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What isit to offer acritique? Thisissomething that, | would wager, most of usunderstand in some
ordinary sense. But matters become more vexing if we attempt to distinguish between acritique of thisor
that position and critique asamore generalized practice, one that might be described without referenceto
its specific objects.  Can we even ask such aquestion about the generdized character of critique without
gesturing toward an essence of critique? And if we achieved the generdized picture, offering something
which approaches aphilosophy of critique, would wethen losethe very distinction between philosophy and
critique that operates as part of the definition of critique itsdf? Critique is dways a critique of some
indtituted practice, discourse, episteme, inditution, and it loses its character the moment in which it is
abdtracted from its operation and made to stand alone asapurely generalizable practice. But if thisistrue,
this does not mean that no generdizations are possible or that, indeed, we are mired in particularisms. On
the contrary, wetread herein an area of constrained generality, one which broaches the philosophical, but
mug, if it isto remain critica, remain a a distance from that very achievement.

The essay | offer here is about Foucault, but let me begin by suggesting what | take to be an
interesting parale between what Raymond Williams and Theodor Adorno, in different ways, sought to
accomplish under thename of “ criticism” and what Foucault sought to understand by “critique.” | maintain
that something of Foucault’ sown contribution to, and dliancewith, aprogressve politica philosophy will be
made clear in the course of the comparison.

Raymond Williams worried that the notion of criticism has been unduly resiricted to the notion of
“fault-finding’? and proposed that we find avocabulary for the kinds of responses we have, specifically to
culturd works, “which [do] not assume the habit (or right or duty) of judgment.” And what he cdled for
was a more specific kind of response, one that did not generdize too quickly: “what dways needs to be
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understood,” hewrote, “is the specificity of the response, which is not ajudgment, but apractice.” (76) |

believethislast lineaso marksthetrgectory of Foucault’ sthinking onthistopic, snce*critique’ isprecisay
apractice that not only suspends judgment for him, but offers anew practice of values based on that very
suspension.

So, for Williams, the practice of critique is not reducible to arriving at judgments (and expressing
them). Sgnificantly, Adorno makesasmilar dlam when he writes of the “danger...of judging intdllectud
phenomenain asubsumptive, uninformed and adminidrative manner and assmilating theminto the prevailing
congtellations of power which theintellect ought to expose.”® So, thetask of exposing those* constellations
of power” isimpeded by the rush to “judgment” as the exemplary act of critique. For Adorno, the very
operation of judgment servesto separate the critic from the socid world a hand, amove which deratifies
theresults of itsown operation, congtituting a“withdrawa from praxis.” (23) Adorno writesthat the critic’s
“very sovereignty, the claim to amore profound knowledge of the object, the separation of theideafromiits
object through the independence of the critical judgment threstens to succumb to the thinglike form of the
object when culturd criticism apped s to a collection of ideas on display, asit were, and fetishizesisolated
categories.” (23) For critique to operate as part of apraxis, for Adorno, isfor it to apprehend the waysin
which categories are themsdlves indituted, how the field of knowledge is ordered, and how what it
suppresses returns, as it were, as its own congtitutive occlusion.  Judgments operate for both thinkers as
ways to subsume a particular under an aready congtituted category, wheress critique asks after the
occlusive condtitution of the field of categories themselves.  What becomes especidly important for
Foucault in this domain, to try to think the problem of freedom and, indeed, ethics in generd, beyond
judgment: critical thinking congtitutes thiskind of effort.

In 1978, Foucault delivered alecture entitled, “What isCritique?’,* a piece that prepared theway
for his more well-known essay, “What is Enlightenment?’ (1984). He not only asks whét critique is, but
seeks to understand the kind of quedtion that critique inditutes, offering some tentative ways of
circumscribing its activity.  What remains perhgps most important about that lecture, and the more
devel oped essay that followed, isthe question form inwhich the matter isput. For the very question, “what
is critique?’ is an ingtance of  the critical enterprise in question, and so the question not only poses the

problem—what isthis critique that we supposedly do or, indeed, aspireto do?—but enactsacertain mode



of questioning which will prove centrd to the activity of critique itslf.

Indeed, | would suggest that what Foucault seeks to do with this question is something quite
different from what we have perhaps come to expect from critique. Habermas made the operation of
critique quite problematic when he suggested that a move beyond critica theory wasrequired if we areto
seek recourse to norms in making evauative judgments about socia conditions and socid gods. The
perspective of critique, in hisview, isableto cdl foundationsinto question, denaturdize socia and palitica
hierarchy, and even establish perspectives by which acertain distance on the naturalized world can be had.
But none of these activities can tdll usin what direction we ought to move, nor can they tell uswhether the
activitiesin which we engage are redizing certain kinds of normatively justified gods. Hence, in hisview,
critica theory had to give way to a stronger normeative theory, such as communicative action, in order to
supply afoundation for critical theory, enabling strong normative judgments to be made,® and for politics
not only to have aclear am and normative aspiration, but for usto be able to evauate current practicesin
terms of their abilitiesto reach those gods. In making thiskind of criticism of critique, Habermas became
curioudy uncritica about the very sense of normativity hedeployed. For thequestion, “what areweto do?’
presupposes that the “we’ has been formed and that it is known, that its action is possible, and thefiddin
whichit might act isddimited. But if those very formations and delimitations have normative consequences,
then it will be necessary to ask after the values that set the stage for action, and this will be an important
dimenson of any criticd inquiry into normative metters.

And though the Habermasians may have an answer to thisproblem, my aim today isnot to rehearse
these debates nor to answer them, but to mark the distance between a notion of critique that is
characterized as normatively impoverished in some sense, and another, which | hopeto offer here, whichis
not only more complex than the usud criticism assumes but which has, | would argue, strong normétive
commitments that gppear in forms that would be difficult, if not impossible, to read within the current
grammars of normativity. Indeed, inthisessay, | hope to show that Foucault not only makes an important
contribution to normative theory, but that both his aesthetics and his account of the subject are integraly
related to both his ethics and politics. Whereas some have dismissed him as an aesthete or, indeed, asa
nihilig, I hope to suggest that the foray he makes into the topic of saf-making and, by presuppostion, into
poiesisitsdf is centra to the politics of desubjugation that he proposes. Paradoxicaly, sdf-making and
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desubjugation happen s multaneoudy when amode of existenceisrisked which is unsupported by what he

cdlsthe regime the truth.

Foucault begins his discussion by affirming that there are various grammarsfor theterm, “ critique,”
distinguishing between a*“high Kantian enterprise” cdled critique aswell as“thelittle polemica activities
that are called critique’ (24) Thus, hewarns us at the outset that critique will not be one thing, and that we
will not be able to define it gpart from the various objects by which it itsdlf is defined. “By itsfunction,” he
writes*[critique] seemsto be condemned to dispersion, dependency and pure heteronomy.” “It only exists
in relaion to something other than itsdlf.”

Thus, Foucault seeks to define critique, but finds that only aseries of gpproximationsare possible.
Critique will be dependent on its objects, but its objects will in turn define the very meaning of critique.
Further, the primary task of critique will not be to evauate whether its objects —socid conditions,
practices, formsof knowledge, power, and discourse—are good or bad, vaued highly or demeaned, but to
bring into relief the very framework of evaluation itself. What isthe rdation of knowledge to power such
that our epiemologica certainties turn out to support a way of sructuring the world that forecloses
dternative possibilities of ordering? Of course, we may think that we need episemologica certainty in
order to state for sure that the world is and ought to be ordered agivenway. Towhat extent, however, is
that certainty orchestrated by forms of knowledge precisdy in order to foreclose the possibility of thinking
otherwis=? Now, one might wisely ask, what good isthinking otherwise, if we don't know in advance that
thinking otherwise will produce a better world? If we do not have amord framework in which to decide
with knowingness that certain new possibilities or ways of thinking otherwise will bring forth that world
whose betterness we can judge by sure and aready established standards? This has become something of
aregular rgoinder to Foucault and the Foucaultiant-minded. And shal we assumethét therelative slence
that has greeted this habit of fault-finding in Foucault isa sign that his theory has no reassuring answersto
give? | think we can assume that the answers that are being proffered do not have reassurance as their
primary am. Thisis, of course, not to say what withdraws resssurance is, by definition, not an answer.
Indeed, the only rgoinder, it s;emsto me, isto return to amore fundamenta meaning of “critique’ in order
to seewhat may well be wrong with the question asit is posed and, indeed, to pose the question anew, so
that amore productive gpproach to the place of ethicswithin politicsmight be mapped. One might wonder,
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indeed, whether what | mean by “ productive” will be gauged by standards and measuresthat | anwillingto

reved, or which | gragp in full a the moment in which | make such aclam. But here | would ask for your
patience since it turns out that critique is a practice that requires a certain amount of patience in the same
way that reading, according to Nietzsche, required that we act abit more like cows than humansand learn
the art of dow rumination.

Foucault’ s contribution to what appears asan impasse within critical and post- critica theory of our
timeis precisaly to ask usto rethink critique as a practice in which we pose the question of the limits of our
most sure ways of knowing, what Williams referred to as our “uncritica habitsof mind” and what Adorno
described asideology (wherethe“unideologica thought isthat which does not permit itself to bereduced to
‘operationd terms and instead dtrives soldy to help the things themselves to that articulation from which
they are otherwise cut off by the prevailing language.”[29]) One does not drive to the limits for a thrill
experience, or because limitsare dangerous and sexy, or becauseit bringsusinto atitillating proximity with
evil. One asks about the limits of ways of knowing because one has dready run up againgt acrisswithin
the epigemologicd field in which one lives. The categories by which socid life are ordered produce a
certain incoherence or entire realms of unspeakability. Anditisfrom thiscondition, thetear inthefabric of
our epistemologica web, that the practice of critique emerges, with the awareness that no discourse is
adequate here or that our reigning discourses have produced animpasse. Indeed, thevery debateinwhich
the strong normative view wars with critica theory may produce precisdly that form of discursve impasse
from which the necessity and urgency of critique emerges.

For Foucaullt, critiqueis “ameansfor afuture or atruth that it will not know nor happen to be, it
oversees a domain it would not want to police and is unable to regulate” So critique will be that
perspective on established and ordering ways of knowing which is not immediatdy assmilated into that
ordering function. Significantly, for Foucault, thisexposure of thelimit of the epistemologicd fiddislinked
with the practice of virtue, asif virtueis counter to regulation and order, asif virtueitsdf isto befoundinthe
risking of established order. Heisnot shy about the relation here. He writes, “thereissomethingin critique
that isakinto virtue” And then he says something which might be consdered even more surprising: “this
critica attitude [ig] virtuein generd.” (25)

There are some preliminary ways we can understand Foucault’' s effort to cast critique as virtue.
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Virtue is most often understood either as an attribute or a practice of a subject, or indeed a qudity that

conditionsand characterizesacertain kind of action or practice. It belongsto an ethicswhichisnot fulfilled
merdly by following objectively formulated rulesor laws. And virtueisnot only a way of complying with
or conforming with preestablished norms.  Itis, moreradicdly, acritica relaion to those norms, onewhich,
for Foucault, takes shape as a specific stylization of mordity.

Foucault gives us an indication of wha he means by virtue in the introduction to The Use of
Plessure: The History of Sexudity, Volume Two.® At thisjuncture he makes clear that he seeksto move

beyond a notion of ethical philosophy that issues a set of prescriptions. Just as critique intersects with
philosophy without quite coinciding withiit, S0 Foucault in that introduction seeksto make of hisown thought
an example of a non-prescriptive form of mord inquiry. Inthe sameway, hewill later ask about forms of
mora experience that are not rigidly defined by ajuridica law, arule or command to which the sdf issad
mechanicdly or uniformly to submit. The essay that he writes, hetdls us, isitsdf the example of such a
practice, “to explorewhat might be changed, initsown thought, through the practice of aknowledgethat is
foreigntoit.” (9) Mord experience hasto do with asdf-transformation prompted by aform of knowledge
that isforeign to one sown. And thisform of mora experience will be different from the submissonto a
command. Indeed, to the extent that Foucault interrogates mora experience here or esewhere, he
understands himself to be making an inquiry into mora experiencesthat are not primarily or fundamentaly
sructured by prohibition or interdiction.

In the first volume of The Higtory of Sexudlity,” he sought to show that the primary interdictions

assumed by psychoandysis and the structuraist account of cultura prohibitions cannot be assumed as
historical congtants. Moreover, historiographically consdered, mora experience cannot be understood
through recourseto aprevailing st of interdictionswithin agiven higtorica time. Although there are codes
to be studied, these codes must dways be studied in relation to the modes of subjectivation to which they
correspond. He makes the claim that the juridification of law achieves a certain hegemony within the
thirteenth century, but that if one goes back to Greek and Roman classical cultures, onefinds practices, or
“arts of exigence’ (10) which have to do with a cultivated rdation of the sdf to itsdlf.

Introducing the notion of “arts of existence” Foucault aso reintroduces and reemphasizes

“intentional and voluntary actions” specificaly, “thase actions by which men not only set themsavesrulesof
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conduct, but aso seek to transform themsdvesin their sngular being, and to maketheir lifeinto an oeuvre.”

Such lives do not smply conform to mora precepts or normsin such away that selves, consdered pre-
formed or ready-made, fit themsdvesinto amold that is set forth by the precept. On the contrary, the self
fashionsitsdf in terms of the norm, comesto inhabit and incorporate the norm, but the normisnot in this
sense external to the principle by which the self isformed. What isat issuefor himisnot behaviorsor
ideas or societies or “ideologies” but “the problematizations through which being offers itsdf to be,
necessarily, thought—and the practices on the basis of which these problematizations are formed.” (11)

Thislast clamishardly transparent, but what it suggestsisthat certain kinds of practiceswhich are
designed to handle certain kinds of problems produce, over time, a settled domain of ontology as their
consequence, and thisontologica domain, inturn, congtrains our understanding of what ispossble. Only
with referenceto this prevailing ontologica horizon, itself indituted through aset of practices, will webeable
to understand the kinds of relationsto moral preceptsthat have been formed aswell asthosethat areyet to
be formed. For instance, he consders at length various practices of austerity, and he ties these to the
production of a certain kind of masculine subject. The practices of augterity do not attest to asingle and
abiding prohibition, but work inthe service of crafting acertain kind of self. Or put in amore preciseway,
the sdlf, incorporating the rules of conduct that represent the virtue of audterity, creates itsdf as a specific
kind of subject. This sdf-production is “the eaboration and stylization of an activity in the exercise of its
power and the practiceof itsliberty.” Thiswasnot apracticethat opposed pleasure pureand smple, but a
certain practice of pleasureitself (24), a practice of pleasure in the context of mora experience.

Thus, in section 3 of that same introduction, Foucault makes clear that it will not suffice to offer a
chronicled history of mora codes, for such ahistory cannot tell us how these codes were lived and, more
specificdly, what forms of subject-formation such codesrequired and fecilitated. Here he beginsto sound
like a phenomenologist. But thereis, in addition to the recourse to the experientid meansby which mord
categories are grasped, a critical move as well, for the subjective relation to those norms will be neither
predictable nor mechanica. The relation will be ‘critical’ in the sense thet it will not comply with agiven
category, but rather congtitute an interrogatory relaion to thefield of categorization itself, referring at least
implicitly to thelimitsof the epistemologica horizon withinwhich practicesareformed. Thepaint will not be
to refer practice to a pregiven epistemologica context, but to establish critique as the very practice that
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exposes the limits of that epistemologica horizon itself, making the contours of the horizon gppesar, as it

were, for thefirg time, we might say, in rdation toitsown limit. Moreover, thecritica practicein question
turns out to entail salf-transformation in relation to arule of conduct. How, then, does self-transformetion
lead to the exposure of thislimit? How issdlf-transformation understood asa* practice of liberty,” and how
isthis practice understood as part of Foucault’s lexicon of virtue?

Let usbeginfirg by understanding the notion of salf-transformation at stake here, and then consider
how it is related to the problem caled “ critique’ which forms the focus of our deliberationshere. Itis, of
course, onething to conduct onesdlf in relation to acode of conduct, and it is another thing to form onesdlf
asan ethical subject in relation to acode of conduct (and it will be yet another thing to form onesdlf asthat
which risks the orderliness of the code itsdf). The rules of chadtity provide an important example for
Foucault. Thereisadifference, for instance, in not acting on desiresthat would violate a precept to which
one is moraly bound and developing a practice of desire, so to speak, which isinformed by a certain
ethicd project or task. Themode according to which submitting to arule of law isrequired would involve
onein not acting in certain ways, ingdling an effective prohibition againgt the acting out of certain desires.
But the mode which Foucault seeksto understand and, indeed, to incorporate and exemplify takesmora
prescription to participate in the forming of a kind of action. Foucault’s point here seems to be that
renunciation and proscription do not necessarily enjoin a passive or non-active ethica mode, but form
instead an ethica mode of conduct and away of stylizing both action and pleasure.

| believe this contrast that Foucault lays out between a command-based ethics and the ethica
practice which centraly engages the formation of the salf shedsimportant light on the digtinction between
obedience and virtuethat he offersin hisessay, “What is Critique?’ Foucault contraststhisyet to be defined
understanding of “virtue’” with obedience, showing how the possbility of thisform of virtue is established
through its difference from an uncritical obedience to authority.

The resstance to authority, of course, condtitutes the halmark of the Enlightenment for Foucaullt.
And he offersus areading of the Enlightenment which not only establishes his own continuity with itsaims,
but reads his own dilemmeas back into the history of the Enlightenment itsef. The account he providesis
one tha no “Enlightenment” thinker would accept, but this resistance would not invdidate the
characterization a hand, for what Foucault seeks in the characterization of the Enlightenment is precisdy
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what remains “unthought” within its own terms: hence, hisisacriticd higtory. In hisview, critique begins

with questioning the demand for asol ute obedience and subjecting every governmenta obligation imposed
on subjectsto arationa and reflective evauation. Although Foucault will not follow thisturn to reason, he
will nevertheless ask what criteria delimit the sorts of reasons that can come to bear on the question of

obedience. Hewill be particularly interested in the problem of how that delimited field forms the subject
and how, in turn, a subject comes to form and reform those reasons. This capacity to form reasonswill be
importantly linked to the salf-transformative relation mentioned above.  To be critical of an authority that
poses as absolute requires a critica practice that has sdf-transformation at its core.

But how do we move from understanding the reasons we might have for consenting to ademand to
forming those reasons for oursalves, to transforming ourselves in the course of producing those reasons
(and, findly, putting at risk the field of reason itsdlf)? Arethesenot ditinct kinds of problems, or doesone
invariably lead to the other? Is the autonomy achieved in forming reasons which serve as the bads for
accepting or rgjecting apregiven law the same asthe transformation of the seif that takes placewhen arule
becomes incorporated into the very action of the subject? Aswe shdl see, both the transformation of the
sf inrelation to ethica precepts and the practice of critique are considered formsof “art,” stylizationsand
repetitions, suggesting thet thereisno possbility of accepting or refusing arulewithout asdlf whoisstylized
in response to the ethical demand upon it.

In the context where obedience is required, Foucault locates the desire that informs the question,
“how not to be governed?’ (28) Thisdedre, and the wonderment that follows from it, forms the centra
impetus of critique. Itisof course unclear how the desire not to be governed islinked with virtue. Hedoes
make clear, however, that heisnot posing the possibility of radical anarchy, and that the questionisnot how
to become radicdly ungovernadle. It is a pecific question that emerges in rdation to a specific form of
government: “how not to begoverned likethat, by thet, in the name of those principles, with such and such
an objective in mind and by means of such procedures, not like that, not for that, not by them.”

Thisbecomesthe sgnature mark of “the criticd attitude’ (28) anditsparticular virtue. For Foucaullt,
the question itsdf inaugurates both amora and politica attitude, “the art of not being governed or, better,
the art of not being governed like that and at that cost.” (29) Whatever virtue Foucault here circumscribes
for us will have to do with objecting to that imposition of power, to its codts, to the way in which it is
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administered, to those who do that administering. One might be tempted to think that Foucault is smply

describing resstance, but hereit seemsthat “ virtue® hastaken the place of that term, or becomesthe means
by whichitisredescribed. Wewill haveto ask why. Moreover, thisvirtueisdescribed aswell asan“art,”
theart of not being governed * quite so much,” so what isthe rel ation between aesthetics and ethics at work
here?

Hefindsthe origins of critique intherelation of resstanceto ecclesastical authority. Inrdationto
church doctrine, “not wanting to be governed was a certain way of refusing, chalenging, limiting (say it as
you like) ecclesiagticd rule. It meant returning to the Scriptures...it meant questioning what kind of truth the
Scriptures told.” (30). And this objection was clearly waged in the name of an dternative or, minimally,
emerging ground of truth and of justice. Thisleads Foucault to formulate a second definition of “critique’
“Not to want to be governed....not wanting to accept theselaws because they are unjust because...they hide
afundamentd illegitimacy.” (30)

Critiqueisthat which exposesthisillegitimacy, but it isnot because critique has recourse to amore
fundamentd politica or mora order. Foucault writesthat the criticd project is* confronted with government
and the obedienceit dipulates’ and that what “critique means’ in this context is* putting forth universa and
indefeasible rights to which every government, whatever it may be, whether amonarch, amagidrate, an
educator or a pater familias, will have to submit.”(30). The practice of critique, however, does not
discover these universd rights, as Enlightenment theorists claim, but it does “put them forth.” However, it
doesnot put them forth not as pogitiverights. The* putting forth” isan act which limitsthe power of thelaw,
an act which counters and rivas the workings of power, power a the moment of its renewd. Thisis the
pogting of limitationitself, onethat takesform asaquestion and which assarts, initsvery assertion, a“right”
to question. From the sixteenth century on, the question “how not to be governed” becomes specified as
“What are the limits of theright to govern?’(31) “‘ To not want to be governed’ isof course not accepting
astrue..what an authority tellsyouistrue, or at least not accepting it because an authority telsyouthat itis
true, but rather accepting it only if one consdersvadid the reasonsfor doing s0.” Thereisof courseafar
amount of ambiguity in this Stuation, for what will condtitute a ground of vdidity for accepting authority?
Does the vaidity derive from the consent to accept authority? If so, does consent vadidate the reasons

offered, whatever they are? Or isit rather the casethat it isonly on the basis of aprior and discoverable
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vdidity that one offersone sconsent? And do these prior reasons, intheir vaidity, makethe consent avdid

one? If thefirg dternative is correct, then consent isthe criterion by which vdidity isjudged, and it would
gppear that Foucault’ sposition reducesto aform of voluntarism. But perhapswhat heisoffering usby way
of “critique’ isan act, even apractice of freedom, which cannot reduceto voluntarismin any easy way. For
the practice by which the limits to absolute authority are set is one that is fundamentally dependent on the
horizon of knowledge effectswithinwhichit operates. Thecritica practice doesnot well up from theinnate
freedom of the soul, but isformed instead in the crucible of a particular exchange between aset of rulesor
precepts (which aredready there) and astylization of acts (which extends and reformul atesthat prior set of
rules and precepts). This stylization of the saif in relation to the rules comes to count as a“practice.”

In Foucault's view, following Kant in an atenuated sense, the act of consant is a reflexive
movement by which vdidity is attributed to or withdrawn from authority. But thisreflexivity doesnot take
placeinterna to asubject. For Foucault, thisisan act which poses somerisk, for the point will not only be
to object to thisor that governmental demand, but to ask about the order in which such ademand becomes
legible and possble. Andif what one objectsto arethe epistemol ogical orderingsthat have established the
rules of governmentd validity, then saying “no” to the demand will require departing from the established
grounds of itsvaidity, marking thelimit of thet vaidity, which is something different and far morerisky than
finding agiven demand invdid. Inthisdifference, we might say, onebeginsto enter acritica reaiontosuch
orderings and the ethical preceptsto which they giverise. The problem with those grounds that Foucault
cdls “illegitimae’ is not that they are partid or sdf-contradictory or thet they lead to hypocritical mora
gands. The problemisprecisdy that they seek to foreclosethe critica relation, that is, to extend their own
power to order the entire field of mord and political judgment. They orchestrate and exhaust the field of
certanty itsdf. How does one cdl into question the exhaustive hold that such rules of ordering have upon
certainty without risking uncertainty, without inhabiting that place of wavering which exposes one to the
charge of immorality, evil, aestheticism. Thecritica attitudeisnot mora according to theruleswhose limits
that very critical relation seeks to interrogate. But how else can critique do its job without risking the
denunciations of those who naturdize and render hegemonic the very mord terms put into question by
critique itsdf?

Foucault’'s digtinction between government and governmentdization seeks to show that the
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apparatus denoted by theformer entersinto the practices of those who are being governed, their very ways

of knowing, their very ways of being. To be governed is not only to have a form imposed upon one's
exigence, but to be given the terms within which existence will and will not be possble. A subject will
emerge in relation to an established order of truth, but it can aso take apoint of view on that established
order that retrospectively suspends its own ontological ground.

If governmentdizationis...thismovement through whichindividudsare subjugated in theredlity of a

socid practice through mechaniams of power that adhere to a truth, well, then! | will say that

critique is the movement by which the subject gives himself the right (le sujet se donne le
droit) to question truth on its effects of power and question power on its discourses of truth.

(my emphads, English text, 32; French text, 39)

Note here that the subject is said to “give himsdf that right,” a mode of sef-alocation and self-
authorization that seemsto foreground thereflexivity of theclam. Isthis, then, asdf- generated movement,
one which shores up the subject over and againgt a countervailing authority? And what difference doesit
make, if any, that this sdlf-alocation and sdf-desgnation emergesasan “art”? “Critique,” hewrites, “will
betheart of voluntary insubordination, thet of reflected intractability [I”indocilitéréfléchie].” Ifitisan“at”
in his sense, then critique will not be asingle act, nor will it belong exclusively to asubjective domain, for it
will bethe stylized rdation to the demand uponit. And the stylewill be criticd to the extent thet, asstyle, it
is not fully determined in advance, it incorporates a contingency over time that marks the limits to the
ordering capacity of thefield in question. So the stylization of this“will” will produce a subject who is not
reedily knowable under the established rubric of truth. More radicaly, Foucault pronounces. “ Critique
would essentidly insure the desubjugation [désassujetiisement] of the subject in the context [le jeu] of
what we could call, in aword, the palitics of truth.” (32, 39)

The palitics of truth pertainsto those reations of power that circumscribe in advance what will and
will not count astruth, which order theworldin certain regular and regulatableways, and which we cometo
accept asthegivenfied of knowledge. We can understand the sdlience of this point when we beginto ask:
What counts as a person? What counts as a coherent gender? What qudifiesasacitizen? Whoseworldis
legitimated asred? Subjectively, we ask: Who can | becomein such aworld wherethe meaningsand limits
of the subject are set out in advance for me? By what normsam | constrained as| begin to ask what | may
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become? And what hgppens when | begin to become that for which there is no place within the given

regime of truth? Isthisnot precisdy what is meant by “the desubjugation of the subject in the play of...the
palitics of truth” (my trandation)?

At stake hereisthe relation between the limits of ontology and epistemology, the link between the
limitsof what | might become and the limits of what | might risk knowing. Deriving asense of critiquefrom
Kant, Foucault posesthe question that isthe question of critiqueitsdf: “Do you know up to what point you
canknow?” “Our liberty isat stake.” Thus, liberty emerges at the limits of what one can know, at the very
moment in which the desubjugation of the subject within the politics of truth takes place, the moment where
acertain questioning practice beginsthat takesthefollowing form: “*What, therefore,am1’, | who belongto
thishumanity, perhapsto thispiece of it, at thispoint intime, at thisingant of humanity whichissubjected to
the power of truth in genera and truths in particular?’ (46) Another way of putting this is the following:
“What, given the contemporary order of being, can | be?” If, in posing thisquestion, liberty isat stake, it
may be that staking liberty has something to do with what Foucault calsvirtue, with acertain risk that is put
into play through thought and, indeed, through language where the contemporary ordering of being is
brought to its limit.

But how do we understand this contemporary order of being in which | come to stake myself?
Foucault chooses hereto characterizethishigtorically conditioned order of being in away that links himwith
the criticd theory of the Frankfurt school, identifying “rationdization” as the governmentdizing effect on
ontology. Allying himsdf with a Left criticd tradition post-Kant, Foucault writes,

From the Hegdlian Left to the Frankfurt School, there has been a complete critique of pogtivism,

rationalization, of techne and technicalization, a whole critique of the relationships between the

fundamenta project of science and techniques whose objective was to show the connections
between science’ snaive presumptions, on one hand, and the forms of domination characterigtic of

contemporary society, on the other. (39)

In his view, raiondization takes a new form when it comes into the service of bio-power. And what
continues to be difficult for most socid actors and critics within this Stuation is to discern the relaionship
between “rationalization and power.” (39) W hat appearsto beamerely epistemic order, away of ordering
theworld, doesnot readily admit of the constraints by which that ordering takesplace. Nor doesit eagerly
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show theway in which theintendfication and totalization of rationdizing effectsleadsto an intengfication of

power. Foucault asks, “How isthat rationaization leadsto thefuror of power?’(42) Clearly, the capacity
for rationalization to reach into the tributaries of life not only characterizes modes of scientific practice, “but
dso socid rddionships, date organizations, economic practices and perhaps even individud
behaviors?’ (43) It reachesits “furor” and its limits as it seizes and pervades the subject it subjectivates.
Power satsthe limits to what a subject can “be,” beyond whichit nolonger “is” or it dwellsinadomain of
suspended ontology. But power seeks to congtrain the subject through the force of coercion, and the
resistance to coercion conssts in the sylization of the sdif at the limits of established being.

One of the firgt tasks of critique isto discern the relation “between mechanisms of coercion and
elements of knowledge.” (50) Here again we seem confronted with the limits of what is knowable, limits
which exercise a certain force without being grounded in any necessity, limits which can only be treed or
interrogated by risking a certain security within an available ontology:

[N]othing can exist as an eement of knowledge if, on the one hand, it ...does not conform to a set

of rules and condraints characterigtic, for example, of agiven type of scientific discourseinagiven

period, and if, on the other hand, it does not possessthe effects of coercion or smply theincentives

peculiar to whet is scientificaly vaidated or smply rational or smply generally accepted, etc. (52)
He then continues to show that knowledge and power are not finaly separable, but work together to
establish aset of subtleand explicit criteriafor thinking theworld: “It istherefore not amatter of describing
what knowledgeisand what power isand how onewould repressthe other or how the other would abuse
the one, but rather, anexus of knowledge- power hasto be described so that we can grasp what constitutes
the acceptability of asystem.” (52-53)

The critic thus has adoubl e task, to show how knowledge and power work to constitute amore or
lesssystlematic way of ordering theworld with itsown “ conditions of acceptability of asystem,” but dso“to
follow the bresking points which indicate its emergence.”  So not only isit necessary to isolate and identify
the peculiar nexus of power and knowledge that givesriseto thefield of intdligible things, but aso to track
theway in which that field meetsits bresking point, the moments of itsdiscontinuities, the siteswhereit fals
to condtitute the inteligibility for which it gands. What this meansisthat one looks both for the conditions
by which the object field is congtituted, but dso for the limits of those conditions, the moments where they
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point up their contingency and their transformability. In Foucault’ sterms, “ schemeatically spesking, we have

perpetud mobility, essentid fragility or rather the complex interplay between what replicates the same
process and what transformsit.” (58)

Indeed, another way to talk about this dynamic within critiqueisto say thet rationaization meetsits
limitsin desubjugetion. If the desubjugation of the subject emerges a the moment in which the episeme
condtituted through rationdization exposes its limit, then desubjugation marks precisdly the fragility and
transformability of the epistemnics of power.

Critique beginswith the presumption of governmentdization and then with itsfallureto totdize the
subject its seeks to know and to subjugate. But the means by which this very reldion is articulated is
described, in a disconcerting way, as fiction. Why would it be fiction? And in what senseisit fiction?
Foucault refers to “an higtorica-philosophica practice [in which] one had to make one's own higtory,
fabricate higtory, asif through fiction [de faire comme par fiction], intermsof how it would betraversed
by the question of the relationships between structures of rationdity which articulate true discourse and the
mechaniams of subjugation which arelinkedtoit.” (45, 44) Thereisthusadimenson of the methodology
itself which partakes of fiction, which draws fictiond lines between rationdization and desubjugation,
between the knowledge- power nexusanditsfragility and limit. We are not told what sort of fiction thiswill
be, but it seems clear that Foucault is drawing on Nietzsche and, in particular, the kind of fiction that
genedlogy issad to be.

Y oumay remember that dthough it seemsthat for Nietzschethe genedogy of morasisthe attermpt
to locate the origins of vaues, heis actudly seeking to find out how the very notion of the origin became
indtituted. And the means by which he seeksto explainthe originisfictiond. Hetdlsafable of the nobles,
another about asocid contract, another about adaverevolt in morality, and yet another about creditor and
debtor relations. None of these fables can be located in space or time, and any effort to try to find the
historical complement to Nietzsche' sgened ogieswill necessarily fall. Indeed, inthe place of an account thet
finds the origin to vaues or, indeed, the origin of the origin, we read fictiond stories about the way that
vaues are originated. A noble says something is the case and it becomes the case: the speech act
inauguratesthe value, and becomes something like an atopical and atempora occasion for the origination of
vaues. Indeed, Nietzsche' s own fictiontmaking mirrors the very acts of inauguration that he attributes to



16
thosewho makevaues. So he not only describesthat process, but that description becomes an instance of

vaue- production, enacting the very processthat it narrates.

How would this particular use of fiction relate to Foucault’'s notion of critique? Congder that
Foucault istrying to understand the possibility of desubjugeation within rationdization without assuming that
there is a source for resstance that is housed in the subject or maintained in some foundational mode.
Where does res stlance come from? Can it be said to be the upsurge of somehuman freedom shackled by
the powers of raiondization? If he speeks, as he does, of awill not to be governed, how are we to
understand the status of that will?

In response to a query along these lines, he remarks

| do not think that thewill not to be governed at dl issomething that one could consider an originary

agoiration ( jene pense pasen effet quela volonté de n’ étre pas gouverné du tout soit quelque

chose quel’ on puisse considérer commeuneaspiration originaire). | think that, infact, thewill
not to be governed is dways the will not to be governed thudy, like that, by these people, & this

price. (72)

He goes on to warn againgt the absolutizing of thiswill that philosophy is dways tempted to perform. He
seeksto avoid what he cals “the philosophica and theoretica paroxysm of something that would be this
will not to be relatively governed.” (72-73) He makes clear that accounting for thiswill involveshimin a
problem of the origin, and he comes quite close to ceding the terrain, but acertain Nietzschean reluctance
prevals. Hewrites,

| was not referring to something that would be a fundamenta anarchism, that would be like an

originary freedom Qui serait comme la liberté originaire), absolutedly and wholeheartedly

(absolument et en son fond) resstant to any governmentdization. |1 did not say it, but this does

not mean that | absolutely exclude it Je ne I’ai pas dit, mais cela ne veut pas dire que je

I” exclus absolument). | think that my presentation stops at this point, becauseit was dready too

long, but dso because | am wondering (mais aussi parce que je me demande)...if onewantsto

explorethisdimension of critique that ssemsto meto be soimportant becauseit isboth part of, and
not part of, philosophy...it is supported by something akin (qui serait ou) to the historical practice

of revalt, the non-acceptance of area government, on one hand, or, on the other, the individua
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refusa of governmentdity.” (72-73, 59)

Whatever thisisthat one draws upon as one resists governmentdization will be“likean originary
freedom” and “ something akin to the historical practice of revolt” (my emphasis). Likethem, indeed, but
gpparently not quitethesame.  Asfor Foucault’ smention of “ originary freedom,” he offersand withdraws
itatonce. “l didnot say it,” he remarks, after coming quite close to saying it, after showing us how he
amog sad it, after exercisng tha very proximity inthe open for usin what can be understood as something
of atease. What discourse nearly seduces him here, subjugating himto itsterms? And how doeshedraw
from the very termsthat he refuses? What art form isthisin which anearly collapsble criticd distanceis
performed for us? And is this the same distance that informs the practice of wondering, of questioning?
What limits of knowing does he dare to broach as he wonders out loud for us? The inaugurd scene of
critiqueinvolves “ theart of voluntary insubordination,” and thevoluntary or, indeed, “ originary freedom” is
given here, but in the form of a conjecture, in aform of art that sugpends ontology and brings us into the
suspengon of disbelief.

Foucault finds away to say “originary freedom,” and | suppose thet it gives him greet pleasure to
utter thesewords, pleasureand fear. He speaksthem, but only through staging thewords, rlieving himsdlf
of an ontological commitment, but releasing the words themselves for a certain use. Does he refer to
originary freedom here? Does he seek recourse to it? Has he found the well of originary freedom and
drunk fromit? Or does he, dgnificantly, pogt it, mention it, say it without quite saying it? Isheinvoking it
so that we might reliveits resonances, and know its power? The staging of theterm isnot its assertion, but
wemight say that the assertion isstaged, rendered artfully, subjected to an ontologica suspension, precisely
S0 it might be spoken. And that it isthis speech act, the onewhich for atime rdievesthe phrase, “originary
freedom,” from the epistemic poaliticswithinwhichit liveswhich aso performsacertain desubjugetion of the
subject within the palitics of truth. For when one speaksin that way, oneisgripped and freed by thewords
one neverthdess says. Of course, palitics is not smply a matter d speaking, and | do not mean to
rehabilitate Arigotle in the form of Foucault (athough, | confess, that such a move intrigues me, and |
mention it here to offer it as a posshility without committing mysdf to it a once). In thisverbd gesture
toward theend of his lecture, acertain freedomisexemplified, not by the referenceto theterm without any

foundationa anchor, but by the artful performance of itsrelease from its usud discursive condraints, from
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the conceit that one might only utter it knowing in advance what its anchor must be.

Foucault’ sgestureis oddly brave, | would suggest, for it knowsthat it cannot ground the claim of
origind freedom. Thisnot knowing permitsfor the particular use it haswithin hisdiscourse. He bravesit
anyway, and so hismention, hisinsstence, become an dlegory for acertain risk-taking that happensat the
limit of the episemologica field. And this becomes a practice of virtue, perhaps, and not, as his critics
profess, asign of mora despair, precisely to the extent that the practice of this kind of spegking postsa
vaue which it does not know how to ground or to secure for itself, podtsit anyway, and thereby shows
that acertain intdligibility exceads the limits on intdligibility that power-knowledge hasdready set. Thisis
virtue in the minima sense precisay because it offers the perspective by which the subject gainsacritica
distance on established authority. But it is aso an act of courage, acting without guarantees, risking the
subject a the limits of its ordering. Who would Foucault be if he were to utter such words? What
desubjugation does he perform for us with this utterance?

Toganadcriticd distance from established authority means for Foucault not only to recognize the
ways in which the coercive effects of knowledge are a work in subject-formation itsdlf, but to risk one’'s
very formation asa subject. Thus, in “The Subject and Power,”® Foucault will daim “thisform of power
[thet] applies itsdlf to immediate, everyday life which categorizes the individud, marks him by his own
individudity, ataches him to his own identity, imposes alaw of truth on him which he must recognize and
which others haveto recognizein him.” (212) And when that law falters or isbroken, thevery posshbility of
recognition is imperiled. So when we ask how we might say “originary freedom,” and say it in the
wondering, we aso put into question the subject who is said to be rooted in that term, releasing it,
paradoxicaly, for a venture which might actudly give the term new substance and possihility.

In concluding, | would smply return to the introduction to The Use of Pleasure where Foucault

definesthe practicesthat concern him, the* arts of existence’ (10), ashaving to dowith acutivaed rdation
of thesdf toitsdf. Thiskind of formulation bringsuscloser to the Sirange sort of virtue that Foucault’ santi-
foundationalism comes to represent. Indeed, as | wrote earlier, when he introduces the notion of “arts of
existence,” Foucault aso refers to such arts of existence as producing subjects who *seek to transform
themsdlves in ther sngular being, and to make their life into an oeuvre” We might think that this gives
support to the charge that Foucault has fully aestheticized existence at the expense of ethics, but | would
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suggest only that he has shown us that there can be no ethics, and no politics, without recourse to this

sngular senseof poiess. The subject who isformed by the principlesfurnished by the discourse of truth is
not yet the subject who endeavorsto formitsaf. Engaged in“artsof existence,” this subject isboth crafted
and crafting, and the line between how it isformed, and how becomesakind of forming, isnot eesily, if ever
drawn. For it isnot the case that a subject isformed and then turns around and begins suddenly to form
itsdf. On the contrary, the formation of the subject is the inditution of the very reflexivity that
indigtinguishably assumes the burden of formation. The “indistinguishability” of this line is precisdy the
juncturewhere socid normsintersect with ethical demands, and where both are produced in the context of
asdf-making which is never fully saif-inaugurated.

Although Foucault refersquitestraightforwardly to intention and ddiberation inthistext, hedsolets
us know how difficult it will be to understand this sdlf- Sylization interms of any received understanding of
intention and deliberation. For an understanding of the revison of terms that his usage requires, Foucault
introducesthe terms, “ modes of subjection or subjectivation.” Thesetermsdo not smply relatetheway a
subject is formed, but how it becomes self-forming. This becoming of an ethical subject is not asmple
matter of salf-knowledge or self-awareness; it denotesa* processinwhich theindividua ddimitsthat part of
himsdf that will form the object of hismord practice” The sdf ddimitsitsalf, and decides on the materid
for its sdf-making, but the ddimitation that the sdf performs takes place through norms which are,
indisoutably, dready in place. Thus, if wethink this aesthetic mode of salf-meaking is contextudized within
ethicd practice, hereminds usthat this ethical labor can only take place within awider political cortext, the
politicsof norms. Hemakesclear that thereis no sdf-forming outsde of amode of subjectivation, whichis
to say, there is no salf-forming outside of the norms that orchesirate the possible formation of the subject.
(29)

We have moved quietly from the discursive notion of the subject to amore psychol ogically resonant
notion of “sdif,” and it may be that for Foucault the latter term carries more agency than theformer. The
sf formsitsdf, but it forms itsdf within a sat of formative practices that are characterized as modes of
subjectivations. That therange of its possibleformsisddimited in advance by such modes of subjectivation
does not mean that the I failsto formitsdf, that the sdf isfully formed. On the contrary, it iscompelled to
formitsdlf, but to form itsdf within formsthat are aready more or lessin operation and underway. Or, one
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might say, it is compelled to form itsalf within practices that are more or lessin place.  But if that sdif-

forming is done in disobedience to the principles by which oneisformed, then virtue becomesthe practice
by which the sdf forms itself in desubjugation, which isto say that it risks its deformation as a subject,
occupying that ontologicaly insecure position which poses the question anew: who will be a subject here,
and what will count as a life, amoment of ethicad questioning which requires that we bresk the habits of
judgment in favor of ariskier practice that seeksto yidd artistry from congtraint.
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