma,” European Jour-
nal of International Relations 12:3 (2006), 341-370.

18 Paul Veyne, Foucault, Sa Pensée, Sa Personne (2010); Paul Veyne, Comment on écrit I’histoire (1978), 355.

19 On the definition of the dispositif, in particular its need to be coherent and effective, see Foucault, “Le jeu
de Michel Foucault,” in Dits et Ecrits, tome 11, 1976-1988, 299. See also Deleuze's interpretation in his work
Foucault (2004) and Giorgio Agamben's little book Qu est ce qu ‘un dispositif (2014), which relax the conditions
of the dispositif and evoke elsewhere the terms assemblage or ligne de fuite.
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in regard to sovereignty, insofar as both contained a specific recourse to violence, confes-
sion and suspicion. Security could not be seen as the pacification of war through regulated
struggles; or an alternative to sovereignty by organizing freedom under risk. The diagram
(effective practices) was not the program (knowledge); the figure (or matrix) of the pan-
opticon did not fit at all with that of security as a risk, a chance or the pacification of war.
It was untenable.

As I explained in more detail in my chapter “Security, a Field Left Fallow”,2’ Michel
Foucault was still trying, during the first three lectures of the 1977 academic year, to find
this series of transformations affecting what he had placed first under the triptych of se-
curity, population and territory in the abstract of the course, but the description of the
different transformations of security were almost incomprehensible, at least for his audi-
ence. He spoke of security as a way in which politics continues to wage war by policing
the 'abnormal’, the 'poor’, the 'workers' and the 'foreigners' along the lines of the resur-
gence of 'enemies within' or 'natural criminals' and, on other occasions, as a form of ex-
tension of the practices of control that minimise struggles through a series of conducts of
conducts that organise security as the limits of different forms of freedom. This contradic-
tion or incoherence was 'irritating’, including for himself, especially as the colleagues
around him were developing studies on this basis on the "police of families', insurance
mechanisms and the birth of the welfare state, the management of flows of certain popu-
lations and their framework in terms of protection, etc.?!

In response, he multiplies the questions. In a first attempt, he considers that security is
reconfiguring the meaning it had in Prussia with the notion of (état de police) or police of
despotism. The dispositif of security, territory and population therefore departs from po-
lice state, and its interventionism is a different way of managing the population by a "lais-
sez-faire" approach. In this sense, then, the liberal understanding of security has a differ-
ent relationship to territory than the last word of the sovereign and/or the disciplinary
techniques of drawing closed borders. Liberal security exerts control through territory
and open borders as it brings into effect the control of populations through the articulation
of security and freedom or, more precisely, the articulation of security as the external lim-
its of freedom of circulation. Security operates by planning a 'milieu’ in terms of events or

a series of events. It refers to time and uncertainty within a given space. This security

2 Didier Bigo, “Security: A Field Left Fallow,” in Foucault on Politics, Security and War, ed. Michael Dillon and
Andrew W. Neal (2011) and in French as “La sécurité en jachere,” in Cahiers de I’'Herne 95: Foucault, ed.
Philippe Artieres, Jean-Frangois Bert, Frédéric Gros and Judith Revel (2011), 326-341.

21 Jacques Donelot and Gilles Deleuze, La police des familles (1977) ; Frangois Ewald, L"'état providence (1996);
Pierre Lascoumes, “La Gouvernementalité : de la critique de I'Etat aux technologies du pouvoir” Le Portigue
13-14 (2004) ; Pascale Laborier and Pierre Lascoumes, “L’action Publique Comprise Comme Gouvernemen-
talisation de I'Etat’,” in Travailler avec Foucault. Retours sur le politique (2005), 37-60.
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dispositif is also linked to an order of probability calculation, statistical regularity, and the
institution of prevention, since the key procedure is to statistically predict the number of
thefts or crimes at a given time, in a given society, in a given city. So, finally, the security
dispositif is related to limits, to standard deviation and to averages.?? If discipline is cen-
tripetal, as it concentrates, focuses and encloses, the 'dispositif of security' is centrifugal,
and non-interventionist, as it lets things happen and has a constant tendency to expand.
It does not prohibit but produces a framework with certain limits to its extension. In a
powerful formula, Foucault says: "Law forbids, discipline prescribes, security regulates";
regulation may use some instruments of prescription and prohibition, but security cen-
trally imagines limits, controls, regulations".?* In that sense, freedom is nothing other than
the correlative of the use of the security dispositif, and security is nothing other than the
correlative of the limits of the use of the capacity for free movement.

It is only when the enthusiasm of this response has passed away that he realises that
security is then dissociated from police violence, repression and techniques of coercion,
as well as from war in his analysis, whereas in practice this is false, as he pointed out in
Discipline and Punish. In a very final attempt to propose a synthesis, Foucault poses no
fewer than 13 questions that would trace the specificity of a transversal "dispositif of se-
curity” not linked to a specific form of governing. But he abandons them one by one.

The next lecture begins with this "confession" of failure, but he immediately offers an
alternative to understand the mechanisms of power. It is necessary, he says, to change the
focus of the course and to discuss liberalism as a different art of governing, implying the
use of a new thinking tool: governmentality. Security is no longer the subject of the course.

Any thoughtful researcher has to acknowledge these tensions and even contradictions
between what Foucault said about the “archaeology of knowledge”, “the abnormals”, “society
must be defended”, and what interests him after the fourth lesson on “security, territory, pop-
ulation” and “the birth of biopolitics”. The last lectures even contradict the then recently
published book Surveiller et Punir, which was much more linear and straightforward in
its will to discover specific mechanisms of power that transcend institutions, regimes and
even epistemes.?* Reality is more complex; the study of the art of governing (others and
the self) becomes the possible way to understand the change of episteme and strategies
instead of following them in historical sequences.?®

Of course, everyone still remembers the sequence of sovereignty in the classical age,
which he “paints” with the ordeal of Damien to show the stark contrast with the

2 Foucault, Sécurité, territoire et population (2004), 8.

2 Foucault, Sécurité, territoire et population (2004), 48.

2¢ Unfortunately, the book was translated into Discipline and Punish, which has created a lot of confusion
between surveillance and discipline in Anglo-American literature.

% Lecture of 25% of January 1978 in Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population (2004), 57-89.
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disciplining of bodies, which reframes sovereignty into a more complex way of doing the
art of governing by producing different techniques to make people docile through the
embrace of their bodies in all their interactions with others within the army, factory,
school and hospital, which he will call discipline when they concern individual bodies
and security when they affect the "milieu", the circulation of flows and the risks that occur
for some populations. Nevertheless, the book Discipline and Punish, which is about this
form of subjectivation, cannot render the development of the series of knowledge about
macroeconomics and statistics, which transforms norms and values into normativity of
standard distinction and average calculations of statistical populations. They do not fill
the gap for the birth of biopolitics. We therefore need to engage with this dispositif of
security and its recent transformations in order to understand the current governmental-
ity at work in the change of security.

As Michael Dillon and Andrew Neal rightly said in their introduction to the edited
volume Foucault on Politics, Security and War, “Foucault is fallible... but a thinker, a fortiori
Michel Foucault, is not there to tell you what to think. He is there to provoke you to think...
he forces you to think a little more for yourself”.2¢ This is what we have tried to do with
colleagues from the journal Cultures et Conflits by delving into a socio genesis of practices
and some elements of the genealogy of contemporary (in)securitisation practices.?”

UPDATING MICHEL FOUCAULT'S INTUITIONS: THE CONTEMPORARY
DISPOSITIF OF SECURITY-SURVEILLANCE VIA SUSPICION-PREDICTION

Apart from the writings of Frédéric Gros in political theory and a few authors inspired by
international political sociology, many contemporary writers on security, policing, war
and border violence have preferred not to take up the challenge of this plurality of foci of
meaning (foyer de sens).?® They have just picked up a fragment of Foucault's discussion,
without evoking its contradictions and renunciations, to justify a theoretical allegiance on
one side and on the other to have a simple storyline that fits their own conception of se-
curity applied to a "case study".?” Instead, we have to investigate the formation of the

26 Michael Dillon and Andrew W. Neal, Foucault on Politics, Security and War (2011).

27 See the journal Cultures et Conflits, especially 58:2 (2005), 94-95-96:2 (2014), 112:4 (2018), 113:1 (2019), 114-
115:2 (2019).

28 See International Political Sociology 1:1 (2007), 2:3 (2008), 4:2 (2010), 8:2 (2014), 16:3 (2022).

2 The proliferation of references to Michel Foucault while using neo-Marxist or Agambenian frameworks to
speak about the violence against migrants at the US or EU borders is a problem. He is used as an emblem by
activists but not for its methods. Fortunately, some exceptions exist: Nicholas P. De Genova, “Migrant “ille-
gality” and deportability in everyday life,” Annual Review of Anthropology 31:1 (2002), 419-447; M. Casas-
Cortes, S. Cobarrubias, N. De Genova, G. Garelli, G. Grappi, C. Heller, and M. Tazzioli, “New keywords:
Migration and borders,” Cultural studies 29:1 (2015), 55-87. See also Didier Bigo, “The (in) securitization prac-
tices of the three universes of EU border control: Military/Navy-border guards/police-database analysts,”
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contemporary security dispositif by analysing which fragments are mobilised and how
they create the network of relations through which security is performed and operation-
alised, not only in each episteme but simultaneously in each of them according to the kind

of governmentality they are involved in.

A GENEALOGY OF SECURITY

An indispensable first step in overcoming the contemporary doxa of security, which fa-
vours authoritarianism and 'securitarian' logics, is to historicise the notion of security in
order to understand these recent transformations. We need to make a genealogy of this
term in the original sense given by Michel Foucault in order to show its different mean-
ings. This is what important authors such as Rob Walker and Jens Bartelson have done
for the notion of sovereignty.*® In France, Frédéric Gros, in his key works “Etats de vio-
lence” and “Le principe sécurité”, has undoubtedly done the best work so far in decon-
structing this desire to find a philosophical concept of security throughout history in order
to justify its primacy.3! Instead of a single concept of security, it analyses how different
epistemes, or more precisely foci of meaning, have invested the label of security over time
and how they are interconnected but also constantly contradict each other. Thus, there is
never a single security principle or ontological concept but rather a series of struggles
between different actors hierarchising different forms of (in)securitisation with the aim of
imposing their priority and interests at a given moment as the natural order of security
while claiming that it is absolute necessity to act without delay to prevent catastrophic
events.3

In the principle of security, Frederic Gros distinguishes four different epistemes in-
volved in the long history of the concept. He refuses to speak of a timeless or simply
evolving concept of security. At the end of the ancient Greek era, security was defined as
a form of serenity of conscience; a stoicism in the face of the world that today has more to

do with individual resilience than with the actions of the power institutions. The second

Security Dialogue 45:3 (2014), 209-225; Didier Bigo, “Globalized (in) security: the field and the ban-opticon,”
in Terror, Insecurity and Liberty (2008), 20-58.

3 R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (1992); Jens Bartelson, The Critique of
the State (2001).

31 Frédéric Gros, Etats de violence : Essai sur la fin de la guerre (2006); Frédéric Gros, Le Principe Sécurité (2012).
32 Didier Bigo, “La mondialisation de I'(in)sécurité ? Réflexions sur le champ des professionnels de la gestion
des inquiétudes et analytique de la transnationalisation des processus d'(in)sécurisation,” Cultures & Conflits
58 (2005), 53-101; Staf Callewaert, “Bourdieu, Critic of Foucault: The Case of Empirical Social Science against
Double-Game-Philosophy,” Theory, Culture & Society 23:6 (2006), 73-98; Collective C.A.S.E., “Critical Ap-
proaches to Security in Europe: A Networked Manifesto,” Security Dialogue 37:4 (2006), 443-87; Thierry Bal-
zacq, Tugba Basaran, Didier Bigo, Emmanuel-Pierre Guittet, and Christian Olsson, “Security Practices,” in
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies (2010).
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meaning of security is the absence of danger, what he calls the Sunday of history. He links
this meaning to the millenarian promise of a harmonious world in which violence will
have disappeared. There will be security for all because everyone will be safe from threats,
safe from hunger and safe from desire. Only justice and equality will make it possible to
achieve security for all, which is not the continuation of a dominant balance of power that
preserves the social order that benefits some. A certain vision of security as a form of
emancipation, taken up by the theories of human security through development, contin-
ues to think in this way and calls out the insecurity of an unjust social and international
order. The third type of security identified by Frédéric Gros is the one we are most familiar
with. Security is the protection afforded to the people through the acceptance of a monop-
oly of violence by specialised agents of the state. Contemporaneous with the various bour-
geois revolutions, in which security became a form of guarantee of the state against priv-
ilege, this focus of meaning consists in understanding security as the guarantees given by
states to their citizens and in associating security with sovereignty and then with the dem-
ocratic state and the international system of states as the international community. Alt-
hough Frédéric Gros situates this connotation of security only in relation to the state and
does not analyse the competition between church, state and interstate systems, it is nev-
ertheless a crucial movement and one that still constitutes the central frame of reference
for contemporary texts since security is then the result of the operations of sovereignty,
discipline and surveillance as transversal power mechanisms that organise institutions.
As described above, security is then seen as the protection of the individual, against a
dangerous nature or the enmity of his neighbour, by the state that one belongs and within
its borders. Personal security, in this vision, is guaranteed by the accumulation of force
and the annihilation of the cycle of vengeance created by the capacity of each individual
to kill someone else. So security is therefore the responsibility of the State and goes hand
in hand with a guarantee of protection which, in liberal visions, also includes protection
against one's own executive, hence the idea of control by agents of the state, where one
must guard himself against those who claim to protect us (who will guard us from the
guardians). The power of the executive must therefore be supervised by a judiciary, which
is admittedly fallible, but which acts as an active third party and exists thanks to the ef-
fective separation of powers. Security is therefore the other name for the magic of trans-
forming violence into legitimate counter-violence. Security transforms the arbitrariness of
the violent beginning of the State into a logical necessity for individuals, allowing them
to exist under an authority that is sovereign and protects life. There can be no democratic
state without justice.

But this episteme of security through the guarantees of the liberal state, that freedom
and markets are protected principles, is weakened with the decline of the commitment to

welfare, along with the simultaneous rise of a penal state logic of punishment, often
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through racial discrimination, especially in the US, and with the development of transna-
tional guilds of security professionals who impose their own agenda in the political
spheres.3? Frederic Gros calls these transformations the emergence of "states of violence",
which he contrasts with "states of war". This is where I disagree with him.

In my book War, Terrorism, External and Internal Security, I argued that, far from being
very different, internal and external forms of (in)security are intimately linked, like a M6-
bius strip. The various state institutions or their transnational guilds (army and police,
but also intelligence services, border guards, visa consulates and so on) thus shape the
boundaries of the threats they deal with and enter into competition, either negatively, by
refusing to take charge of the "problem", or positively, by trying to set priorities for the
missions and budgets earmarked for internal security and defence. While war and crime
have been differentiated terminologically for so long, other keywords have (re)emerged:
hybrid (cyber)threats, narco-terrorists, traffickers and so on. They indicate the "spaces" of
struggles between these different (in)security institutions, and the success of one or the
other indicates the differential of symbolic power. The labels are therefore intersubjec-
tively dependent on the position of the actors (crime or terrorism for one, war for another).

This power asymmetry of assignment has consequences. Firstly, in their strategies of
accusation, the most recognised are more likely to be able to impose on third parties their
point of view on the labellisation of their adversaries, including the construction of a bar-
rier between the terminologies (terrorist-freedom fighter) in order to justify their asym-
metrical logic of violence. Secondly, because both actors are subject to mimetic logic mech-
anisms in their use of violence, despite their claim to be radically different, they often
resort to reprisals, retaliations, and revenge instead of respecting the international rules
of war. Thirdly this lack of respect is de facto multiplying the spaces and actors involved
in the struggle, instead of polarising into two the battle, as Clausewitzian was anticipat-
ing.3* This political economy of violence that cuts across the international realm of states
goes hand in hand with the effective de-monopolisation of the state's claim to a monopoly
on violence on its territory by clandestine transnational actors and by the constraints of
the institutions that manage world politics.?> The professionals of politics and security are

themselves actively organising their own transnationalisation with coalitions between

3 Loic Wacquant, “Foucault, Bourdieu et I'Etat Pénal a I'ére Néo-Libérale,” in Critiquer Foucault, Les années
1980 et Ia tentation néo-libérale, ed. D. Zamora (1980), 115; Didier Bigo, “The Transnational Field of Comput-
erised Exchange of Information in Police Matters and Its European Guilds,” in Transnational Power Elites: The
New Professionals of Governance, Law and Security, ed. Niilo Kauppi and Mikael Rask Madsen (2013); Didier
Bigo, “Sociology of Transnational Guilds,” International Political Sociology 10:4 (2016), 398-416.

% Didier Bigo, Terrorisme, guerre, sécurité intérieure, sécurité extérieure (2016); Didier Bigo, “The mdbius ribbon
of internal and external security(ies),” in Identities, Borders, Orders: Rethinking International Relations Theory,
ed. Mathias Albert, David Jacobson and Yosef Lapid (2001), 91-116; Didier Bigo, “De ‘I'état d'exception’,”
Revue d'Etudes et de Critique Sociale 24:1 (2007), 103-128.

3% Daniel Hermant and Didier Bigo, La métamorphose des conflits (1988).
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different national security forces around specific activities, in which professional solidar-
ities take precedence over so-called national interests and loyalty to national politicians.
If the appearance of the state continues, its micro-physics is profoundly changed. Profes-
sionals of politics and the autonomy of a "public" sphere are recomposed by the decisions
of central actors from the so-called private sector. Banks, media and Internet giants are no
longer subordinate actors but sometimes more powerful than state representatives, and
their interests may be given priority. This does not correspond to a specific development
of capitalism, as some neo-Marxist approaches would say, but has to do with the reartic-
ulation of the dispositif of security-surveillance, now organised through the argument of
global counter-terrorism (linking war-terrorism crime) and the refusal to be only reactive,
which allows the justification of a preventive-offensive action and a large-scale surveil-
lance in the name of total information awareness. However, the unintended and central
consequence of this programmatic logic is that the violence of legitimate force is de facto
delegitimised when it cannot have the last word, and it often only serves to rekindle vio-
lence elsewhere and in other forms.* This is also one of the reasons for the reorganisation
of security bureaucracies in networks and, more generally, for what Beatrice Hibou has
called the bureaucratisation of the world in the neoliberal era®” or what Anna Leander and
Rita Abrahamsen have described as a form of global security assemblage in which the
ubiquitous role of private actors in a wide range of contemporary security practices raises
questions about state authority in the regulation of the private sector, in the problem of
democratic oversight, and reveals the analytical blurring of the public-private divide, and
analysing the process at work as a form of global security assemblage.

A SPECIFIC TRANSNATIONAL SECURITY-SURVEILLANCE DISPOSITIF
UNDERMINING DEMOCRACY BY ENCOURAGING 'LEGITIMATE' SUSPICION
AND 'SCIENTIFIC' PREDICTION

The contemporary context is characterised by digital surveillance aimed at suspicion and
prediction. This is a major change from the 1980s, even if some authors have argued that
Gilles Deleuze, in his article on a society of control, anticipated the characteristics of neo-

liberal nudging and remote surveillance through technologies and flows. But the

3% Some claims to bring back sovereignty, such as those made during the Brexit and ‘Make America Great
Again’ campaigns, but these claims are symptoms of this waning of (national state) sovereignty and the
acceleration of its disappearance, far from being a credible option to regain a public and to access to shared
sovereignty for larger entities than single states.

37 Béatrice Hibou, The Bureaucratization of the World in the Neoliberal Era: An International and Comparative Per-
spective (2015).

3% Anna Leander, “The Privatization of International Security,” in The Routledge Handbook of Security Studies
(2009), 216-26; Rita Abrahamsen and Anna Leander, eds., Routledge Handbook of Private Security Studies (2015).
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opposition between discipline and control, in this brief postscript by Deleuze, says almost
nothing about security and liberal governmentality, which nevertheless inspired Deleuze,
as it is clear in his book on Foucault.* The contrast between Deleuze and Foucault is there-
fore dubious since most of Deleuze is in line with Foucault's 1978 approach around the
dispositif of security, which is already counterposed to discipline.*’ The notion of liberal
security has long been linked to surveillance as a form of fluid control of movement that
defines the limits of freedom and organises forms of surveillance that are operationalised
through various techniques, including the neighbourhood watch, the proliferation of
forms and, more recently, the technologies of video cameras, body scans and so on. So,
they are not as new as one might think. They are, however, strategically orientated and
imply different strategies of conducting conducts, of modified practices of (in)securitisa-
tion, as well as of diverse narratives that try to transform these actions into a necessity of
contemporary life.

These elements are subject to what might be called an epistemic transmutation in which
the ideas of individual freedom and popular democracy are countered by policies of fear,
suspicion and prevention, which are aimed at shaping the primacy of societal security and
the preservation of the existing order in the face of any transformation deemed worrying
by the elites. The old 'qualities' ascribed to concepts such as prevention, protection and
freedom are then replaced by other meanings that undermine and subvert them.*! The
reframing of freedom and innocence, the justifications for suspicion, exception and pre-
diction are thus interconnected, altering the "foci of meaning" that were those of liberal
security, without suppressing them, but turning them towards authoritarianism or, more
precisely, despotism. The security-surveillance dispositif thus adds old meanings of sus-
picion to the persistent belief in the progress of science through digital technologies and,

more recently, to the praise and fears surrounding artificial intelligence. In doing so, it

¥ Deleuze, Gilles, “Post-scriptum sur les sociétés de contrdle,” in Pourparlers (1990), 240-247; Marine Remy
and Philippe Coppens, “Les notions de “discipline’ (Michel Foucault) et ‘controle’ (Gilles Deleuze) ; itinéraire
d'une analyse au travers de leurs représentations dans le systéme juridique belge et de la théorie du Nudge,”
Thesis, Université Catholique de Louvain (2023); Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard V. Ericson, “The surveillant
assemblage,” in Surveillance, Crime and Social Control, ed. Dean Wilson and Clive Norris (2017), 61-78.

4 A contrario to the previous authors, Jeremy Gilbert, and Andrew Goffey, “Control societies: Notes for an
introduction,” New Formations 84:84 (2015), 5-19 and Gilles Deleuze, himself in “Postscript on the Societies of
Control” [1990], in Cultural Theory: An Anthology (1992), 139-142 and Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (1986), 66. See
also Didier Bigo, “Security, exception, ban and surveillance,” in Theorizing Surveillance, ed. David Lyon
(2006), 46-68; Philippe Bonditti, “Violence and the Modern International: An Archaeology of Terrorism,” in
Foucault and the Modern International, ed. Philippe Bonditti, Didier Bigo and Frédéric Gros (2017), 155-173.

41 They are almost transformed in an Orwell newspeak when freedom means freedom for the forces (military-
police) to act as they want, beyond the “constraints” of rule of Law; freedom meaning here, in an alt-right
discourse, right to arbitrariness. Prevention is turned into first preventive strike and justifies extraordinary
killing and renditions of young people whose parents were considered as dangerous. Lawfare is turned into
propaganda against human rights and so on.
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modifies the scale of analysis by taking seriously the transversality of the security dispos-
itif, which is too often reduced to a characteristic that varies along specific national states,
whereas its organisation is both transversalised and transnational.*?

Let us be clear, then, that this dispositif is not based on a 'new' episteme as such. It is
not even a completely new turning point for biopolitics, but we have seen an authoritarian
reconfiguration, linked to a political context of global counter-terrorism, that is returning
to a condition that predates the foundations of parliamentary democracies and that we
can call elective-despotism.** This change in the course of modernist progress, in the form
of the Enlightenment and the welfare state, has revived ideas abandoned since the hu-
manism of the 18th century and their discrediting after the Second World War and decol-
onisation (the death penalty, use of torture, confession of the subject and so on). These
practices, common in the classical period and in authoritarian regimes, were abolished
and replaced by an agenda of human rights institutions, including judges, but with the
acceptance of certain forms of inquisition (suspicion, secrecy, no access to substantive jus-
tice) and an unleashed "right-wing" décomplexée (as French President Sarkozy said) that
is not worried about its legacy (regarding the use of torture, racism and attacks on the
poor, and which has brought these forms back as "solutions" to all kinds of insecurities in
the context of permanent crises and emergencies, cloaking them with new adjectives; le-
gitimate or reasonable for suspicion, scientific or true for prediction. The split between the
alt-right and a "moderate" right wing is organised along this line, although some centre-
left parties in power have also justified these changes of practice in the name of counter-
terrorism, organised crime and even illegal migration, thereby ending up accepting the
same procedures of detention and exclusion (ban). This argument for the primacy of sus-
picion as a way of protecting via prevention has been articulated within the liberal secu-

rity-surveillance dispositif through contemporary beliefs in technology as a form of

£ T. Basaran, D. Bigo, E.-P. Guittet, and R.B.]. Walker, International Political Sociology: Transversal Lines (2016).
# Didier Bigo, “Security and immigration: Toward a critique of the governmentality of unease,” Alternatives
27:1 (2002), 63-92; Didier Bigo, Elspeth Guild, and Elif Mendos Kuskonmaz, “Obedience in times of COVID-
19 pandemics: a renewed governmentality of unease?,” Global Discourse 11:3 (2021), 471-489. For more recent
terminology, see: elective despotic governmentality of unease. Didier Bigo, “Transformations of the transna-
tional field of secret services,” in Intelligence Oversight in Times of Transnational Impunity, ed. Didier Bigo,
Emma McCluskey and Félix Tréguer (2024), 70. Elective despotic governmentality of unease is not returning
to fascism or ultra-populism; it is a larger process than the alt-right project and includes some right or left
wings parties who want to play the game of a quasi-permanent exception in favour of the executive while
keeping the key elements of liberal democracies as a structure but allowing more and more illiberal practices
based on suspicion. This form of governmentality is still, in terms of diagram, a form of democracy led by
elections and representative party politics, but it works as an attack against human rights principles, privacy,
respect of international treaties and rights of foreigners, and it generates a strong argument in favour of the
people in charge by creating links between a discourse of science with a will of prediction detained by an
elite (for the good of the majority, which is reduced to ignorant masses). This elective despotic governmen-
tality is not organised through the distinction between democratic and authoritarian regimes or through the
category of an illiberal regime; it is a transversal aspect of a specific global security assemblage.
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ultimate knowledge, thus giving these very old practices a new, more seductive 'cachet'
of novelty. In other words, the link between preventive security and predicting the future
is made by combining the desire to prevent "events" (often worst-case scenarios) based on
predictive reasoning that claims to be scientific and has an attitude of categorical, system-
atic suspicion; suspicion in which it is up to each individual to prove that there is no rea-
son to suspect him or her, thus de facto eliminating the principle of innocence or relativ-
ising it as less important than the societal, national or transnational stakes of political or-
der.

THE RISE OF SUSPICION AS A NORMAL PRACTICE AND ITS IMPACT OF
INNOCENCE AND FREEDOM

Suspicion and prediction are the new 'mantra’ of a vision in which security becomes the
ultimate, existential principle, justifying an inquisitorial logic as a way of looking at the
world. As a result, technologies of surveillance, even on a large scale to collect information
on categories of data, behaviours and populations, are justified in democracies as long as
there are official boundaries around the protection of personal data and privacy and over-
sight bodies theoretically controlling the practices.* Suspicion is no longer just a matter
of casting doubt in order to discover hidden truths but also a way of systematically justi-
tying suspicion by claiming that democratic societies will only survive if they abandon
the presumption of innocence (in the strongest sense of the word) of each individual by
starting to calculate the percentage of risk and negative score that each individual carries
for societal security.

In a way, as Mireille Marty has forcefully pointed out in her last writings, echoing Fou-
cault on this point, this articulation of suspicion and prediction is a step backwards in
time. Hegel and Beccaria, who fought against despotism, opposed this discourse and
made the presumption of innocence an active process in which man's humanity is con-
ceived in terms of his ability to amend himself, to change his mind up until the last mo-
ment before he acts and to have a certain freedom that saves him from predetermination.*
Modern governmentality and freedom of choice in a sublunar world were constructed
against fate and predestination. This was seen as the keystone of collective freedom and
of liberty. Contrary to what many authors think, this attack is not specifically against

# Didier Bigo and Stefan Salomon, “Passengers Name Records and Security,” VerfBlog. https://verfas-
sungsblog.de/pnr-security/ (accessed 27/04/2024). Didier Bigo, Emma McCluskey and Félix Tréguer, Intelli-
gence Quersight in Times of Transnational Impunity (2023), 311.

4 Mireille Delmas-Marty, Libertés et Siiretés Dans Un Monde Dangereux (2010). Mireille Delmas-Marty, Pour
Un Droit Commun (2016). Elspeth Guild, Didier Bigo, Sergio Carrera, and R. B. ]. Walker, Europe’s 21st Century
Challenge: Delivering Liberty (2013). Elspeth Guild, “The variable subject of the EU constitution, civil liberties
and human rights,” European Journal of Migration & Law 6:4 (2004), 381.
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migrants or foreigners; it goes beyond them and has variable targets and subjects depend-
ing on the governmentality of unease and its priorities. However, the use of numbers,
statistics, dossiers and the management of populations according to these criteria, along
the lines of a biopolitics, has further subdued the category of freedom. A long series of
elements has diminished the value of the term democracy, and its bureaucratisation has
changed the idea of parliamentary or popular democracy.* In this move, statistics have
favoured the idea that past trends are self-imposing, leaving no room for the capacity to
change and allowing one to anticipate not only the future of a collectivity but even, if
refined data allow it, the future of a specific individual.#” Past trends are directly linked to
the future, reducing the number of possible alternative scenarios. The ability of digitisa-
tion to change the scale and speed of data computation, as well as its ordering according
to emerging criteria and the creation of profiles, has challenged the notion of individual
freedom, and the belief in predetermination has been reintroduced in the hope that mini-
mising errors in data will link past and future. Some discourses on the digital revolution
and artificial intelligence are almost playing with the return of predestination, which oc-
curs in order to justify that knowledge of the past gives its quality to predictions of the
future. Statistically, freedom of choice is reduced to a rare singularity, a risk that does not
change the future, and it is illusionary to take into consideration the small "anomalies"
created by freedom since the possibility of change by a human being is minimal when
confronted with the power of artificial intelligence, based on big data, algorithmic surveil-
lance and profiling, to anticipate the future.*®

COUPLING SUSPICION AND PREDICTION VIA THE FUTURE PERFECT

In this framework, suspicion and prediction reorganise preventive security surveillance.
The knowledge that the individual conscience can change the course of action at the last
moment, valued as an irreducible form of resistance in the face of totalitarian control, is
now ignored and replaced by the belief that a 'trivial' operation of a risk calculation allows
the logic of predictive algorithms to decide whether or not to include a whole series of

4 For a detailed analysis of the practices, see Anastassia Tsoukala, “Democracy against security: the debates
about counterterrorism in the European Parliament, September 2001-June 2003,” Alternatives 29:4 (2004), 417-
439. See also Didier Bigo, E. Guild and R. B. J. Walker, “Introduction,” in Europe’s 21st Century Challenge:
Delivering Liberty, ed. Sergio Carrera (2016).

7 lan Hacking, The Taming of Chance (1990); Alain Desrosieres, The Politics of Large Numbers (1998).

4 Antoinette Rouvroy, and Thomas Berns, “Gouvernementalité algorithmique et perspectives d'émancipa-
tion,” Réseaux 177:1 (2013), 163-196; Paul Henman, “Governing by algorithms and algorithmic governmen-
tality,” in The Algorithmic Society: Technology, Power, and Knowledge, ed. Marc Schuilenburg and Rik Peeters
(2020), 2; Claudia Aradau and Tobias Blanke, “Politics of prediction: Security and the time/space of govern-
mentality in the age of big data,” European Journal of Social Theory 20:3 (2017), 373-391. We will come back to
this topic and its “politics” by analysing the matrix of a Total Information Awareness.
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people in lists of suspects, even though there is no evidence of wrongdoing in their past
actions. The future then loses its dimension of chance, of "fortuna" or random bifurcation,
and is instead constructed as the most probable future, i.e., a future perfect tense whose
grammar makes it possible to know the most probable course of events and when it leads
to a worst-case scenario. This justifies the actors in their own eyes to use surveillance and
violence against others in the name of their moral obligation and political duty to change
the (alleged) course of the future by taking so-called preventive action against the imagi-
nary that constituted it as an initial danger.

The future perfect, also called the past future, thus allows for a series of eschatological
narratives of the future as if it were already knowable. Certainly, temporality evokes un-
decidability, but it simultaneously proposes scenario(s) in which imagination is taken as
a form of "truth" in a process of veridiction that transforms prophecies into highly proba-
ble facts. Trust in the machine replaces truth. A techno-solutionism is validated by emer-
gency measures and limited deliberations. At present, this "anticipatory logic" is declared
to be scientific, as opposed to those "inspired by religion" and based only on faith, but at
the cost of eliminating coincidence in order to say that the prediction made will actually
be realised because the data collected have been sufficiently substantiated by a technology
where the knowledge of their past states at a given moment makes it possible to anticipate
patterns through simulation software, not only for non-conscious phenomena but also in
the case of collective and individual human behaviour.*’ The establishment of a behav-
ioural profile for a category of risky population thus avoids the problem of the retroactiv-
ity of the conscience being observed, and it remains optimal when the process allows the
discovery of (weak) correlations and patterns between an unknown individual and others
who resemble him by various criteria which are sufficiently or reasonably coherent
enough to create a specific category of population; an illustration of the ability to manage

a biopolitics at a distance.*

# On chance, see Richard Ned Lebow and Benoit Pelopidas. “Facing Nuclear War: Luck, Learning, and the
Cuban Missile Crisis,” in The Oxford Handbook of History and International Relations, ed. Mlada Bukovansky et.
al. (2023). See also Benoit Pelopidas, Repenser les choix nucléaires (2022). On the predictive capacity of policing,
see Bilel Benbouzid, “Des Crimes et Des Séismes: La Police Prédictive Entre Science, Technique et Divina-
tion,” Réseaux 6 (2017), 95-123; Bilel Benbouzid and Dominique Cardon, “Machines a prédire,” Réseaux 211:5
(2018), 9-33. See also Kathleen M. Vogel, Gwendolynne Reid, Christopher Kampe, and Paul Jones, “The
Impact of Al on Intelligence Analysis: Tackling Issues of Collaboration, Algorithmic Transparency, Account-
ability, and Management,” Intelligence and National Security 0:0 (2021), 1-22; For the consequences of this logic
see Elspeth Guild and Didier Bigo, “The Worst-Case Scenario and the Man on the Clapham Omnibus,” in
Security and Human Rights, ed. Benjamin J. Goold and Liora Lazarus (2007), 99-121.

% Paradoxically, the Anthropocene terminology is sometimes used to negate chance and agency and to re-
duce the catastrophic narrative to a fate, i.e., an unescapable destiny.
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The Future Perfect of Suspicion and Prediction as a Dispositive of Security Today?

PREDICTIVE POLICING AND DIGITAL SURVEILLANCE, A MAGICAL POWER?

The belief in the possibility of knowing the course of events is also linked to the fascination
with digital technology, which, in the age of the Internet and social networks, can trans-
form the management of individual bodies into the management of their "data doubles",
to use Oscar Gandy's expression.’! The ability of digital technology to compute data so
quickly and massively, to leapfrog human reasoning and to discover correlations that hu-
mans are incapable of understanding in a timely manner, has finally given rise to a belief
in an almost magical power of digitalisation, as if time travel and loop-back were possi-
ble.>?

Today's predictions also celebrate their future results and hide their errors, urging faith
in the next generation of scientific prediction where nothing will be impossible. Predic-
tions thus emancipate themselves from the search for personal acts to determine a class of
individuals who could all, at one time or another, potentially engage in the worst possible
scenario (whether this involves triggering a disaster, committing a crime or wanting to
cross a border without the prior consent of the authorities). Surveillance can become pre-
ventive through adequate prediction, and preventive surveillance becomes protection for
all those who accept the project of abandoning the shadows of private life when the au-
thorities need to collect their data.>

When predictive techniques and suspicion are entangled, preventive policing is no
longer a science fiction novel; it becomes a technological capacity to predict in order to
protect on the condition of full knowledge of the past and of total awareness. Once hu-
manity's feedback loop of conscience is abandoned, there is no essential difference be-
tween predicting earthquakes and predictive policing; it is just a question of good meth-
ods.> Resistance in the name of individual privacy here is just a sign that there is some-
thing to hide.>

51 Oscar H. Gandy Jr., “Statistical surveillance,” in Routledge Handbook of Surveillance Studies, ed. Kirstie Ball,
Kevin Haggerty and David Lyon (2012), 125-132.

%2 Mark Andrejevic and Kelly Gates, “Big data surveillance: Introduction,” Surveillance & Society 12:2 (2014),
185-196; Ed Finn, “The Black Box of the Present: Time in the Age of algorithms,” Social Research: An Interna-
tional Quarterly 86:2 (2019), 557-579.

% Alain Bauer and Francois Freynet, Vidéosurveillance et vidéoprotection (2012). Au contraire David Forest,
“Eric Heilmann, Philippe Melchior, Anne-Cécile Douillet, Séverine Germain, Vidéosurveillance ou vidéo-
protection?,”