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Snelgrave: And history? What does history tell you now?
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Bunce: Not sure how that works, sir.
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From One Flea Spare by Naomi Wallace
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Introduction: HOW TO READ (AND NOT READ) FOUCAULT

The critical corpus of Michel Foucault is about a lot of things. It is about madness,
sexuality, modern medicine, science, prisons, history, systems of thought, language,
ethics, modernity, the ancients, power, knowledge, power/knowledge, and so on. Since
his death in 1984, Foucault's writings on these topics have

nev~r

ceased to fascinate other

thinkers. While Foucault is commonly thought of as a phIlosopher, his texts have settled
comfortably in humanities and social science departments throughout the United States.
I

i

In fact, Foucault's vision of the 'anti-science' (genealogy),that method which seeks to

,
!
, ,

unearth the 'disqualified' and 'subjugated' knowledges suppressed in the local histories
I

of our culture, has inspired the emergence of a host of sub-disciplines from queer theory

I

I
I
I'

to the post-colonialism of Edward Said to the New Historicism ofliterary critic Stephen
Greenblatt. Additionally, it has made a significant impact in other disciplines such as
anthropology and sociology (symbolic violence), feminism (the body), the history of
ideas (the archaeological method), and political theory (power). In a telling remark, queer
theorist William Turner captures the significance of Foucault's thought when he declares:
"The con~itions of possibility for queer theory probably arose somewhere between the
publication of two of Foucault's major works: The Order of Things: An Archaeology of

the Human Sciences in 1966 and Discipline and Punish: The Birth ofthe Prison in
1975.',1 This statement is of pasrticular interest since it suggests that Foucault's writing

enabled practitioners of these disciplines to investigate, interrogate, and lay bare an entire
range of phenomena tied to the relationship between identity, socialization, and natural
i

j..........
,,>-/
,/

William Turner. A Genealogy ofQueer Theory. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
2000), p. 10.
'
I
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and human scientific knowledge that were not before intelligible. In other words, Turner
and others implicitly suggest that before Foucault a certain number of questions and
I

I.

positions with respect to social phenomena were not available. The question, therefore, is

!

how does the critical body of Michel Foucault provide the 'conditions of possibility' for a
type of thought that has come to characterize our age?
The literary critic and social activist Edward Said is perhaps singularly
responsible for the arrival of Foucault to the United States. It was his committed and
sustained engagement that assured Foucault's mainstay in humanities departments.

I

I
I

Unlike other Foucault scholars, Said's engagement with the writings of Foucault is

I
,
,

marked by a progressive disillusionment. We see this reflected in his scholarship: over

I

!
the years references to Foucault begin to disappear, and if they do appear in later works,
I

he positions the intent and goals of the study in opposition to the cited works. From the

I

time of his groundbreaking work Orientalism, in which Foucault's archaeological
definition of 'discourse' occupies a central role, to his later writings on 'democracy' and
'humanism', Said begins to distance himself from the methodological practice he found
so promising decades earlier. 2 On the basis ofthis trend, Said's progressive
disillusionment can be understood to implicitly provide an answer to the above

quest~on.

In a critical reflection on the proper scope and limit of the literary critical
phenomenon 'theory', Said takes aim at Foucault's then vogue 'theory of power.' It was
1982, and a general backlash against the meteoric success of a certain style of French
thinking was prevalent in academic

2

~iscussions throughout

the West. Being the devout

Edward Said. Orientalism. (New York: Vintage, 1979).
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Luckasian and Humanist that he was, Said began to question what kind of emancipatory
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potential the theoretician of power really offered, That is, if 'theorizing' was going to

I,'

mean anything, then it seemed necessary for it to leave room for the possibility of
resistances and counter-movements to the prevailing hegemonic discourses of late 20th
century capitalism and neo-colonialism, For Said this was particularly important given'
his life-long commitment to the Palestinian struggle for independence. Thus, in his
reflection on the theory of power Said runs the gamut of the typical criticisms of
Foucault's writings on the subject: Ifpower is everywhere how can we resist it? How can
Foucault justify the legitimacy of his own discourse, if all discourses are exercises of
power? Does the theory of power allow us to make categorical distinctions between the
just and the unjust? While these criticisms of Foucault are important, I am less interested
in the particular arguments he raises. What I do find interesting is Said's preface to this
argument that dually reflects on the genesis of the Foucaultian oeuvre. Said writes: "With
I

descriptions and particularized observations of this sort I have no trouble. It is when

I

Foucault's own language becomes general ... that the methodological breakthrough
becomes a trap.,,3 In a move uncharacteristic 'of Foucault scholars and readers, Said
prefers the 'archaeology' to that of the 'genealogy'. Said argues that whereas the
archaeological method restricts itself to 'particularized observations' about the genesis of
, '

I

a discipline, and the way in which this discipline understands itself over time, the
genealogy is perverted since it unnecessarily generalizes particular instances to social and
political phenomena as such. Thus, the transition from Foucault's initial thoughts on

\

I'

./

3 Edward Said. "Traveling Theory" In The Edward Said Reader (New York: Vintage,
2000), p. 213

,
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'discourse' to his writings on 'power' marks aregression in critical import due to the
move away from particular case studies, which inevitably leads to theoretical totalization.
Ifwe look at one of Said's first reflections on Foucault's work - specifically the
archaeology - it is possible to discern precisely what he means in the above diagnosis. In
"Foucault as an Intellectual Imagination', Said cautions readers of Foucault to avoid the
tendency to hastily define his work as 'philosophical, or historical for that matter. ,4
Moreover, he urges practitioners of other disciplines - and he lists literary critics,
novelists, psychologists, biologists, and linguists - to avoid reading Foucault as providing
a 'key'to unlock discourses.'s While, Said acknowledges the powerful conceptual
resource Foucault's writings yield within the various historical localities that they take as
an object, he is reluctant to ascribe a general methodological procedure to this way of
thinking. Moreover, he does not think Foucault should be read as doingso either.
It is interesting to note the consistency of Said's argument with other scholars
who discuss the specifically philosophical dimension of Foucault's work. I am thinking
here specifically of the American Foucault scholar Garry Gutting. More than any
Foucault scholar, Gutting has consistently rejected a reading of Foucault that develops a
systematic coherency to his body of work. Gutting argues that Foucault's selfcharacterizations are 'retrospective illusions' or 'afterthoughts' that arenot to be taken as
either legitimate or reliable indications of the true intent of his work. Gutting argues that
to do so would result in the suppression of a particular historiographical insight that
pertains to the special relation Foucault's methodological practice has with the French

Edward Said. "Michel Foucault as an Intellectual Imagination" In The Edward Said
Reader, edited by Moustafa Bayoumi and Andrew Rubin. (New York: Vintage, 2000)
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epistemological tradition of Georges Bachelard and Charles Canguilhem. In order to
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I'e-

retain this dimension, Gutting opts to dispense with a systematic reading that

'

superimposes a longitudinal coherency on the work of Foucault. In this sense, Gutting
understands the work of Foucault not to present a 'theoretical understanding of human
beings,6, or to practice philosophy in any 'traditional sense,7~ rather, Foucault is a kind of
'intellectual artisan.'8 In doing,so, Gutting, like Said, concludes that one cannot ascribe a
'general methodology' to Foucault's work because 'each method he produces is
subordinated to the tactical needs of a specific analysis.,9 Also like Said, Gutting is
I

particularly sensitive to retain the critical import of the archaeological period. Gutting
adds the additional

~

and controversial claim - that the later genealogical method 'does

not replace or even seriously revise Foucault's archaeological method.' 10
While both Gutting and Said illumine traditionally neglected or underemphas~zed
I

dimensions of the Foucaultian critical corpus (e.g. the archaeological period), they both
draw the unnecessary conclusion that to do so Foucault must not be read as providing a
coherent body of work. Now, a certain problem arises with these types of interpretations
in relation to the central position that philosophical concepts occupy within the
Foucaultian oeuvre. Ifwe understand Foucault as 'intellectual artisan' it becomes nearly
impossible to account for, or to hold Foucault accountable to the legitimacy of the
concepts employed within these particularized and concrete historical analyses. This is a

I
I

/,"---..
I

\

1 ,.

6 Garry Gutting. Michel Foucault's Archaeology o/Scientific Reason p. 267 .
7 Gary Gutting. "Review of Beatrice Han's Foucault's Critical Project. Notre Dame
Philosophical Reviews, May 2003. http://ndr.icaap.org/content/archies/2003/5/gutting
han.html
8 Gutting Garry. 'Introduction' in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault.
9 Gutting Garry. 'Introduction' in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault
10 Garry Gutting. Michel Foucault's Archaeology ofScientific Reason p. 271.
9
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significant consequence, as Foucault scholar Beatrice Han notes, since the neglect of this

philosophical dimension makes him look like a 'post-modem amateur... who allegedly

"

helped himself to the authority and weight carried by philosophy without being able to
account for the concepts he uses, and the assumptions they carry.' 11 In other words,
Foucault turns out to be nothing more than a master of the pastiche, or a reckless
experimenter who aimlessly links areas of culture and knowledge without reason or
justification. While Said and others are right to mine Foucault's writings for conceptual
tools to use in their respective disciplines, and in the case of Gutting to emphasize
otherwise underdeveloped areas of Foucault's thought, they short change the complexity
of his thought as soon as they limit Foucault to primarily offering descriptions of
unrelated and particular historical commentaries.
i

I

At this point we can now return to our preliminary question: How is it that

I
I

I'

I'
i'

Foucault can be said to provide the 'conditions of possibility' for a type of thought that'

I

has come to characterize our age? I think the simplest way to answer this question is the
I

I,

following: while Foucault's writings are certainly about particular incidences in the

i,

I

development of modem knowledge and culture (e.g. sexuality, medicine, prisons) the

I

central concern of the Foucaultian critical corpus is to link these particular histories in

i'
I

,such a way as to reflect the proper scope and use of concepts. Put another way,
Foucault's project is characterized by a specific reflection on the connection between
philosophy and history: how have we come to understand ourselves, and how do these
specific practices, which are neither total or simply particular, shape this understanding? I

I

:'1.. " l

lr/

Beatrice Han. "Reply to Gary Gutting's review of Foucault's Critical Project: Between
the Transcendental and the Historical http://privatewww.essex.ac.uk/-beatrice/Gutting
answer 2003-05.pdf
11
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think the only way to answer this

qUestion,'~Han intimated above, is to take seriously

the philosophical dimension of Foucault's thought, and more specifically the way in
which Foucault's work marks a significant advance of an already active thread in modem
. philosophical discourses (the Kantian critical tradition). In doing so, I think it is possible
to connect the seemingly antagonistic and contradictory elements of Foucault's work, and
to doit in such a way as to rescue him from the uncharitable charges of 'obscurantism',

I

I

'relativism' and general incoherency commonly associated with the post-modern thought
th

of the late 20 century. In sum, I seek to raise the oft-neglected dimension of Foucault' s
critical corpus that concerns its status as a philosophical project.
I want to dwell a moment longer within the context of the above conversation, if
only to begin to develop the nature of Foucault's writings so as to prepare the way for the
larger conversation. As we have seen in the case with Said and Gutting, Foucault's work
is marked by two periods: the archaeology and genealogy. On the one hand, Foucault's
archaeological method focuses primarily on thinking about the relationship between
history, modern disciplines and discourse. It has forged a perspective that has enabled
scholars to reflect on the historical and contemporary status of their disciplines. Thus, it
can generally be stated that the archaeological method allows for a kind of reflective
distance that has proved useful for the disclosure of the concepts and contents that
I
II

I

constitute a discipline within a larger socio-historical matrix. Accordingly, the taken-forgranted status of the discipline is shown to have another history distinct from its own
hermetic retelling or from the point of view of reason itself. On the other hand,
Foucault's theory of power and genealogies of the modem individual have provided
social theorists with a unique angle of vision to consider the relation between state, power

11
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and the subject. This is enabled by Foucault's move away from the juridical model of the
subject toward a model of subjugation: the move from 'subject-as-elementary-unit' to the
I

'subject-as-effect-of-power.' The subject of political theory, therefore, is no longer

I'
I

I

I'

conceived of as the holder of power, but the cite or 'element of its articulation.' 12 This

!'

truly unique modification emerges prominently in Foucault's conception of this 'cite-of
power' as the body. "[I]t is already one of the prime effects of power that certain bodies,
certain gestures, certain discourses, certain desires, comes to be identified and constituted
as individuals.,,13 The task therefore is one of a description of the control, regulation and
discipline of the body that promises to reveal the conditions and limits of resistance.· In
sum, these modifications of traditional interpretations of the relation between power and
subject-individual add up to the understanding of power as a horizontal phenomenon.
Given this brief outline of the Foucaultian corpus, it is possible to begin the
transition into a philosophical interpretation of Foucault's work. More precisely stated, .
. how it is that a reflection on the philosophical dimension of Foucault's work strengthens
our understanding of the application and use of his work in other disciplines. I can think
of no better place to begin tpan the now classical reading of Foucault set forth by Hubert
Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism a'nd Hermeneutics.
This project sets the terms for the discussion of the trajectory of Foucault's thought, and
to my knowledge, is cited in just about everymajor primary and secondary source on his
work. The Dreyfus and Rabinow interpretation stands out because it is the first
interpretive work that attempts to establish a systematic and longitudinal coherency

Michel Foucault. "Two Lect~res" in Critique and Power: Recasting the
FoucaultlHabermas Debate ed. Michael Kelly (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), p. 36.
13
.
Ibid., p. 36.
.
12
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(contra Gutting) to an oeuvre infamous for its discontinuities. Dreyfus and Rabinow
'\

pursue what they take as the fundamental thread of intelligibility proceeding from the
!

archaeological to the genealogical method. They argue that it is only after 'the
methodological failure of archaeology', which is the title of chapter 4 in the book, and the
transition to the genealogical method, that Foucault is able to develop 'the most powerful,
plausible and honest option available' for contemporary critique that they term the
'interpretive analytic.' 14 Accordingly, despite the discontinuity from the archaeological to
the genealogical period, Dreyfus and Rabinow maintain that Foucault's thought
progresses in a clear and decisive manner.
The Dreyfus and Rabinow reading is particularly useful in the light of our present

I,

conversation because their analysis of the

\
I

archa~ological

and genealogical methods

parallels the non-philosophical uses outlined above. Thus, the archaeology is primarily a
conceptual tool used for a specific practice of discourse-analysis that enables the
interpreter a reflexive distance from the object of study. Similarly, the genealogy takes
aim at those non-discursive practices in which discourse and institutions manifest and
draw their resources (conditions of articulation). Dreyfus and Rabinow reconstruct the
archaeological period by way of a theory of meaning. In doing so, they are able to discuss
the mechanics that make the reflexive distanciation possible in a way that practitioners of
the Foucaultian method in the humanities and social scientific disciplines cannot. While
the criticisms of the application of Foucault in anyone of these disciplines will inevitably
relate to the philosophical shortcomings of his work, it is to our benefit to examine the

Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow. Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and
Hermeneutics (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1983), p. 125
14

13
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precise way in which these problems manifest within the larger context of his work, and
how Foucault addresses them.
In his early work, Foucault is understood to practice a unique method of analysis
that is an attempt to move both beyond structuralism and he1111eneutics. According to
Dreyfus and Rabinow, Foucault attempts to supersede these interpretive methods by way

!.

of the methodological practice of 'double-bracketing.' This simply means that Foucault
as archaeologist remains neutral to both the sense and reference of the object. ls This
amounts to a triple rejection of the hermeneutic, phenomenological, and structuralist
understandings of meaning. On the one hand, Foucault rejects both the hermeneutic
grounding of meanin~ in the 'never-said' 16 and the phenomenological groudning in the
primacy of 'prediscursive experience.' This simply means that Foucault does not intend

I

to discover the 'primordial unity' within language 'it does not question things said as to

I

what they are hiding, what they were 'really saying,' in spite of themselves. ,17 Nor does
the archaeology trace discourse

ba~k

to the originary activity of the subject located in

I,

i

perception by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Foucault, by contrast, attempts to treat discourse

:.

as an autonomous body. The task of archaeologist therefore is to 'maintain it [discourse]

I.

in its consistency, to make it emerge in its own complexity.' 18 On the other hand, and
related to the rejection of phenomenology, Foucault's archaeological method shares an
affinity with structuralism in this very insistence on the autonomous nature of discursive

,
I
I

bodies. It is important to note, and Dreyfus and Rabinow masterfully do, that Foucault

,

I·

i

Ibid., p. 50.
,
16 Michel Foucault. The Archaeology ofKnowledge_and Discourse on Language. (Milton
Park: Routledge, 2004); p. 57.
.
17 Michel Foucault. The Archaeology ofKnowledge and Discourse on Language, (Milton
Park: Routledge, 2004), p. 109.
18
.
Ibid., p. 47.
IS

I

14
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moves beyond structuralism by emphasizing the historical nature of meaning (discourse).
This is expressed in the emphasis on the conditions of existence as opposed to the total
conditions of possibility that structuralism claims to disclose. 19 Foucault's analysis is

diachronic, since it tracks the development of language from one historical period to the
next, despite emphasizing the radical incommensurability between historical epochs.
Moreover, the discursive bodies are able to emerge in greater specificity since they are
not confined to the methodological constraints of structuralism (conditions of possibility).
The archaeologist, therefore, seeks to 'read-off' the transformational rules deposited in
the historical a priori of a particular discursive formation.
Now, Dreyfus and Rabinow convincingly argue that Foucault's archaeological
pretensions ultimately fail. For one, Foucault does not successfully move beyond

I'

hermeneutics, phenomenology or structuralism. Again, on the one hand, Foucault ignores
the
the
. insight of thinkers such as the late Wittgenstein and Heidegger who theorized
.
/

necessity of the 'background of shared practices which make [linguistic practices]
possible.,,2o Said differently, Foucault addresses the specifically theoretical dimension of
discourse that consequently elides the way in which social practices determine and give
meaning to discourse. Foucault's failure to recognize this point is the result of the quasistructuralist tenor of this approach: thus, Foucault fails to move beyond structuralism.
This is principally because Foucault treats phenomena as rules and claims to step outside
of the horizon of meaning. In sum, Foucault's attempt to supersede the
phenomenological, hermeneutic and structuralist insights fail by the fact that he cannot

Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow. Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and
Hermeneutics (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1983), p. 56
20 Ibid., p.57.
19

'-....

15

J
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account for his own subject-position. More precisely stated, Foucault cannot account for

\I

the fact that as an interpreter he is 'always already' involved in the phenomena that he
seeks to descriptively elucidate.
. There is a finer point to be made here that arises from Foucault's problematic use
of the 'historical a priori' in The Archaeology ofKnowledge. In a methodological
reflection, Foucault claims that ~is archaeological method describes the a priori
'conditions of emergence of statements'.zl The evocation of this Kantian terminology is
intended to be ironic, although it remains open to debate the extent to which Foucault can
be taken at face value in this comparison. 22 Nevertheless, Dreyfus and Rabinow find this
comparison problematic since Foucault claimed to merely describe the rules that
governed the production of knowledge (statements) at a given historical period. The mere
mention of a priori lands Foucault back in that critical tradition that he sought to move
beyond. In this sense, Foucault as archaeologist claims to lay bare the 'quasi
transcendental constitutive rules' that make up a historical epoch, and by that fact, claims
to account for the transformation from one epoch to another. Now, this is problematic
since it breaks Foucault's theoretical definition of the archaeology as a purely descriptive
enterprise. Foucault is therefore either forced to admit that the archaeologist cannot
account for the possibility of his own discourse or that the archaeological method is
enough to account for its own possibility. The admittance of the former would render the

Michel Foucault. The Archaeology ofKnowledge and The Discourse on Language
(MiltonPark: Routledge, 2004), p. 127.
22 I am thinking here of Beatrice Han's study Foucault's Critical Project: Between the
Transcendental and the Historical (2004) that takes Foucault at face-value when he
evokes the a priori. In fact, Han goes as far to suggest that Foucault's work is best read as
the attemptto renew the transcendental conditions of knowledge, albeit in a historicist
manner.
21
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archaeology useless, while the admittance of the latter would abrogate the very selfdefinition the archaeologist rejects. Foucault is therefore left with the paradoxical concept
i

of the archive, which is a kind of repository of past discourse formations. The

1

archaeologist is not able to describe his own archive all the while holding fast to the idea
that he is able to exhaustively describe the archives of yesteryears discourses. This raises
questions concerning the coherency of the non-subjectivist historiography Foucault
i'

develops in response to the shortcomings of the transcendentally self-grounded subject of
the phenomenological and hermeneutic methods. As Dreyfus and Rabinow put it, "It
seems that the Archaeology has simply transferred the problem of self-grounding from
representation to objectification.,,23

I

! .

i

When Foucault transitions to his genealogical method, Dreyfus and Rabinow

I

understand him to overcome the cul-de-sac of the archaeological method. The reason
they offer is the following: the genealogical method reintroduces the primacy of
background practices and strategies that give meaning to the objects of study. In their
I'

own words this amounts to the realization that 'cultural practices are more basic than
discursive formations (or any theory) and that the seriousness of these discourses can
I'
I

only be understood as a part of society's ongoing history.,,24 More interestingly, Dreyfus
and Rabinow understand this move to be indicative of the state of contemporary criticism
itself: "The practitioner of interpretive analytics realizes that he himself is produced by
what he is studying; consequently he can never stand outside it.,,25 In short, Foucault is
understood to have recognized and confirmed the ineluctability of the theorist as being

23 Ibid., p. 94.
24 Ibid., p.125.
25 Ibid., p.124.
17
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constituted by the very practices that he seeks to explicate through analysis. Therefore,
the pursuit of a 'pure', 'objectivist', and 'intellectualist' standpoint that philosophers in
the past aspired, including Foucault himself as archaeologist, is illusory; the interpretive
analytic, which is the unique combination of the archaeological and genealogical method,
thus remains a powerful and exacting methodology in the absence of a 'ground.'
The question remains: what is the 'interpretive analytic'? For Dreyfus and
Rabinow it simply characterizes the unique combination of philosophical and historicai
criticism, where the interpretation of cultural practices ultimately serves the purpose of
determining the limits and use of our concepts. On the one hand,, .the 'analytic' dimension
of Foucault's thought is understood to share certain affinities with the Kantian, and early
Heideggerian uses of the term. It differs in that it dispenses with the attempt to establish
the 'universal grounding of either thought or Being' and thus must' [F]ind a way of
taking seriously the problems and conceptual tools of the past, but not the solutions and
conclusions based on them.'26 On the other hand, 'interpretatio~' is characterized as a
'pragmatically guided reading of the coherence of the practices of society. It does not
claim to correspond either to the everyday meanings shared by the actors or ... to reveal
the intrinsic meaning of the practices.,27 For Dreyfus and Rabinow, interpretation is a
concept that developed in the Nietzschean-Heideggerian vein of thought that understands
knowledge and self as historically constituted, and therefore, intelligible only in reference
to contemporary practices. Foucault's unique contribution to this line of criticism is that
his description of practices are able to move beyond both 'everyday meaning' and

26 Ibid., p. 122.
27 Ibid., p. 124.

18
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'deeper meaning' by disclosing 'what the exegetical situation is doing' to actor and
authority.28
At this point, we can take a step back from the Dreyfus and Rabinow
i

II

reconstruction and interpretive designation of the Foucaultian critical project to assess its

I

critical import. For one, it is evident that the Dreyfus and Rabinow interpretation avoids

I'

I

the aforementioned criticisms of Foucault: Foucault is neither a post-modern artist of the
I

pastiche, nor does the genealogical period signify a loss of explanatory power.

I
I

:

Conversely, the reconstruction ofthe archaeological method in terms of a theory of
meaning, along with the elucidation of the 'interpretive analytic' enables us to see the
_way in which Foucault's distinct methodologies co-function to produce a powerful
methodological and interpretive model. Accordingly, Foucault's understanding of
interpretation is not without implicit restrictions. That is to say, it does not maintain the
popular post-modern notion of the 'free play of signifiers.' Foucault, by contrast, follows
the Nietzschean-Heideggerian vein that emphasizes the historical and material
constitution of ourselves and our knowledge through a set of practices that enable us to
i

iI

speak, think and act. While Foucault does part with the idea that these practices are

I'

!

'universal, guaranteed, verified or grounded' this does not mean that the totality of
practices is not without 'its own specific coherence.'29 Foucault's specific critical
engagement with this thread of contemporary philosophical criticism is to both radicalize
and move beyond those interpretive methods that presuppose a specific kind of
intelligibility. FoucauWs elimination of the subject enables him to raise specific questions
otherwise unavailable to the hermeneuticist, phenomenologist or structuralist. He is able

,
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28 Ibid., p. 124
29 Ibid., p. 124.
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to interrogate the conceptual categories that come to characterize an age by way of a
genealogical investigation of their origins and limits. With all of this said, the gains for
interpreting Foucault's work as having a longitudinal coherency that progresses towards
something akin to the 'interpretive analytic' seems to advance a significant gain in the
interpretation of his work. Moreover, interpreting Foucault in this manner is not mutually
exclusive with the aforementioned interpretations set forth by Said and Gutting.
Conversely, it establishes a way to both retain those key insights, and defend Foucault
against misdirected and, more importantly, legitimate criticism.
While the Dreyfus ,and Rabinow reconstruction of the Foucaultian oeuvre
advances our move towards a philosophical interpretation of Foucault, it is weak on
several points. For one, the ambivalence in the Foucaultian oeuvre between the
archaeological and genealogical period, as we have seen, is in one sense accounted for.
When framed in terms ofa theory of meaning the archaeological discourse-analysis is
shown to be untenable, since the validity of its content is always susceptible to the.
emergence of a new discourse formation that would render the archaeological discourse
symptomatic of the modern or post-modem period in which it was formulated. Thus,
Foucault's transition to the genealogical period is understood as a reconsideration of the
role of meaning and practices that resolves the paradox of the archaeological method.
The interpretive analytic, however, is not without its problems, and this is related to a
persistent ambivalence between the two methodological procedures. On the one hand, it
seems that there is no pos~ibility for context-transcendence statements concerning matters
of truth, rightness and freedom. The practitioner of interpretive analytics is condemned to
work within the confines of his inherited symbolic-network and practical activity at the
(4<.
~:'rl
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exclusion of any kind of vantage point by which to adjudicate the limits and proper use of
reason. On the other hand, and related to the point above, it is difficult to understand how
the interpretive analytic continues to engage in the initial Kantian dialogue. As Dreyfus
and Rabinow have noted, the history of the interpretive analytic beings with Kant and
continues through Heidegger. On this note, we must ask how it is that Foucault conceives
of the relationship between history and thought: does not Foucault, like Heidegger,
conflate, as James Bohman succinctly states, 'the conditions of possibility of truth, which
are neither themselves true nor false, with truth itself?30 In doing so, a new problematic
would emerge with respect to the relation between,the archaeological and genealogical
period. This time, however, the problematic would be expressed as an aporia that neither
version is able to overcome that arises with the dispensation of reflective justification. To
answer these questions it is best turn to the criticisms raised by Jurgen Habermas. In this
context it is possible to develop the philosophical consequences of the interpretive
analytic that will also enable us to explore the special relationship Foucault retains with
the Kantian critical tradition.
Perhaps more than any other critic of Foucault, Jurgen Habermas presents the
most lucid, concise and damaging critiques. It is well known that Habermas and Foucault
were to have arranged a formal debate on the subject of Kant, the Enlightenment, and
modernity. Unfortunately, Foucault died before the two could ever formally exchange.
What remains are a couple of essays by Foucault on Kant that have been interpreted as an
attempt to engage Habermas's criticism, and the/two chapters of Habermas's The

30 James Bohman. "Two Version of the Linguistic Turn" In Habermas and the
Unfinished Project ofModernity: Critical Essays on The Philosophical Discourse of
Modernity, edited by Maurizio Passerin d'Entreves, Seyla Benhabib (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1997).
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Philosophical Discourse 0/ Modernity that sought to systematically expose the theoretical

r':~_-

inconsistencies of the latter's thought. What is unique about Habermas is that he too
develops a form of critical reflection that deals primarily with political and social theory.
That is to say, Habermas is likewise interested in the genesis of the human sciences and
. public sphere, as well as the proper limits and scope of power. The difference, however,
is with respect to the way in which this form of critical reflection is to be carried out. To
put it in Habermasian terms: how is critical reflection able to account for its own
(normative) presuppositions?
Habermas first develops his critique in a eulogy to Foucault titled 'Taking Aim at
the Heart of the Present: On Foucault's Lecture on Kant's What is Enlightenment?" The
jist of this initial reflection is that Foucault's late turn to Kant is unconvincing, and· .
problematic. Habermas argues, therefore, that Foucault's thought is marked by a
fundamental ambivalence that is expressed in the development from the archaeological to
the genealogical method (contra Dreyfus and Rabinow). This is expressed in the
following passage: "In Foucault's lecture [What is Enlightenment?] we do not meet the
Kant familiar from The Order a/Things, the epistemologist who thrust open the door to
the age of anthropological thought and the human sciences with his analysis of finitness.
Instead we encounter a different Kant - the precursor to the Young Hegelians ... ,,31 Thus,
Foucault's interpretation of Kant breaks into two distinct representations. On the one
hand, Foucault sets forth his infamous 'death of man' thesis in The Order a/Things that
interprets the Copernican tum negatively in the sense that it yielded an aporetic structure
that condemned man to illusory task of establishing the conditions of possibility by which

22
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to adjudicate the limits of reason, truth and freedom. On the other hand, Foucault later
interprets the Copernican tum positively as having initiated a form of critique that
Foucault describes as a 'permanent critique of our historical era. ,32 This self-description

! .

I

offered by Foucault is roughly equivalent to the above definition of the 'interpretive
analytic', although there are specificities that will be discussed later. Habermas maintains
that Foucault smuggles Kant in the backdoor after he seemingly dispensed with the
Kantian critical tradition. Thus, when his later work is stood next to his earlier work,
Foucault appears to have committed an outright contradiction, or better yet implicitly
concedes the superiority of Habermas' s interpretation of the Enlightenment and
philosophical modernity.
Now, it is important to mention that Foucault was not so naIve to simply ignore
this ambivalence. In fact, he makes a distinction in his last two writings on Kant that
seeks to ameliorate this tension. Foucault sets out to argue that Kant created the 'two
great'critical traditions between which modem philosophy is divided.,33 On the one hand,
he understands Kant to have developed the' analytics of truth' that search for the
conditions of possibility for knowledge, and, on the other hand, there is the tradition of a
critical interrogation that seeks to elucidate the 'ontology of the present.,34 There are
more details to both of these arguments, but for now it is enough to sketch Foucault's
,

conceptual understanding of philosophical modernity.
i

I
I

I
I.
I

32 Michel Foucault. "What is Enlightenment?" in Foucault Reader (Pantheon 1984 ed.
Paul Rabinow) p. 42
}3 Michel Foucault. "The Art of Telling the Truth" in Critique and Power: Recasting the
FoucaultlHabermas Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994) pp. 147-148
34 Ibid., p. 148
..
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At the conclusion of his eulogy Habennas notes this justificatory attempt, and ina
move the prefigures his sustained critique in The Philosophical Discourse ofModernity
argues the following:
'Equally instructive is the contradiction in which Foucault becomes
entangled when he opposes his critique of power, disabled by the
relevance of the contemporary moment, to the analytic of the true in such
a way that the fonner is deprived of the normative standards it would have
to derive from the latter,35

I

!
I

i

i.,
I

If I can summarize for a moment, it is important to note that Habennas does not argue
that Foucault's reflection on Kant is wrong per se; rather, he argues that the dimension of
philosophical modernity that Foucault sought to elaborate (the historico-critical) in
opposition to the 'analytic of truth' is done in such away as to render the critical
.

interrogation ineffective. If we turn now to The Philosophical Discourse ofModernity, it

,

I

will be possible to see how this executed.

!

,
,

To begin, Habennas defines the task of modernity as that effort of 'drawing

I·
I

nonnativity out of itself.' While it is not within the scope of this essay to discuss this
I

I.
I.

I

definition in its entirety, it is possible to provide the schemata of this argument.
Habermas conceives of the philosophical discourse of modernity as the effort to escape
the philosophy of consciousness. In Habermas's estimation while few provided worthy
challenges to this task, they nevertheless reasserted this same aporetic structure. This is

I.
I'
I

true of Hegel, Nietzshce, Heidegger, Derrida and Foucault. Habermas understands

,

.

himself and others to have affected a 'paradigm shift' towards mutual understanding with

.

conditions of symmetry, reciprocity and mutuality, Inother words, the paradigm shift

I

\

;
I
I

moves from the philosophy of consciousness to the theory of intersubjectivity. The third

35 p. 154 Eulogy
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dimension of his thesis, which is not explicitly developed, is the overall transition of
philosophical criticism into the linguistic tum. Habermas believes that lifeworld contexts
are patterned by communicative-rationality. Thus, the normativity that modernity must
,I

'

draw out of itself is ensured by the formal structure of language use. In that sense, the
original Kantian project of adjudicating the limits of reason, truth and freedom are
restored by way of this 'paradigm shift.' In the context of our previous discussion of
Foucault, Habermas seeks to restore the analytic of truth that Foucault dispenses with.
Now,Foucault's theory of power falls into disfavor with Habermas, because
Foucault deprives the subject the means necessary to proceed with the task of modernity.

!

Habermas, therefore, accuses Foucault of 'performing operations of reversal upon its [the
subject] basic concepts' that distort the relation between power and truth, insofar as
power is no longer derived from the predicative claims enabled by 'the competencies of
the acting and judging subjects.'36. If you will notice, this phrasing appeared above in the
eulogy in which Foucault characterizes modernityas the opposition between the analytic
of truth and a philosophical interrogation. 37 For Habermas, the reversal of 'power's truthI,

dependency into the power dependency of truth' yields two stifling consequences for

I

I

II ·

Joucault's preferred form of critical reflection. 38 On the one hand, for all of Foucault's
anti-subjectivist pretensions supposedly buttressed by his empirically and materially

I,

:

engendered genealogies, Habermas charges that he subtly rectifies the same
transcendental consciousness that he sought to expunge. In other words, this simple
reversal does not escape the dilemma of the philosophy of consciousness; rather,

I
I

I'
I

36 Ibid., p. 274.
37 Michel Foucault. "The Art of Telling the Truth" in Critique and Power: Recasting the
FoucaultlHabermas Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994) pp. 147-148
38 Ibid., p. 274
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according to Habennas, power becomes a 'transcendentalized' or 'supratemporal' version
\

of the subject. In doing so, Foucault diffuses the self-reflexivity necessary to interrogate
the ontic referents that constitute the conditions of possibility of knowledge into a worlddisclosure that stands over-and-against the intrawordly activities of the competent
,

subject. 39 Therefore, the validity claims that are produced by the sciences of a historical

i'

epoch are rendered meaningless insofar as they are understood to be mere effects of

i,

,

'power' or 'discourse.' On the other hand, the removal of the acting-and-judging subject

!

likewise dispenses with ability to develop a positive ideal. That is to say, without the
ability for nonnative justification, or a power that is truth-dependent, there is no way out
of the aporetic scenario Foucault fashions. Thus, Foucault's fonn of critical reflection is

I,

construed by Habennas as a value-neutral process of malicious encounters that is

I

characterized by 'presentism', 'relativism' and 'cryptononnativism.' This tri-fold critique
,

,

i:
I,

simply elaborates the idea that the theoretician of power is not able to account for the
very normative standards that would justify his own critique.

!

It is important to mention that Habennas's critique of Foucault hinges on his

identification of Foucault as exacting an overemphasis of the world-disclosing function
of language. More precisely stated, it is the world-disclosing function of language that

.

yields the supratemporal subject of power. Furthermore, it is precisely this move that
I
I'

I
I

places Foucault in the company of Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida. Habennas

I'

captures this commonality in the following way: "What all these concepts have in

!,

common is the peculiar uncoupling of the horizon-constituting productivity oflanguage

,,

from the consequences of an intramundane practice that is wholly prejudice by the
I

/1""
39

Ibid., p. 254
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linguistic system. Any interaction between world-disclosing language and learning
processes in the world is excluded.,,40 These thinkers are therefore understood to react
against the positively construed Kantian correlation between the synthetic performances
of the individual and the a priori. That is to say, the idea that the subject can determine
the limiting conditions of the a priori of possible knowledge for the purpose of procuring
the enabling conditions by which a subject can know. The essential form ofthis practice

i,
Ii

accepts the finitude of the subject and seeks to ground this knowledge in these
(transcendental) conditions. The three thinkers, according to Habermas, view this

,,

hypostatization of the a priori as problematic, since our linguistic faculties are
historically engendered. Put another way, and following from Heidegger's insight that
'language speaks through man,' the transcendental unity of the subject is dispersed into
distinct world-disclosures. Thus, the enabling conditions of language are also the limiting
conditions, and as a consequence of this equivalency, the subject is barred access to the
referent apart from which is 'always already' designated in the world-disclosure.
Therefore, Heidegger, Derrida and Foucault, 'perform operations of reversal' that defer
the positively conceived correlation between enabling and limiting conditions to an
epochal disclosure above-and-beyond the subject's cognitive capacity.
With the criticisms of Habermas outlined above, it is possible begin to outline the
parameters in which this project will operate within. I began wit.ha reflection on the
limitations of a non-philosophical

~ef1ection on

the relevance and shortcomings of the

Foucaultian critical project via Said and Gutting. It was established that the dispensation
of a systematic interpretation of Foucault in favor of an understanding that emphasizes'

40 PDM p. 319
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the particularlity of each of his studies disenables the possibility to defend the
y~,

\r '

Foucaultian oeuvre. The problem arises with the central position that philosophical

I
I

concepts occupy in all of his works as well as his programmatic statements about the
relationship between power and knowledge. I have argued that the question of proper the
,
i

conditions and scope of the Foucaultian oeuvre, which has made the aforementioned
impact on the disciplines of the humanities and social sciences, mutually implies a .
question of longitudinal and systematic coherency. Put another way, if the insights that
Foucault's work seems to provide are to be fully appreciated, then they must be
.

,
,

appropriately defended, which means a turn to the corpus' engagement with
philosophical modernity This requirement led to the development of the classic and
.'
,,
t

arguably most sophisticated approach to Foucault's critical project set out by Dreyfus and

,
I

Rabinow. It is here where we encountered the reconstructive and critical effort to resolve'

"

the Foucaultian methods of its ambiguities. This was expressed in both the discussion of
the theoretical shortcomings of the archaeological method vis-a-vis a theory of meaning,
,.
I
,
,

and in tum, the establishment of the interpretive analytic that gives primacy to the

.

background of cultural practices. In short, this amounts to the transition from the
conditions ofpossibility to the conditions ofapplication, or again, the discursive to the
,i
I'

I·
,

non-discursive. Finally, I ana,lyzed the Habermasian critique of Foucault's critical project
that centers on a continued interrogation of its implicit theory of meaning, which thereby

"

reintroduces the issue of normative presuppositions and universality. Habermas
establishes a two-fold relationship between the theory ofmeaning (world-disclosure) and
the (rejection ofthe) Copernican turn. As we have seen, this reintroduces a fundamental
ambivalence in the Foucaultian critical project that was seemingly resolved by Dreyfus

28
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and Rabinow concerning the transition from the archaeological to the genealogical

"\

'.

method. The task heretofore is to reinterpret the Foucaultian critical project against the
backdrop of the Habermasian critique of modernity and language.
In Part I ('The Philosophical Problem of Modernity') I will resituate the
Foucaultian oeuvre within the Copernican tum. Chapter 1 ('The Kantian Paradox and
Hegelian Solution') lays the foundation for this task by defining the Copernican tum in
relation to philosophical modernity. In the first part, I follow Terry Pinkard and Robert
Pippin in locating the central conflict of philosophical modernity within the vexing
formulations of self-authorship. Accordingly, the Copernican tum is understood as a
'Normative tum' in which the actuality of the subject's freedom manifests in the ability
of a subject to apply a norm to itself. Although Kant introduces the problem, his
deductive and transcendental response does not provide a convincing answer. Therefore,
the second part of this chapter will be spent discussing the Hegelian resolution-to the
Kantian paradox.
What is unique about Hegel is that he makes a move to understand the problem of
self-authorship as primarily a historical question. In this sense, Hegel effects the
detranscendentalization of reason with the claim that the inherent teleos of autonomy in
Western culture can be discerned dialectically. Put another way, Hegel understands the
history of Western culture to be linear, progressive, and developmental. The task
therefore is to discern whether or not the freedom is 'actualized', or experienced
phenomenologically by historical and contemporary subjects. In framing the question
this way Hegel places particular emphasis on the social integrative mechanisms of a
society (institutions, the family, religion etc). Moreover, Hegel introduces the

I'I'
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specifically inter-subjective nature of freedom by which a norm is determined legitimate
if and only if, subjects co-confinn its normative authority through a process of mutual
recognition.
I conclude this chapter with a reflection on the way in which the Hegelian
detranscendentalization of reason, truth and freedom ('Historical turn') opens the way for
the counter-discourse of modernity. Thus, the great anti-Hegelians - Nietzsche,
Heldegger and Foucault - are understood to interrogate the reasons for this modern desire
for autonomy. In doing so the emphasis is shifted from the Kantian analytic or Hegelian

absolute reason and transposed onto the aesthetic and historical dimension of reason.
These thinkers understand the post·Kantian obsession with the self-reflective
capacities by which a subject can apply a norm to himself as a kind of violence,

forgetfulness, or self-mortification. Thus, Nietzsche inaugurates the (Second Copernican)
turn towards a practice of 'unmasking' the venerable concepts of freedom, truth and
justice praised by the idealists. This practice is best understood as a kind of
'Philosophical Problematization of Modernity' in which the will towards freedom's
actuality is shown to be shot through with contingencies, passions and desire. It is
important to note that Nietzsche and Heidegger are also the arbiters of a certain kind of
thinking that seeks to blow open the philosophical discourse of modernity as such.
Obviously, Foucault likewise expresses these tendencies with his dramatic proclamation
.

.

about the' death of Man.' With this in mind, it is important to draw attention to the way
in which the Nietzschean, Heideggerian and Foucaultian critical methods should not be
read as dispensing with the necessity of normative justification; rather, this alternative
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version of the Historical turn discloses dimensions of subjectivity neglected by a purely
normative understanding.
In chapters 2 and 3, I begin an analysis of the Foucaultian critical project keeping
in mind the operative definition of modernity and critique. The specific intent of these
sections is to resolve the ambivalence status ofKant. More precisely stated, far from
rejecting or superseding the Copernican turn, Foucault is better understood as reacting
towards Hegelian historiography. In chapter 2, this is demonstrated by rethinking
Foucault's famous thesis in The Order ofThings on the' Analytic of Finitude' and the
'death of Man' - the most problematic dimension of Foucault's body of work - as a
reaction against a Hegelian, as opposed to Kantian, formulation of philosophical
modernity. At the conclusion of this chapter, I locate the precise moment at which,
Foucault dispenses with a 'normative' conception of modernity and critique. Thus, while
Foucault's interpretation of post-Kantian philosophy marks a significant advance beyond
a particular formulation of left-Hegelianism, an idea inspired by Herbert Schnadelbach,
he does so in such a way as to deprive his conception of critique of a normative
dimension.
In chapter 3, I investigate the way in which the genealogical method is again a
reaction to a specifically Hegelian form of historiography. In this section, I draw from
Judith Butler's thesis in The Psychic Life ofPower that reads Hegel retrospectively
through the Nietzschean and Foucaultian critical frameworks. In doing so, this thesis will
once more advance the idea that Foucault's work is a reaction to and attempt to

sup~rsede

Hegelian Absolute Idealism. More precisely stated, I follow Butler in drawing attention
to the way in which the neglect of the body has distorted philosophical discussions about
)L~
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subjectivity and normativity. At the end of this section, I once more reflect on how this
particular understanding of subjectivity and the philosophical discourse of modernity
dispenseS with a normative conception of critique.

In Section II 'Foucault and the Linguistic Tum', I introduce and elaborate on the·
way in which the interpretation of the Foucaultian oeuvre benefits by being situated
within a theory of meaning. In chapter 4, I revisit many of the issues discussed in: the
introduction, although I develop more thoroughly the Habermasian conception of
modernity vis-a.-vis the linguistic tum. Accordingly, I argue against the Rortyean notion
of 'post-philosophy' that has exerted an influential interpretation of Foucault's work. It is
also here where I once again introduce the concept of the world-disclosing function of
language. I argue that while it may seem counterintuitive to pair Foucault and Habermas,
it is necessary since the Rortyean notion of post-philosophy eliminates that function of
language that works so centrally within the Foucaultian critical project.

In chapter 5, I reflect on a debate between John Searle and Hubert Dreyfus
concerning the status of intentionality. This section is a decisive move towards an
interpretation of Foucault within the philosophy of language. It is here that the worlddisclosing function of language is explicitly discussed in terms of the notion of
'background.' It is at this point that we return to Hubert Dreyfus's influential thesis on
Foucault (above) to elaborate the technical underpinnings of his work. I conclude this
section with a reflection on the way in which attentiveness to the background. or the preconceptual dimension of human experience can b~ said to underpin Foucault's antiHegelian historiography.
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PART I: THE PHILOSOPHICAL PROBLEM OF MODERNITY
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I. Kantian Paradoxes and Hegelian Solutions: The Detranscendentalization'of
Reason

Introduction: Kant's Problem

In Modernism as a Philosophical Problem, Robert Pippin puts forth a two-fold thesis that
seeks to ameliorate the tension: on the one hand, the radical historicism common to post
structuralism, late-pragmatism and hermeneutics and, on the other, the Enlightenment
tradition of a normative conception of modernity. Pippin suggests that both forms of
criticism ultimately raise a question about the status of autonomy. The former inquires
into 'the actual historical roots of the modem desire for autonomy', while the latter
concerns 'the very possibility of a revolutionary notion of reason' .41 According to Pippin,
the two positions can roughly be summarized as 'aesthetic modernism' and
'philosophical modernity.' Thus, the investigation of the 'historical roots' of modernity
can only be introduced as a critical question insofar as it is internally dependent on the
conditions of reason. In this sense, 'aesthetic modernism' is a form of critique that is only
made possible on the preconditions of an autonomous agent. Therefore, the original
concern of modernity is not simply an 'attitude' or 'ethos', as Michel Foucault would
have it, but rather an investigation into those conditions that are necessary for rational
agents to take this 'attitude' or 'ethos' to count as legitimate. In sum, modernity is
characterized by the pursuit of the 'grounding' for the autonomous subject. This'
autonomy is expressed as that subject which is able to apply a rule to itself, and whose
reason for this application refers to the normative or universal features of subjectivity.
Simply put, Pippin argues that this task is something philosophy cannot do without.

Robert Pippin. Modernism as aPhilosophical Problem, Cambridge: Blackwell
Publishers, 1993), p. 60.
41

34

35
Philosophical modernity therefore begins with Kant's paradoxical formulation of
subjectivity. The Copernican tum initiates the radical idea that in order for something to

count as an experience, desire, perception or intentional action it must be legislated by
the subject to itself. Thus, philosophical criticism can no longer rely on the dogmatic
assumptions of a 'given' reason, whether it is articulated in the form of the 'nature of
mind', God, or empirical causality. Thus, the mind is no longer conceived of as a mimetic
reflection of objects out there in the world; rather, what we take as appearing to us is
subject to the form legislating activity .of the spontaneous mind. Kant therefore
establishes the counterintuitive claim that the very conditions of our experience are also
the conditions of possibility for objects. Furthermore the conditions of possibility for our
experience are something that we cannot know, and yet they are' always at work. Foucault
puts it in the following way: "what we are not capable of knowing is precisely the
structure itself of the knowing subject, which makes it impossible for us to know it. ,,42 It
is here, within this negativity, or more precisely, the finitude of our experience, where the
conditions of possibility for knowledge and freedom are to be found. The task heretofore
is to articulate: "The mind's power of producing representations from itself,.43

It is essential to stress that Kant does not claim to 'discover' the faculties of
transcendental subjectivity. That is, there can be no theoretical proof of selfdetermination. One of the great problems for Kant was to secure freedom given the
immense success of the natural sciences. The cosmological order of the world was slowly
being overturned by empirical discoveries. Thus, the traditional theological and mythical'

42 Michel Foucault. The Hermeneutic ofthe Subject. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994).
43' Robert Pippin, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem (Cambridge: Blackwell
Publsiher, 1993), p. 56.
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understandings of human beings were becoming gradually demystified and disenchanted.
And yet, there was something deeply unsettling about the idea that the natural sciences
seemed to confirm that humans were nothing but the bio-physical stuff of the world. In
this sense, Kant could not claim to have 'found', or better yet, 'discovered' autonomy,
since this simply begs the question as to what theoretical proof would verify the freedom
of rational agents. Therefore, such 'facts of matter' in ~he empirical sciences are
prescribed by the self-determination of the subject. The solution, which to this day
remains deeply unsatisfying for many, is that the self-determination of subjects is <l;
condition of possibility for the ability to make claims about the world. 44
The conditions of possibility for experience therefore are limited to the
spontaneous activity of and the finite constraints on the I. By Kant's logic, our
representations of the world are mediated by our sensory input. Thus, the I passively
receives sensory-datum by which it is assembled into a conceptual unity by means of a
spontaneous activity. It is not that the sensory-datum determines the way in which the I
will perceive the object; rather the I receives the sensory-datum and 'determines the
conditions under which it can be affected by sensory input' .45 The I, however, cannot
introspectively uncover this spontaneous activity since that itself would 'always already'
be an instance of the original constituting activity. Put another way, the conditions of
imposing forms are part of the conditions of possibility of experience itself.
In drawing the distinction between the phenomenal and noumenal realms, Kant
leaves in tact the very subject-object dualism that he had sought to overcome. Since it is
not possible to inquire into the 'thing-in-itself, which is the source of our sensible

44
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Ibid., p. 50
Jurgen Habermas, Truth and Justification (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), p. 179.
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intuitions, Kant seems to leave open the question of how it is that the transcendental ego
interacts with the finite world. Put another way, concepts, as we have seen, simply
organize and then a priori determine the way in which the transcen?ental ego can be
affected by sensible intuitions. It seems however that this leaves open the possibility that
human beings, despite Kant's epistemological restriction, could still be deterministically
guided. That is, the idea of 'noumenal causality' necessarily leaves unanswered the
possibility that those unsynthesized intuitions playa larger role than merely their formal
legislation. Thus, the constitutive activity of the transcendental ego seems unfettered
from the content that it takes up and organizes. At this time, it seems that while Kant has
painstakingly secured a domain over-and-against the empiricist challenges, he has
nevertheless constructed the artifice of the transcendental ego on the foundations of
rationalism. That is to say, the form-legislating activity of the subject seems stable only
insofar as the form itself is understood as the nature of the mind. Or as Robert Pippin puts
it, "a necessary identity between the order of thought and the order of being' .46
The clearest manifestation of the resulting problems that arise from the Kantian
system

emerg~s

within the context of practical rationality. The Critique ofPure Reason

establishes the epistemological restrictions on how it is that rational agents can know and
make judgments about objects in the world. In the realm of practical reason Kant argues
that there can be no theoretical knowledge of our freedom. Thus, from a phenomenal
perspective human beings are nothing-but deterministically guided things-in-the-world.
According to Kant, however, such a standpoint cannot be assumed in the ethical realm.

Robert Pippin, "Hegel's Practical Rationality" In The Cambridge Companion to
German Idealism, edited by Karl Amerikas (Cambridge: Cambrdige University Press,
2000), p.184:
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The paradox arises from Kant's demand that if we are to impose a
principle (a maxim, the moral law) on ourselves, then presumably we must
have a reason to do; but ifthere was an antecedent reason to adopt that
principle, then that reason would not itself be self-imposed; yet for it to be
binding on us it had to be .,. self-imposed).50
,
To keep with our te~s, the question for practical reason is whether or not pure
reason can be actualized. Kant relies on a formal argument to ensure practical
reason and therefore juxtaposes the transcendental-I with the empirical-Me.).51
The Kantian formulation of the paradox seemingly maintains that the subject is
able to abdicate its position as an embodied being, and therefore, implicitly
assumes that the motivation derives from the logical elegance of 'practical
undenability. '
To be sure, this paradoxical formulation of practical reason is deeply unsatisfying
for Kant's successors. The dualism between heteronomy and autonomy, which fails to
produce a tenable answer to the subject's motivation for action, and the justification for
that action, results in a rather bizarre formulation of autonomy: "I am only truly free and
self-determining when I am not motivated, or not primarily motivated, by the things I
really care about". 52 Accordingly, Kant's attemptto develop an account of subjectivity
that is autonomous and self-legislating appears to rely on its own dogmatic
presuppositions. Thus, those philosophers who proceed from the Kantian system, and set
forth with the task of philosophical modernism are understood to seek to resolve this
paradoxical formulation. Pippin cautions, however, that: "Any answer that reverted to a

50 Ibid., p. 59.
51 Ibid., p. 227.
52 Ibid., p. 59.
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Therefore, it must be presupposed or taken-for-granted that we are free. The task for
Kant, therefore, as Pippin succinctly states it, is 'whether pure reason ... actually 'can be
practical', can actually determine the will).47 Put another way, is 'noumenal causality'
enough to ensure the actualization of pure reason in practical activity?
Kant therefore sets out to deduce the means by which agents can said to be
practically free. Kantargues that an agent cannot have any empirical interest in carrying
out her duty as a rational agent. That is, the agent is motivated to act by the 'fact of
reason.' His claim boils down to the fact that there is a 'practical undeniability' about
what it means to be a free agent: if I can raise the question about what it would mean to
legislate a norm to myselr'apart from an empirical interest as being the motivating or
determining factor for that legislation, then I cannot deny that I am indeed subject to that
norm. 48 In other words, Kant argues that because I cannot present a reason to act against
what is just' common sense', this alone speaks for the actualization of that moral law. It
is precisely this dualism that ensures the sanctity of the Kantian system, and also that
which generates its aporia.
But, as Terry Pinkard points out, appealing to the "fact of reason" does nothing
more than state the paradox).49 In arguing for the 'practical undeniability' Kant simply
responds with a formal argument for the moral itself. Put another way, the synthetic a
. priori, which ensures the universalizability of ethical norms, is derived from an absent
space. Pinkard dubs this the 'Kantian paradox' and provides the following definition:

47 Rober Pippi~, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem (Cambridge: Blackwell
Publsiher, 1993), p.185.
48 Ibid., p.185.
49 German Idealism, p. 59.
38

40
claim that we are rationally obliged to act that way would clearly beg the question what
they were interested in". 53
Thus, two interpretations of modem subjectivity emerge, and these two positions
express the attempts to resolve the paradoxical formulation of the Kantian subject that
takes the finitude of its experience as the conditions of possibility for all knowledge. The
critical question is precisely the point of contention among thinkers within modernity.
That is to say, what is at stake is how it is that freedom, history, language, and the
sciences are intelligible without compromising the autonomy of the subject. In Pippin's
words, this results in the following:
The clash between those who accuse a radical transcendental idealism of a
groundless, potentially 'nihilistic' self-originating subjectivism, and the
idealist charge that their opponents had retreated into uncritical
dogmatism, an indefensible reliance on something - Nature, or Being, or
the IndijJerenzpunkt, -- 'outside' of and determining subjectivity, had
begun, and would reappear in Heidegger's 'confrontation with Nietzsche,
in Derrida's with Husserl, in the post-Sartrean, structuralist attack on
phenomenology in general, and in many, many other contexts. 54

Thus, we arrive full circle to our initial question: how is the modem desire for autonomy
and mastery to be interpreted? Are we to proceed by means of an interrogation of those
structures that would seem to shape and inform the subject's motivation for action? In
this sense, the Enlightenment tradition as well as modernity itself can be taken as an
object of critical scrutiny. Such approaches typically proceed by demonstrating that
appeals to the 'lost unity of reason' are hopeless since they are 'always already' bound up
with those contingent and historically situated contexts that inform those standards by

Ibid., p. 59.
54 Robert Pippin, Modernity as a Philosophical Problem (Cambridge: Blackwell
Publishers, 1993), p. 59.
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which weare to assignnormativejustification. On the other hand, and keeping with
initial Kantian quest for autonomy, are we to proceed by means of establishing those
conditions that are normatively binding on subjects? As has already been indicated,
Pippin argues that the former is indeed dependent on the latter. That is, radical critiques
of reason that cast doubt on the modern desire for autonomy implicitly presuppose the
very conditions bX which rationality can be normatively conferred. This nevertheless
does not provide, an answer to the resolution of the above dichotomy. Like Kant, it simply
states the paradox.

III. The Hegelian Solution: Towards a Detranscendentalization of Reason

It is not possible to simply transition from Kant to Hegel. The passage from the Kantian

to the Hegelian system is marked by two important developments in transcendental
I

philosophy. It can generally be said that Kant left his predecessors with a series of
.dualisms that were unresolved. Kant had, in fact, affected the Copernican turn, but had
not convincingly established its actualized form. The distinction between nature and
freedom that Kant establishes to secure the autonomy of the subject over-and-against the
deterministic forces of either natural or religious dogmas amounts, in the end, to a
statement of the problem, not of its solution. This should not, however, go as far to
suggest that the move made to found the security of knowledge within the finitude of the
subject's experience is in vain. It is, rather, to acknowledge the fact that the unresolved
tension between subject and object (the thing-in-itself) must be resolved in reference to
the underlying unity that gives the conditions for both. The epistemological restriction, or
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the division between nature and freedom, gives rise to the untenable notion of selfauthorship of a preceding maxim. While many post-Kantian thinkers sought to resolve
the ambiguities of the Kantian system, it was those thinkers who focused on the dilemma
of self-authorship that sustained the promise of the Copernican revolution. Therefore,
before moving onto Hegel we must take a detour through Fichte. It is Fichte, after all,
who takes the 'Kantian paradox' to its logical conclusion.

3 Fichte: 'The BasiC Act'

As Kant has demonstrated, the transcendental ego cannot be practically considered a fact
of any kind. However, as we have seen in the case of the moral law, Kant appeals to the
'fact of reason.' Thus, we have the paradoxical formulation ofrational agent that applies
an antecedent reason to herself, which in tum short-circuits the primacy of selfauthorship. It can be said .that Fichte took aim at the 'Kantian paradox.' Thus, Fichte
.

sought to amend the Kantian paradox by way of arguing that the subject-object dualism
itself was subjectively instituted. 55 Thus, the Fichtean formulation of subjectivity
amounted to the idea that the" 'I' must 'posit' itself and the 'not-I' in order for either to
be determinate objects of a subject'sexperience".56 This claim thus simultaneously
rejects and radicalizes the Kantian idea of authorship: on the one hand by challenging the
concept/intuition division, and one the other by radicalizing the transcendental deduction
to the point that the 'factuality' of transcendental subjectivity was transformed into an
irreducible normative claim.

German Idealism, p. 113.
56 Ibid., p. 59.
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Terry Pinkard explains Fichte's resolution in terms of an inference license. 57 For
example, we have a simple inference such as 'if A, then A.' That is, we have the fact that·
if in a given state' A' then' A' is that given state. Thus, by means of this formal inference
we have established the fact of A. For Fichte, it is essential to stress that the fact of A
cannot account for that which posited the premise. Thus, it must be the case that there is a
non-derived form of inference that is the basis for all such intentional activity. While an
inference such as 'if A, then A' can be called a fact, we cannot, following Kant, say that
the I is also a fact. Thus, the 'basic normative fact' is the non-derived I, meaning that the
I posits itself. The difference f<?r Fichte is that reason is not a 'fact' but the 'act' of
attributing a status.
While Fichte seems to have resolved the 'Kantian paradox' with this equally
elegant formulation of the transcendental ego as the 'basic normative act', his system is
nevertheless riddled with paradoxes. Pinkard writes, "To adopt any kind of normative
stance at all is to commit oneself necessarily to the possibility of negation, of asserting a
not_A".58 Thus, Fichte argues for the primacy of self-consciousness or that point ~hich
cannot be superseded by any other point. The problem however is that if the subject is
considered to have conditioned the object, then the process can be reversed whereby the
object is said to have conditioned the subject. In his critique of 'mentalism' Habermas
expresses this in the following way: "If the representation of an object is the only mode in
which we can gain knowledge, a self-reflection that operates as a representation of my
own representings could not but turn the transcendental spontaneity that escapes all

57 Ibid., p, 113.
58 Ibid., p. 115.
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objectification into an object,,).59 In other words, the subject and object can be said to
mutually condition one another, and yet, like Kant, it is not certain which one is the
unconditional.

3.2 The Master/Slave Dialectic and the Space of Reason

Perhaps the clearest way of articulating the transition from Kant/Fichte to Hegel is
drawing attention to the difference between a deductive and developmental account of the
norm's 'actuality,.60 As we have seen in both the initial formulation of the Kantian
paradox, as well as Fichte's normative resolution, the solution offered by both thinkers
was purely formal. In the case of Kant we are given the 'fact of reason' and later with
Fichte the 'basic normative act' of self-authorship. In opposition to the above approaches,
Hegel establishes the 'actuality' of self-authorship by emphasizing the already operative
i

normative authority in a set of practices and discourses. 61
Hegel achieves this reworking of the notion of self-authorship by challenging the
distinction between concept and intuition. While Fichte, as we have seen above, likewise
challenged the concept/intuition dualism, he nevertheless maintains that division itself is
subjectively ·established, which leadsto the aporia detailed above. Hegel, by contrast,
argues that the duality is 'always already' established. Accordingly, as agents we come
into the world of ossified meanings and laws - the 'space of reasons.' Thus, the dualism
between concept and intuition is 'always already' posited.

~,
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59 Jurgen Habermas, Truth and Justification (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), p. 180.
60
'
German Idealism, p. 187.
61 Ibid., p. 188.
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For Hegel, Kant had demonstrated the abstraction of the dualism in his
'r

'Transcendental Deduction.' The main idea here is that Kant argued against the untenable
idea of un-synthesized intuitions. Hegel takes this to indicate, and thus inspire his grand
reversal, that the pure intuitions of space and time are themselves 'synthetic unities' and
spontaneity is 'the principle of the very sensibility which was previously characterized
only as receptivity' .62 It is no longer that we passively receive sensible intuitions by
which our concepts then determine the 'conditions under which it can be affected' .63
Rather, there is a larger unity in which such operations have already been established.
Thus, there is already a normative criterion at play within this' space of reason' that sets
out the means by which we give and ask for reasons. 64
The question before Hegel is the following: what is the 'issue' that provokes us to
take an object one way or another. Is it life? Kant had demonstrated that the
correspondence theory of truth that developed the task of bringing our representations
into relation with the world as it actually is would not suffice for modern critique. As
agents, therefore, we are actively apprehending these objects and we do so on a
normative basis. When we arrive to the dilemma of practical rationality, it seems as if
reason itself ultimately determines the 'issue' for us. As we have seen this is an untenable
position, since if reason itself provides us with motivation then agents cannot be said to
be self-legislating. It is here that Hegel sets forth the solution that the normative authority
of a law must be mutually recognized. That is, the agent is powerless to will a law unto·
himself, it must do so with another. Thus, Hegel sets forth the master/slave dialectic.

62
63
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Ibid., p. 247 fn.
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Jurgen Habermas, Truth and Justification (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), p.179.
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Hegel begins like Kant with a minimum description of an agent's practical
freedom. For Hegel, like Kant, human action cannot be understood as mere sensuous

,/

determination. That is, although it may be an empirical fact that humans are biophysically
constituted (causally determined) we cannot use this model to account for human action.
Conversely, just as we cannot conceive of ourselves as merely the end,result of our
biophysical processes, we must also not conceive of the reasons for action as derivative
of an exterior source. Accordingly, it is necessary to count purposeful action as the selflegislation of a maxim that the subject is understood to act in accordance with. This act of
self-legislation short-circuits the primacy of desire, since the subject has to detennine the
action she acts on, and that action is to be understood by means of her self-understanding.
Whereas Kant goes on to refine the notion of freedom by developing his account of
autonomy in accordance with the categorical imperative, Hegel stops here.
It is at this moment that Hegel delineates from the deductive account of autonomy
to the developmental model. Put another way, we cannot establish the operative
definition of autonomy by appeal to a 'purely methodological procedure', since this
simply begs the question of self-authorship. 65 For Hegel, an agent just chooses a maxim
(for whatever reason) and it is only until she is confronted with another agent that the
process towards the actualization of autonomy can begin. Accordingly, the two agents
come into contact with one another with opposing maxims. The initial reaction is to
demand (or force) the other to 'confer' the legitimacy of her maxim. It is important to
note at this point that 'This struggle, however, has no natural stopping point' , meaning
that there is no deductive principle available to direct the two agent's to some mutual
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agreement. 66 Rather, the process leads to a subordination of the other to the maxim of the
one. Hence, the other becomes the slave subjected to the law of the master who is the
author of that law. 67
The next stage in the dialectic of the Master and slave yields both the paradox and
the resolution. As we have seen, Hegel moves from the methodological approach to selflegislation to the practical. The Master has subjected the slave to his maxim. In doing so,
the Master takes his own law as the law, and therefore, he believes to have authored the
law legitimately. This, however, is only legitimate on the basis of the slave's forced
consent. The fact that the Master must appeal to the slave in order to justify that law to
which the slave is subordinated yields the paradox. If the Master has truly legislated the
law then he would not have to appeal to the slave to confer his authorship. The Master
therefore remains dependent on the slave to 'entitle'the Master's self-legislation.
Conversely, the slave internalizes the law of the Master and has the 'objective point of
view itself - meaning that the subject must subject herselfto the law. In doing so, the
slave begins to understand 'what it would mean to be a lawgiver".68
The key to understanding Hegel's reformulation of the 'Kantian paradox' is that
the agent is at first lawless. Whereas Kant and Fichte's model of self-authorship cannot
account for the possibility of a lawless agent on the basis of their deductive model, Hegel
takes this as his starting point. In doing so, this opens the possibility for the 'struggle for
recognition' by which the one and the other must both take the position of master and
slave, meaning that they subject themselves to one another's law. Thus, the paradox is

66 Ibid., p. 226.
67 Ibid., p. 228.
68 Ibid., p. 229.
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resolved in the sense that the process of conferring the normative authority of a law is a
'social matter'. 69 In other words, self-authorship is mutually dependent on the will of
both authors.
With this move Hegel effectively de-transcendentalizes reason. Put another way,
Hegel's transition from the deductive to the developmental model of normative authority
is achieved on the basis of establishing the locus of mutual recognition. Accordingly, the
perverse 'transcendental idealism' of Kant and Fichte is no longer burdened with the
nihilistic consequences of subjectivism. Hegel inaugurates the moment of philosophical
modernity that will emphasize the practical dimension of reason over that of the
theoretical.

3.3. The Centrality of Hegel?

The title page for the Hegel chapter in Terry Pinkard's German Philosophy: The Legacy

ofIdealism reads: 'The Revolution Completed? Hegel". This, indeed, is the question of
modernity. Jurgen Habermas has written elsewhere that while Hegel was not the first
philosopher of modernity, he was the first to articulate modernity as a philosophical
problem. 7o More precisely stated, Hegel was the first demonstrate the 'constellation
among modernity, time-consciousness, and rationality' .71 As we have seen, Hegel has
effectively detranscendentalized truth, reason and freedom. The aporia of the Kantian
system, which found its. mature expression with Fichte, threatened to undermine the
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Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse ofModernity (Cambridge: MIT Press,
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radical notion of freedom that Kant had taken pains to articulate. In the case of practical
'r -

reason, the dichotomy between heteronomy and autonomy gave rise to what we have
called the Kantian paradox. In identifying subjectivity with reason itself, Kant failed to
convincingly demonstrate the way in which practical rationality is actualized.
The crucial move for the Hegelian resolution was to displace the primacy of the
deductive method and replace it with a developmental model. In doing so, Hegel
uncovered the locus of mutual recognition that subsequently pla'ced rationality on earth
once again. Hegel introduced reason into the 'social space', which is constituted by
ossified meanings, norms and practices - as Pinkard stresses 'ways of giving and asking
for reason' - of a-'common ethical life' that is composed of 'formative institutions,.72
The subject, therefore, inhabits this normative domain in which these various components
of the 'social space' are taken-far-granted and natural. It is crucial to stress, however, that'
these meanings, norms and practices are antecedent only insofar as they developed
historically, as opposed to a 'transcendental power' that is deduced or discovered. The
mediating effects of institutions express the' actualization of the concept' because they
are the only means by which a subject can phenomenologically experience the 'trace of
reason,.73 The point is that these ossified ways of doing things become fluid once again
by means of a 'movement of self-reflection'; that is, the collective self-determination or

Geist of a historical community: from the 'in-itself to the 'for-itself.'
- Introducing the historical nature of re!lson is not without its problems. As Pippin
notes, Hegel is pressed to distinguish the difference between normativity and

German Idealism, p. 194.
73 Robert Pippin, "Hegel's Practical Rationality" The Cambridge Companion to German
Idealism, edited by Karl Amerikas (Cambridge: Cambrdige University Press, 2000) p.
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historicity.74 This is simply the difference between a self-determined historical narrative
(one in which the subj ects of a historical community can be shown rationally attach
themselves to certain laws) and a historical narrative that is marked by discontinuity and
contingency (the subjects 'happen' take have certain practices which are not rationally
established). Pippin argues that Hegel is emphatic that the latter is not an option, since it
relies on a 'positivity' that is both pre-critical and dogmatic. Hegel is therefore pressed to
justify that the te/os of human experience has been implicit in Western experience all
along. In doing so, Hegel risks setting forth the idea of a supra-subject that absolves all
contradictory forms of life in advance and independent of its subj ects. This, in fact, is
precisely the image of Hegel's system that thinkers such as Pippin and Pinkard seek to
reject. Hegel's developmental account of history is not eschatological, meaning it does
not guarantee a pure future; rather, the dialectic is on going and incomplete. In this vein,
Pippin is careful to stress that Hegel's developmental or dialectical model of reason
admits that there are 'vast areas of human experience are unconnected and have no
rational relation to the past,.75 While this tempers the 'metaphysical' criticisms of the
Hegelian system it leaves open the path for those thinkers that stress the primacy of the
unconnected areas of human experience in the development of reason throughout history.
At the conclusion of Modernity as a Philosophical Problem, Pippin argues for the
centrality of Hegel within modernity. This amounts to the assertion that it is the Hegelian
reformulation of the Kant's initial conception of the autonomous subject that remains the
most compelling model of subjectivity. While it is Kant that 'stands permanently at the
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door' of those attempts to return to a kind of pre-critical language it is Hegel's
detranscendentalization of reason, which assumes a form that is linear, progressive, and
developmental, that remains the most palpable theoretical formulation. Pippin, therefore,.
can be understood to respond negatively to Pinkard's question above; that is, Hegel does
not complete the revolution, but understood in the right way, he does offer the standards
by which we can account for the historical narrative of modernity.

4 Kantian Paradoxes and 20 th Century Solutions: Foucault and Habermas

In the context of the above formulation, 20 th century thought is particularly interesting,
since thinkers on both sides of the' clash' have abandoned the pursuit of a 'ground.'
Whether it is post-empiricist and post-analytic thought of the Anglo-American tradition,
French post-structuralism, or the radical hermeneutics of the German tradition the
question has been raised as to the extent to which concepts such as reason, truth and
freedom are understood as radically contingent. The appeal to such 'transcendental'
features of subjectivity has been subsequently abandoned. In the case of a moral theory
this radicalization of the historical nature of the transcendental has yielded passionate
defenses. There are those who argue that the contingent nature of reason, truth and
freedom occludes the possibility for a universal theory of morality. Conversely, there are
thinkers that maintain, in spite of this contingency, that a moral theory is possible,
·1

although the means by which it is to be conceived is to be reconsidered.
Perhaps the paramount instance of this 'clash' is between.Michel Foucault and
Jurgen Habermas. As Michael Kelly points out, Foucault and Habermas mutually
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dispense with the transcendentally grounded, self-constituting subject. In the present
context, it could be said that both thinkers attempt to carefully steer a course between an
excessive idealism and an uncritical dogmatism. More specifically, it comes with the
rejection of the task to articulate the structure of the 'self-grounding' subject. The aporia
of the Kantian system seems to indicate the necessity for an alternative direction.
Foucault and Habermas, therefore, can be understood to offer solutions to this
paradoxical formulation.
Generally stated, the commonality between Foucault and IIabermas is the
detranscendentalization of reason, truth and freedom. Given their common adherence to
Kant, the philosophical dispute is the question of the means by which philosophical
criticism is to proceed with such a detranscendentalization. It is at this point where Hegel
emerges as a central thinker to this dispute. For Hegel, the way to resolve the paradoxical
nature of the Kantian system is to collapse the distinction between concept and intuition.
This gives rise to the "social space of reason," in which self-legislation can then be
conceived of as having normative value, if and only if, it is intersubjectively verified. The
added element of mutual recognition yields the 'movement' of historical 'forms.'
Accordingly, the social spaces in which these normatively conceivedintersubjective
relationships manifest become intelligible in a way that the "a priori space" of Kantian
Idealism could not.
What is curious about the debate between Foucault and Habermas is that so little
has been said about the status of Hegel in either thinker's writings. It is well known that
Hegel is taken as the archenemy of post-structural thought. Biographically speaking it is
the tutorship of the great French Hegelian scholar (Jean Hyppolite) leads Foucault to
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abandon his Marxist-Phenomenological perspective that pervades his work in Madness

and Civilization. Conversely, Hegel plays a central role among the Frankfurt tradition of
Critical Theory. Although Hegel figures less centrally into Habermas's work, he
nevertheless informs his perspective on the status of modernity.
In short, the central issue concerns the ways in which thede-transcendentalization
.

I

of reason is carried out by Foucault and Habermas. The key difference between
Habermas and Foucault is the fact that the latter picks up the Nietzschean and
Heideggerian thread of this socialization of space. Nietzsche and Hiedegger actively
pursue a critical departure from Hegel. This is primarily expressed in these authors
emphasis on the subjugatiion that makes such sociation possible. Habermas, by contrast,
defends a positive account of sociation that is inspired by the Hegelian model of
historiography. This is primarily understood in his theory of communicative-action,
which takes its model of intersubjectivity from the mutual recognition present within the
master/slave dialectic. Moreover, the claim that the actualization of reason is to take
place within and constitute the normative domain of a common ethical life, dually implies
the functioning of institutions and subjects who experience the actualization of reason.
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I. The Analytic of Finitude and The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity:
Foucault pt.!

The Order ofThings remains one of Foucault's most provocative and influential books. It
is here where Foucault declares the 'death of Man.' According to Foucault, the
Copernican tum marks the moment at which man becomes both an object of knowledge
and a knowing subject. Man is thus shown to be involved with the very objects he
attempts to represent. The task after Kant is to determine the conditions under which
representations are determined true or false, and these conditions are linked to the finite
structure of Man. In other words, the positivity of knowledge is to be taken as
simultaneously fundamental in the sense that Man discovers in the object his own
authorization. Man is, therefore, condemned to an endless task of clarifying the form
apart from the content, pulling the transcendental from the empirical, the cogito from the

unthought, and the retrieval of the lost origin.
In the first part of this essay, I will reconstruct Beatrice Han's analysis of the
ambivalence of Kant's status within The Order ofThings. It is here that Han develops the
provocative thesis that Foucault conceives of two versions of the transcendental theme: a
'good' one and a 'bad' one. (I). This will be the background against which Herbert .
Schnadelbach's revision of the Analytic of Finitude will be discussed. Common to both
Han and Schnadelbach's reading of Foucault is the identification that the anthropological
theme of the transcendental does not underwrite the Kantian critical project from its
initiation in The Critique ofPure Reason. Likewise, Schnadelbach and Han also preserve
a notion of an undistorted version of the transcendental. The former understands the
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original transcendental to have been distorted in the passage from Kant to Hegel, while
'I

the latter, following from Foucault, understands the distortion to be internal to Kant's
work (namely, from the Critique to the Anthropology). I will explore the implications for
each of these readings and ultimately conclude that Schnadelbach's thesis is more
substantive (II).

1 The Ambivalence of Kant

Beatrice Han begins the reconstruction of the Foucauldian oeuvre by working out the
theoretical inconsistencies of Foucault's analysis of modernity in The Order ofThings. It
is here, according to Han, where Foucault seems to offer two incompatible accounts of
Kant's status within modernity. More importantly, it this fundamental ambivalence that
likewise has bearing on the entire Foucaultian critical project. On the one hand, in
chapters 7 and 8, Foucault presents Kant as arbiter of the modem episteme, as having
successfully demonstrated the necessary division between the transcendental and the
empirical. On the other hand, in chapter 9, Foucault interprets the 'threshold of
Modernity' as being underwritten by the anthropological theme from the outset of the

Critique. Following this logic to its conclusion, Han asks: "Does this mean that there
would be in Kant a 'good' and a 'bad' version of the transcendental theme?".76 The good
version would be that theme of the transcendental originally established by the Critique
and the bad version would be that theme of transcendental which is anthropological in

l

76 Beatrice Han, Foucault's Critical Project (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004),
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structure. Thus, given the ambiguity in OT, Han argues that Foucault's diagnosis of
modernity is incomplete.
For Han, the stakes for Foucault's answer to this question are 'doubly
important' .77 That is, both the legitima.cy of his diagnosis of modernity and the coherency
of his work hinge on the clarity of these dual interpretations. Likewise, Han takes this
'transcendental dualism' as a general framework by which to assess the developments in
Foucault's critical projects. Foucault (and Han), therefore, must determine whether or not
the transcendental theme was perverted from .the outset; that is, whether.or not the
transcendental theme is underwritten by the anthropological structure. In doing so,
Foucault will be able to establish whether the possibility for a nonanthropological version
of the transcendental remains available for his critical project. 78 Is this the task of
Foucault's critical project?
Han provides two qualifications that Foucault's analysis would have to meet ifit
were to claim to have uncovered the' good' transcendental theme. First, Han is careful to
point out that the anthropological theme cannot simply be the consequence of a postKantian interpretation, which has been projected back to Kant-as-such: "Indeed, the fact
that this theme [transcendental] was negatively interpreted by the

post-K~mtians

does not

necessarily mean that it was already irredeemable at its Kantian origins. 79 If it turns out to
be the case that Foucault was implicitly working with a post-Kantian understanding of
the transcendental theme Foucault's diagnosis, as well as the theoretical basis for this
proposed project, will be determined illegitimate. Secondly, and on the basis of the first,
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Han suggests that if Foucault is to have successfully located a nonathropological theme
. then he would be justified in 'searching elsewhere' for a revised version of the
transcendental. 80 To this, Han intimates that the nonanthropological theme is taken by
Foucault to be nonsubjective (the historical a priori of his archaeological period).
Han's analysis thus far raises interesting questions to consider concerning the
,

relationship between philosophical thought and modernity. For instance, if there is, to use
our current terms, a 'good' version of the transcendental theme, it seems that there is also
the possibility for alternative conceptions of how to preserve it without falling in the
transcendental-empirico doublet. Following from this, is it possible to say that the
analytic of finitude set forth in OT offers a critical resource by which to determine
illegitimate conceptions of the transcendental? Also, is this an adequate description of the
task for modem philosophy, to discover a nonanthropologicai version of the
transcendental? Finally, is the key to securing a 'good' version of the transcendental by
means of a nonsubjectivist position?
On the basis of the above, Han thus far, is in agreement with many of Foucault's

c

harshest critics. In identifYing the ambivalence of the position of Kant, Han raises the
question as to whether Foucault's diagnosis of modernity as being underwritten by the
anthropological theme is at all viable. To this she adds the possibility that Foucault's
diagnosis may simply be the result of a post-Kantian interpretation. To address the
critical questions raised against Foucault, Han turns to a relatively unknown work
produced by the young Foucault: his translation of Kant's Anthropologyfrom a
Pragmatic Point of View and a companion piece Commentary. Han argues that within

80
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Commentary one can find Foucault's earliest formulation of man as that 'strange
empirico-transcendental doublet'}1 The benefit of this text, as opposed to the sweeping
historicism of The Order o/Things, is that Foucault deals explicitly with Kant's critical
project. In turning to Commentary, Han will be able to determine whether or not Foucault
addresses the above stated inconsistencies.

1.1 Two Versions of the Transcendental: Foucault's 'Qualitative Leap'

Commentary offers the' zero point' by which to investigate Foucault's description of the
'threshold of our Moderpity'. For one, it offers the possibility to diagnosis precisely that
moment where Foucault detects the anthropological theme of the transcendental in Kant's
corpus. More precisely, Commentary establishes this investigation in the transition from
the Critique to the Anthropology. The Anthropology is a unique site for Foucault, because
it is the first time that the dual structure of man emerges; that is, "The object of

Anthropology would therefore be neither the 'subject in itself' of the Second Critique, nor
the 'pure l' as studied in the first, but an 'object-I' - also 'subject' - in others words, man
in his paradoxical identity as determined and determining subject".82 In this sense, the

Anthropology lends itself to the hybridity that Foucault criticized in OT. The fact that the
Anthropology takes the subject as 'object-I', however, does not yet permit Foucault to
assume.that the transcendental theme is distorted as early as the Critique. What is
necessary, therefore, is that Foucault find evidence that the direction o/priority between

81 Michel Foucault, The Order o/Things (New York: Vintage, 1994), p.19.
82 Beatrice Han, Foucault's Critical Project (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004),
p.20.
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the Critique and the Anthropology is reversL: "[T]he Anthropology would be its [the·.
Critique's] mute presupposition".83
I

Foucault begins his study with the identification of the anthropological repetition that

I.

.

is expressed in the relationship between the Critique and the Anthropology. According to
I

Han, "It is possible to give four meanings td this 'anthropologico-critical repetition", to
which "[Clorrespond four possihle

reJation~

between the Anthropology and the Critique:

•
•
i'
d'
. or me
I
d"ItatlOn....
" 84 For present purposes, th·e
mIrronng,
loun
atlOn, comp I ementanty,

fourth (mediation) will be treated here. It cal be briefly said, however, that the first three
I

are unproblematic because the AnthropoloJ (which roughly stands as the empirical
investigation ofthe transcendental

faculties~ remains in a subordinate position to the

Critique (that which establishes the transcen1dental faculties). Thus, in remaining in this

subordinate position Kant maintains the septation between the transcendental and the
.

.

I

empirical and is not susceptible to the

anthr~pological doublings diagnosed in The Order

of Things.

The fourth option, by contrast, which is thediation,
seemingly reverses the direction
I
.
of priority of the Critique and the Anthropotlgy. Also, the fourth repetition is unique in
.

I

that Foucault insists that it be read retrospectively through Kant's later writing in Opus

Posthumum~.

.

85

I

That is; Kant reintroduces thd relationship between God, the world, and
.

.

I

man. It is here where the theme of 'mediation'
receives its operative definition:
.
I
"[W]hereas the first two [God and the worldll were given identical status in the

'Transcendental Dialectic' as 'ideas' of pure reason, the third [man] now reveals itself as

83 Ibid., p. 21.
84 Ibid., p. 22.
85 Ibid., p. 25.
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the mediation through which world and God can be united".86 Thus, for the first time,
man in his anthropological structure appears as that concrete site which can 'unite' the
empirical (the world) and the transcendental (God).
Given this retrospective reading, and in contrast to the other three repetitions that
clearly maintain a subordinate position of the Anthropology to the Critique, the fourth
repetition expresses a paradoxical relationship. That is, while the fourth repetition repeats
the subordination of the Anthropology to the Critique, it implicitly suggests that the:
"[R]epetition itself ... could move the Critique toward a more finished form, of which
anthropology was the hidden presupposition, provided that repetition is given its greatest
range and the dialectical and dynamic sense of an Aujhebung". 87 In other words, if the

Anthropology were taken to function as the realization of the 'yet unrealizable project
introduced by The Critique ofPure Reason' then it would seem as if Kant had silently
presupposed the possibility for the transcendental to be thought through the empirical. 88
Consequently, and in relation to Foucault's retrospective reading (above) the fourth
repetition introduces the concept of Man as that being which can "[A]chieve the synthesis
between world and God, it is only in his double nature as empirically limited being and
transcendentally determining subject, in other words in his properly anthropological
dimension".89 Thus man, as 'object-I', attains the unique position of being that through,
which the antinomy of the original formulation of the Critique can be synthesized.
This dual structure comes dangerously close to violating the primacy of the Critiquf!
in two ways. First, it lends itselfto the possibility of returning philosophy to a precritical

86 Ibid., p.
87 Ibid., p.
88 Ibid., p.
89 Ibid., p.
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formulation in which the empirical is taken as constitutive of reality as such. Secondly, in
'r·

an allusion to a later Hegelain formulation, reflection on man would in turn yield a
reflection on the world; that is, it would seem as if man created those objects that he
encounters. This is narrowly avoided however for the following reason: "[A]lthough the
world is the' source' of knowledge ... it can only be so on the basis of a 'transcendental

!

. I

I

correlation between passivity and spontaneity,' that is, for the transcendental subject, in
that it a priori unites sensibility and understanding".90 In other words, the emphasis on
the 'transcendental correlation' reasserts the primacy of the Critique, which ensures that
the empirical world as the 'source' of knowledge does not take precedent over that of the
transcendental unity. What remains unclear, however, is whether or not the objects of the
world, on the basis of the above description, appear only insofar as they are referred to
this transcendental correlation. That is, Kant still maintains the distinction between thing
and thing-in-itself, which generates the phenomena that are organized by the
transcendental synthesis. The inverse of this relationship, that which would be a Hegelian
formulation, would accord the transcendental synthesis a wider range in the constitution
of objects ('the source') as such.
The emergence of man as the empirico-transcendental doublet through the fourth
anthropological repetition has not yet subordinated the Critique to the Anthropology. It is
easy to see, however, how the descriptions thus far seemingly prefigure that
anthropological theme that Foucault criticizes in OT. In addition to the added concept of
Man, Foucault also identifies that concept which will play an essential role in OT's
diagnosis of 'philosophical anthropologies': the fu'ndamental. According to Han, the

90 Ibid., p. 26.
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fourth form of anthropological repetition (mediation), which both establishes the concept

I

"'-...

of Man and threatens to reverse the direction of priority between the Critique and the

Anthropology, avoids the circularity of the empirical and the transcendental insofar as it
"defines the place from which it is simultaneously possible to think the empirical under
its concrete forms and to return to them that which founds them".91 In less technical
terms, and the way in which Foucault describes it in OT, anthropological mediation"
'carries the a priori toward the fundamental' (C, 80)" (Han, 27). The fundamental,
therefore, while reversing the direction of priority between the Critique and the

Anthropology, nevertheless, ensures that "empirical finitude always appears as already
transcendentally fou~ded".92 The theme of retrospection will continue to develop
throughout Commentary, until it finds its full form in association with the originary.
At the conclusion of her discussion of the anthropological repetitions and the
fundamental, Han notes that Foucault first mentions the possible perils that post-Kantian
philosophical anthropologies could face. While the fundamental maintains a coherent .
structural relationship between the transcendental and empirical determination, it does
introduce the possibility for "natural access" to the fundamental. 'Natural access' simply
means that, in disregard for the direction of priority that must necessarily be maintained
between the transcendental and the empirical, there is the temptation to take the empirical
as a transcendental condition.

93

According to Foucault, and as indicated by his criticism

in OT, this is precisely the error Post-Kantians commit: "Consequently, these
anthropologies will attempt to make th~ empirical work as its own foundation by

9\ Ibid., p.17.
92 Ibid., p. 27.
93 Ibid., p. 27.
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constituting the 'the field of passivity from which all the human sciences would derive
. their foundation and their possibility",.94
The final dimension of Foucault's Commentary as it relates to the ambivalence of
the transcendental theme in OT, concerns the concept of the 'originary.' As we have seen
above, while the fourth repetition of the anthropological theme (mediation) seems to
reverse the direction of priority between the transcendental and the empirical, the
relationship nevertheless remains structurally coherent. That is, and related to Han's
requirements outlined above, the establishment of the fundamental only threatens the
possIbility of a post-Kantian confusion of the empirical and the transcendental, it does not

necessarily result in the Fold95 diagnosed in OT. Therefore, Foucault's thesis in OT
remains in question. It is, however, according to Han, the introduction of the 'originary'
that

will decenter the 'structural' stability between the Critique and the Anthropology,

and, thus, criticism. This takes place principally through the increased role of the '
retrospective' function of criticism introduced by the fourth repetition and the corollary
concept 'the fundamental.'
The originary is introduced by way of a second connection between the empirical
and the transcendental: Geist. Han introduces Foucault's work on Geist with two
qualifications: first, that Foucault's comments are 'polemical' in tenor; second, that for
Foucault, it is Geist, that secures the connection between the Anthropology and the

Critique. 96 On the basis of these qualifications, Han concludes: "Thus, it is in what
should be both the thesis of repetition's peak and most stable foundation that it gives way ,

94 Ibid., p. 28. ,
95 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Vintage, 1994), p. 341.
96 Beatrice Han, Foucault's Critical Project (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004),
p.28.
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to that of decentering".97 It is clear from Han's qualifications that this section seek~ to
unsettle (by whatever means possible) the direction of priority between the Critique and
the Anthropology, which, thus far, has been so steadfastly and carefully maintained.
Han begins, with some general descriptions of the function of Geist that amount
to an emphasis of its practical nature. It is clear from the very first comments that Geist
addresses the question of freedom in the anthropological dimension; that is, Geist is
introduced by Kant in reference to 'noumenal' causality, which defines, according to
Han: "the pragmatic dimension ofthe 1797 text, and therefore the specifically
anthropological terrain"

.98

This role becomes much clearer when the opposing term to

Geist is that of Gemut (the empirical dimension of consciousness). Geist and Gemut,
therefore, take on the role of spontaneity and passivity that is presented first within the

Critique. It is crucial to mention, however, that since this is the specifically
anthropological dimension the expressions of these more general terms are considerably
. different. For Han, this clearly takes form in the functional equivalent that Geist is to
establish within the Anthropo~ogy: "[I]f Geist can serve,. like freedom in the second
/

Critique, as the 'keystone' of the Anthropology, it is because, Gemut, which is identified
with an 'empirical and passive nature,' the study of which would belong to psychology, it
permits the legitimization ... of the nonidentity of the subject with its empiricity".99 To
this Han adds that Geist is understood by Foucault to have a considerable role in the
.
.
Anthropology in that it 'provides the ground for the possibility of spontaneous action' .100

97 Ibid., p. 28.
98 Ibid., p. 28.
99 Ibid., p. 28.
100 Ibid., p. 28.
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The relationship of Geist to both the practical dimension and to the transcendental
and the empirical is clarified when Commentary establishes a 'functional parallelism' .101
This takes the form of the Idea of the first Critique, which, is argued by Kant, to be the
- end result of reason's natural move beyond the boundaries of possible experience; this
'going beyond' is principally driven towards the assembly of the 'whole' of experience.
As Terry Pinkard explains, reason itself is not sufficient to establish the truth of
inferences; thus, reason is led: "[T]o search for 'grounds' or 'conditions' for judgments,
which in turn leads its inevitability to seek something that is unconditioned, that is a final
ground, a ground that has no further ground behind itself'. 102 In the traditional Kantian
formulation of the Idea it is subordinate to the first-order perceptions of individual
objects. This captures the thoroughly 'regulative' role ofIdeas within the first Critique.
What is particularly important about Kant's first and second order distinction is that it
maintains not only the homogeneity, but also the primacy of the transcendental. That is,
while the Idea is considered to be an 'excess' of reason it does not in any sense
'constitute' the means by which reason is to be exercised; the Idea is never required to
-inscribe itself within reason.
Ideas, however, do not play only a 'regulative' role, as was the case in Classical
metaphysics when Ideas were considered 'accurate representations of other
'unconditioned to.talities' .103 In this sense, Ideas gave rise to antinomies, which are

Ibid., p. 29. 
_ 102 Michel Foucault, "Truth and Power" In The Foucault Reader, edited by Paul Rabinow
(New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 42.
103 Beatrice Han, Foucault's Critical Project (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004),
p.29.
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defined as 'equally well-licensed contradictions' produced by pure reason. 104 The most
/

famous antinomy produced by the first Critique concerns that of freedom; that is,
transcendentally produced Ideas gave rise to a dualistic conception of man as both
determined by physical forces and free to determine the course of his own action. Kant
famously resolves this antinomy by arguing that it can only be defended from a 'practical
point of view' , which is defined in opposition to 'theoretical knowledge.'

105

On the basis of the above, it is possible to understand the unique role that Geist
occupies within the Anthropology. First, Geist is the transcendental/empirical corollary of
that pr;actical resolution that was established in the second Critique. As mentioned above,

Geist is similar to freedom in the sense that it is affected by 'noumenal causality'.
Second, and in addition to the former, while following the same form, Geist is also the
functional corollary to the Idea. With the Idea, by contrast, Foucault emphasizes only
specific aspects of its function within the first Critique, while dispensing with others. For
one, as indicated in the above, the Idea is simply 'regulative' and not 'constitutive'.
According to Han, Foucault twice insists that Geist is '''not regulative'" and instead
stresses: "[T]he dynamic that pushes reason to exceed the limits of experience at the
theoretical level, and the concrete movement through which Geist 'causes the empirical
.and concrete life of Gemut to continue on' (C,

52)".106

Thus, Foucault preserves the most

powerful aspect of the Idea and dispenses with that which limits it. Moreover, Foucault
understands this to take place on the practical level as indicated in his reference to the
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'concrete movement'. Thus, Geist pushes beyond the limits of the empirical at the
practical level.

It is precisely this analogue, which will allow' Foucault to take the 'daring and
qualitative leap' by which the direction of priority that has been so carefully and
steadfastly maintained throughout the Anthropology is to be reversed. 107 This occurs
when Foucault takes Geist and the 'nature' of reason as that which pushes beyond the
limits of experience. More precisely stated, Geist in its unrestrained 'constitutive'
dimension seemingly 'grounds' reason itself in the unconditional: "Geist does not,
therefore, 'animate' only Gemut, but reason itself, which finds itself suddenly deposed
from its sovereign position and returned to that which, from the shadows, would have
already determined its speculative movement, and which, as its' nature,' would be
constitutively destined to e~cape".108 This stands in direct opposition to the original
conception of the Idea (above) as that which is in a second-order relation the first-order
conditions of possibility experience. That is, it is necessary for the Idea to be inscribed
within the conditions of possibility for experience.
The relationship between the Anthropology and the Critique is now reversed
whereby the direction the priority that once held reason apart from the empirical gives
rise to: "[T[he paradoxical inscription of the transcendental within experience". 109 The
main idea here is that with the previous relationship between the Anthropology and the

Critique, the transcendental subject is both chronologically and temporally incongruent
with the empirical ego; that is, the transcendental subject is the condition of possibility

107 Ibid., p. 29.
108 Ibid., p. 29.
109 Ibid., p. 30.
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for the very appearance of both the empirical ego and the empirical object. In keeping the
transcendental subject logically and temporally apart from the empirical realm, Kant is
taken to have secured the proper domain for autonomy. The problem for Foucault,
however, is that when Kant transitions to Anthropology the transcendental subject is
found within the empirical realm. That is, the conditions of possibility for transcendental
subjectivity are referred back to empirical existence. According to Han, the concept of
the originary, or that which is 'already there', establishes the role of retrospection (above)
in radically new way: "The thematic of the 'already there' specific to the originary
consequently establishes a new relationship between the two terms, a relationship of
retrospective presupposition". 110 The retrospective function of criticism, which already
occupied an equally precarious role with the introduction of the fundamental, is now
realized in its full as that which affirms the perversion of the transcendental theme. This
.i

anthropological theme of the transcendental, therefore, posits that which must preexist
itself in order to establish its very ability to posit. By virtue of the anthropological
transposition of the transcendental subject within the empirical, man now emerges as
empirico-transcendental doublet.

1.2 Foucault's Strategic Move

Han develops

sev~ral

interpretations of the implications the Commentary will have for

the rest of the Foucauldian project. To begin, Han suggests that Foucault's writings are
better read as a polemic against Edmund Husserl, as opposed to scholarship on Kant.

110
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That is, many of Foucault's preoccupations with concepts such as the 'a priori of
existence', "density of becoming' and 'emergence' seem foreign to Kant's concerns. III It
would make autobiographical sense for Foucault to implicitly criticize Husserl given that
the predominate paradigm of thought in 50s Paris was the existential-phenomenology of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul. Sactre. But Han avoids this reduction, in favor of
an alternative, ifnot evasive, conclusion. That is, Han suggests that Foucault's work in
Commentary is better read as strategic as opposed to theoretical (33). That is, while
Foucault does not succeed in demonstrating theoretically the inconsistency of The
Critique ofPure Reason with respect to the anthropological theme of the transcendental,
Han suggests that: "[T]he Commentary can be read as a tentative attempt to show that as
soon as Kant left the terrain of the Critique for that of the Anthropology, the 'Fold' (OT,
341) of the transcendental onto the empirical and the 'network of radical
misunderstandings and illusions' (C, 123) that it engendered were irrevocably generated
by man's duality as the empirico-transcendental doublet". \12 Furthermore, and with
respect to the original question of the status of modernity, Han takes this to suggest that
modernity does not per se begin with the Critique but that ''' ... the line of division passes
within Kant's work itself, separating the original formulation of the transcendental theme
from its later versions".113
Admittedly, Han's conclusion that Foucault's reading of Kant is 'strategic'
remains somewhat vague with respect to the initial questions raised. Foucault's strategic
move does no more to resolve the ambiguity of the transcendental theme that was

Ibid., p. 33.
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113 Ibid., p. 35.
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expressed in the contradictory status of Kant in The Order a/Things. Nor does it answer
whether or not Foucault deals all along with a post-Kantian interpretation of the
transcendental theme, not the actual work. This is not to say that Han is incorrect in
taking the work in Commentary to prefigure and clarify, that which comes in The Order

a/Things specifically, and the archaeological period in general. What it does offer us is
the simple fact that the anthropological theme of the transcendental does not underwrite
the Critique from the outset, as is evidenced by Han's suggestion that Foucault takes a
'leap'

2. Philosophical Ethnocentrism

In "The Face of Sand: Foucault and the Anthropological Slumber", Herbert Schnadelbach
similarly takes aim at Foucault's thesis on-the philosophical discourse of modernity. Like
Han, Schnadelbach proceeds with a systematic examination of the central claims of The

Order a/Things in relation to Kant. Also like Han, Schnadelbach concludes that the
'anthropological theme of the transcendental' does not underwrite the Copernican turn in
its conception. Furthermore, Han and Schnadelbach agree that Foucault's move to read
the Copernican turn is 'strategic.' The divergence however emerges in the fact that while
Han is interested in a reconstructive project of the Foucaultian oeuvre of which the
ambivalent status of Kant within The Order a/Things is a central concern, Schnadelbach
offers a critique of this position. As we have seen, Han is contented with the assertion
that the 'Analytic of Finitude' was 'strategic' for the development of the Foucaultian
critical project. Thus, while Commentary met neither of Han's requirements for the
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resolution of the Kantian ambivalence she diagnosed in The Order a/Things - whether
,- I

Foucault's thesis in Commentary was the result of a post-Kantian interpretation, which in
turn raises the issue of the justification for his search for a nonsubjectivist version of the
transcendental - she is not specifically concerned with the ramifications of his failing to
do so. Han, therefore, is simply content with pursuing the logic of his critical project as it
unfolds through the archaeological and genealogical methods, as well as the late
problematiziations of the subject.
It is at this point that turning to Schnadelbach's thesis enables us to fill out those

neglected ramifications. Schnadelbach proceeds to do so by way of demonstrating the
way in which Foucault simply gets the philosophical discourse of modernity wrong.
Schnadelbach, therefore, understands Foucault's 'strategic' move as the result of
'philosophical ethnocentrism'. That is to say, the anthropological theme that the Analytic
of Finitude so acutely diagnosis is the product of a specifically left-Hegelian thread in
post-Kantian thought that was predominate in the Marxist-Phenomenology of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty in post-war Paris. This seems to clarify Han's
ambiguous comments concerning the veiled allusions to Husserl throughout

Commentary, given that both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty worked to correct the aporia of
Husserlian transcendental phenomenology. In committing this 'philosophical
ethnocentrism', Foucault conflates the Copernican turn with Feurebach. Schnadelbach
candidly writes, "Hegel is to Kant as Feuerbach is to Hegel, then transcendental
philosophy must appear in the light of a Hegelian and left Hegelian projection as an
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'analytic of finitude,' arid Kant's Copernican revolution as an anthropological tum".

114

What is unique aboutSchnadelbach's thesis is that Foucault is understood to enact a kind
of 'double projection' of the anthropological slumber onto the philosophical discourse of
modernity that amounts to a 'double conflation' of not only the Copernican tum but also
the 'genuinely Hegelian' philosophy with left-Hegelianism. In doing so, Foucault thinks
himself justified to dispense with the implicit normative dimensions of the Kantian and
Hegelian systems by casting the philosophical discourse of modernity in Feuerbachian
terms. This 'double projection' sheds new light on Han's analysis of Commentary. For
instance, Foucault's conflation of the regulative Idea with the constitutive dimension of

Geist that gives rise to anthropological theme is the result of the aspiration to mediate the
empirical and transcendental in reference to Man. It is clear now that F.oucault's
'qualitative leap', is specifically directed at those philosophical anthropologies that take
the empirical as evidence of the transcendental.
The Foucaultian 'double projection' is problematic for Schnadelbach because its
conflation of the Copernican tum with the anthropological slumber reduces the actual
nature of the philosophical discourse of modernity. The insights of philosophers as
different as Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, the early Husser! and Frege are elided. This has the
consequence of ignoring the way in which these philosophers react to a more
fundamental problem of modernity, which is the reaction to practical pragmatism. 115
Thus, the philosophical de-centerings of man present within each of these philosophies

114 Hebert Schnadelbach, "The Face in the Sand: Foucault and The Analytic of Finitude"
In Philosophical Interventions the Unfinished Project ofModernity, edited by Axel
Honneth, Thomas McCarthy, ClausOffe, and Albrecht Wellmer (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1992), p. 320.
115 Ibid., p. 325.
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are effected as a means to short-circuit the primacy of the scientific (empirical)
I

understanding of the subject.
In the second half of his essay, Schnadelbach proceeds to demonstrate the way in
.which Foucault's thesis is better understood as a reaction to practical-pragmatism. Simply
put, this approach is prominently expressed in the thread of detranscedentatlization that
proceeds from scientific discourses ('practical pragmatism'). In Schnadelbach's
estimation, practical-pragmatism is nothing more than the, '[A]ttitude of doing science
that abstains from transcendental questions of principle and is content to take the
plausibility of those anthropocentric couplings at face value and otherwise proceed
pragmatically". I 16 In doing so, the practical-pragmatists are able to take the empirical as
the transcendental-and develop a 'relative a priori' without committing the
anthropological fallacy that Foucault diagnoses. This is principally because the 'practical
pragmatists' refrain from the 'totalizing self-closure' present within the speculative
philosophy of Hegelian and left-Hegelian philosophical systems. Accordingly, the a
priori is construed as a fallibilistic and testable hypothesis that is either confirmed or
disconfirmed by the natural and human sciences.
Now, the importance ofSchnadelbach's reconstitution of the philosophical
discourse of modernity is not yet fully expressed until he arrives to his critique of Jurgen
Habermas. While Schnadelbach does not challenge the theoretical legitimacy of
Habermas's social-research program, he does contest the thesis set forth in The
Philosophical Discourse ofModernity that maintains the exhaustion of the philosophy of
consciousness. Schnadelbach argues that Habermas' thesis likewise yields a 'double
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projection', namely the conflation of the philosophy of consciousness with that of the
.r'.
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philosophy of the subject. ForSchnadelbach, the 'double projection' is problematic, since
Habermas' 'linguistic tum' - which supposedly finishes off the 'mentalism' of the
philosophy of consciousness - has no bearing on the philosophy of the subject.
Accordingly, while Schnadelbach does not contest Habermas's social-research program,
or the particular 'mentalistic' paradigm of consciousness present within the philosophy of
language, he does contest the status of Habermas' reconstruction of the philosophical
,

discourse of modernity that ultimately affirms the 'paradigm shift to mutual recognition.'
It is on this note that Schnadelbach intimates that Habermas makes himself susceptible to

the 'totalizing self-closure' of the Hegelian/left-Hegelian systems. In other words,
Schnadelbach understands Habermas' reconstructive sciences to not only generate the
normative ideals present within everyday interaction, but also the content of those
obligations. ll7 In Schnadelbach's estimation, this will overburden the task of
philosophical practice and make it susceptible to the' anthropological-quadrilateral'
diagnosed in Foucault's The Order a/Things.

3. Conclusion: The Passage of Modernity: From Kant to Hegel

Whether Schnadelbach's criticisms of Habermas are valid, the importance of this thesis
for understanding Foucault in relation to the philosophical discourse of modernity cannot
be underestimated. His criticisms of Foucault's thesis in relation to the Copernican tum
yield the positive interpretation of the Foucauldian oeuvre within German Idealism. In
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doing so, Foucault's relevance for the philosophical discourse of modernity that he seems
\
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to explicitly reject can be reconsidered. Accordingly, Foucault's thesis convincingly
demonstrates the shortcomings of those philosophical systems that proceed to elucidate
the Absolute in relation to Man. Likewise, it is yet another manifestation of that thread of
philosophical modernity that seeks to challenge the primacy of practical-pragmatism. As
we have seen, practical-pragmatism avoids the snares of the left-Hegelianism only insofar
as it restricts its focus to the empirically fallible status of the a prori. In doing so, this
perverse form of anthrocentrism maintains the status of man at the risk of reducing the
subject to object-I. That is to say, the paradigm of practical-pragmatism (the
epistemological turn) de-centers the transcendental conception of the subject, only to
assert the primacy of his empirical nature. This thread of the detranscendentalization of
the reason, truth and freedom relegates the status of autonomy to a significantly marginal
role, since it refrains to inquire into those questions at all.
In the case of Habermas, Schnadelbach argues that although his linguisticpragmatic turn justifies the theoretical underpinnings of his sociai-progra.m, it is not

philosophicaiiy justified. If it were the case that Habermas' ,linguistic-pragmatic tum
were philosophically justified in the sense that it eliminates the'relevance of the subject

en toto, it would necessarily be understood to reassert the left-Hegelian discourse that he
steadfastly avoids. The philosophical discourse of modernity, therefore, retains that space
in which the works of Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and Foucault, among others, have yielded
so many insights.
What is perhaps the most interesting aspect of Schnadelbach' s thesis is that it
simultaneously extends and confirms Han's reconstruction. For instance, Han concludes
r ' !:
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that the Commentary directs our attention to the way in which the internal development
of the Kantian oeuvre anticipates the dilemma that post-Kantian philosophy confronts.
Accordingly, the transcendental is perverted as soon as Kant raises the question: "Was is

der Mensch?' Schnadelbach, by contrast, argues that the transcendental theme is
perverted in the transition from Kant to Hegel. It is therefore the task of philosophy to
preserve the original conception of the Copernican tum that sought to de-center the
primacy of the. object-I, as well as the subject-I of Absolute knowledge.
Although it is not our present concern to determine whiGh thesis concerning the
perversion of the transcendental is correct, it is of oui present interest to note that the
transition f[()m Kant to Hegel is problematic if only for its claim for the dialectical
mediation of the universal and particular. IfSchnadelbach is correct in understanding the
philosophical discourse of modernity to be constituted by a reaction to the practicalpragmatism of the scientific praxis, as well as the totalizing self-closure of the
,

Hegelian/left-Hegelian tradition, then is not our thesis that Foucault returns to the 'door
of modernity' that Kant guards to develop a non-Hegelian theme of the
detranscendentalization of reason given additional weight? In other words, Foucault is
understood to advance that thread of the philosophical discourse of modernity whose
principal concern is the constitution of the subject. The Hegelian detranscendentalization
. of reason that asserts the possibility of determining both the form and content is in
Foucault's estimation overburdened. Furthermore, the thread of detranscendentalization
of practical-pragmatism is likewise insufficient if only that it refuses to inquire into those
dimensions of subjectivity that cannot be empirically tested or dialectically mediated.

76

III

77

'~

>-\
:'~.

1

I

, I
I
I
I
I

l.c-- ,

I

III

77

78

II. Hegel and the Counter-Discourse of Modernity: Foucault pt. 2

Introduction:
Ifwe take seriously the idea that Foucault's 'Analytic of Finitude' is not a total rejection
of the Copernican tum, but rather a critique of left-Hegelianism/Hegelianism, it is
possible to develop this idea in the later stages of his work. Judith Butler provides just the
opportunity with her retrospective reading of the Master/Slave Dialectic through the
Nietzschean-Freudian-Foucaultian understanding of subjectivity. Butler's thesis allows us
to understand the way in which the 'social space ofreasons' is constitutive of
subjectivity. More precisely stated, and echoic of Foucault, the social space of reasons is
the condition of articulation of subjectivity. Butler, therefore, attempts to demonstrate the
way in which the culmination of the Master/Slave dialectic in a mutually recognized
norm necessitates the disavowal or self-mortification of the body. Thus, the precondition
for subjectivity is violence. Moreover, it is the function of the venerable integrative
mechanisms of a culture and society that produce normalizing effects. Another way to
)

think about this is in terms of a kind of 'ideal type' in which the subject desires to fit at
the expense of a non-repressive sublimation of that desire. At the conclusion, I will once
again consider the extent to which Butler/Foucault dispense with a normative
justification. This time I will specifically consider Axel Honneth's emphasis on
Foucault's conflation of three types of norms - the cognitive, moral and aesthetic - in his
tum towards the body. In doing so, Foucault unnecessarily portrays all normative
agreements as normalizing.
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1. Foucault, Hegel and Critique?

I

J.~.

]

In her provocative work, The Psychic Life ofPower:. Theories in Subjection, Judith Butler
begins with a sober reflection on the unlikely relevance the historically aggrandized
"liberationist narrative" of Hegel's The Phenomenology ofSpirit, has for the vexing
dilemma of a (post-) modern subject condemned to "interrogation": "Insofar as recent
theory has called into question the assumption of a progressive history and the status of
the subject, the dystopic resolution of 'Lordship and Bondage' has perhaps regained a
timely significance". I 18 For any reader familiar with poststructuralist thought, the
Hegelian dialectic of the master and slave is no doubt antithetical to the above stated
features of contemporary philosophical criticism. It is, after all, Hegel's robust system of
idealism that provided the very impetus for a theory of subjectivity, rooted in mutual
recognition, whose intersubjectively engendered model of reflexivity enables agents to
confirm ethical norms. That is to say, Hegel's idealism, at all points, ensures, rather than
challenges, the subject as absolute consciousness; able to penetrate, and resolve, the
contradictoryforms oflife that eclipse the self-actualization of freedom, while also

maintaining a form of historiography that is both linear, progressive and developmental.
One might ask how it is that thinkers have failed to recognize a potentially
damaging lacuna within Hegel's Phenomenology. For Butler the answer is simple:
traditional readings of Phenomenology are endemic of the messianic vigor with which
humanist discourses naively maintained the ability to justify - logically and
phenomenologically - the synthetic activities of rational subjects through the process of

Judith Butler, The Psychic Life ofPower (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997),
p.31.
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found only in the careful consideration of the transition from "Lordship and Bondage" to
the "The Freedom of Self-Consciousness: Stoicism, Skepticism, and the Unhappy
Consciousness". More precisely stated, it is the bondsmans' movement from servitude to
the recognition of its existential primacy, which thereby catalyzes the displacement of the
"absolute fear of death" by the "absolute fear of law", a move that, " ... paradoxically, .
reconstituted the fear as a fear a/the law".

120

It is here that we find the troubling

phrasing that also serves as the epigraph for the chapter: "a freedom enmeshed in
servitude". 121
For Butler, it is precisely this movement that is indicative of the aporia of
Idealism. The self-reflexivity of the subject is foremost to be understood as terrorizing. In
this specific sense, Butler understands this self-reflexive movement to be a mortification
of the body. Therefore, Butler interprets that very activity that is supposed to ensure the
bondsman's freedom as contributing to its servitude. This is expressed in the idea that in
order for consciousness to be 'pure' or 'truthful' it must sever from a body that is
vulnerable to contingency and instrumentalization. The structure of Idealism is therefore
interpre~ed

as a kind of hopeless feedback loop in which the subject surrenders its

Ibid., p. 64.
120 Ibid., p. 43.
121 Ibid., p. 42.
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individuality in the hope for 'unchangeable' or 'universalizable' truth.
',- _. '

122

In other words,

the sanctity of consciousness is to be ensured only with the presupposition that the
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unchangeable world is accessible through the repudiation of the body. Put another way,
the proposed mediation ofthe transcendental and the empirical results in the mortification
of the body.
The above formulation has several important implications for the "Lordship and
Bondage" passage of The Phenomenology ofSpirit. Commentators that have maintained
the superiority of intersubjectivity understand the conflict between master and slave to
. express a compelling example for the necessity of mutually recognizable normative
standards. Robert Pippin's comments on Hegel exemplify this position in his
interpretation of Phenomenology:
He [Hegel] tries to show what the satisfaction of natural desire looks like;
how it would be experienced, once experienced in a conflict with other
like desire-satisfiers; or how such an imagined 'struggle to the death'
would only be resolved 'naturally' by the death of one of the parties and
so with the preservation of a natural or animal satisfaction, or by the
experience, given such a conflict, of a new sort of desire, a 'desire for the
other's desire,' or a claim of entitlement against such a challenge and so a
demand for 'recognition' of such entitlement. 123

Within this passage all the familiar themes of the Enlightenment tradition are present: the
repudiation of natural.determinism, the primacy of self-authorship, the rational
establishment of ethical norms, and the stifling dilemma of ethical motivation. Thus, the
.slave comes to accept that it is neither his own signature, nor the lord's in-and-of-itself,
by which the legitimacy of the nonn is authorized. Rather, it is that law that the slave and

Ibid., p. 48.
123 Robert Pippin, "Hegel's Practical Rationality" In The Cambridge Companion to
German Idealism, edited by Karl Amerikas (Cambridge: Cambrdige University Press,
2000), p.189
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lord can apply to themselves independently, but whose normative force is dependent on
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,
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their mutual recognition of its appropriateness for each other.

In contrast to this version, Butler maintains that the emancipation of the subject is
'to be contested on the grounds that the precondition for its social integration is the
internalization of the Master. For those who adhere to a 'liberationist' reading of Hegel, it
is maintained that on the basis of an intersubjectively conceived form of reflexivity, it is
possible to develop a normative basis for social integration. Thus, the self-reflexive
movement in which the subject is able to apply an ethical norm to oneself, for-itself is
done so through a kind of violence to one's own body.
Given the unusual status Butler accords Hegel in her study - a work whose
principal purpose is to resolve the paradoxical formulation of subjugation offered by the
avowed anti-Hegelian, Michel Foucault - it would seem instructive to begin an
examination of contemporary philosophical criticism with an inquiry into the motivations
behind taking The Phenomena/olD! ojSpirit'as a starting point, if only to deride its
traditional interpretation. What can Butler's opening comments concerning contemporary
criticism tell us about subjectivity? Are they best understood as post-modem rhetoric? Is
this text simply a polemic against the Enlightenment tradition? What are the
philosophical implications for taking Hegel to prefigure the historical lineage of
Nietzsche, Freud, and Foucault? More than just a polemic against the philosophical
discourses of the Enlightenment, I will suggest, The Psychic Life ojPower, is better read

./Jr- '"'

\

/r ...· .

III

82

83
as situated within a conversation as old as modernity itself: the resolution of the Kantian
"-,
I

. Paradox. 124

~- ".

1 Models of Subjectivity: Nietzsche and Foucault

The immediate question that presents itself is the following: how is it methodologically
possible for Butler to emphasize the latent 'dystopic' features of Phenomenology? Put
another way, how does Butler seek to unsettle the 'liberationist' self-assurance that the
'overcoming' in the struggle for recognition detailed in the master/slave dialectic
necessarily leads to ethical hannony? The answer, I think, is present within the very
,

"transition from the "liberation of a subject" to an "interrogative" fonn of criticism that
takes as its object the "regulatory mechanisms through which a 'subject' is produced and
maintained".125 This, according to Butler, is the political vision of Michel Foucault. It is
precisely within the difference of 'liberation' and 'interrogation' that we find the
repetition of a displaced subject, and non-linear historical narrative. This form of
criticism takes as its very object the reflexive capacities of the subject that other theories
of subjectivity presuppose and take as primary. It is only in questioning the very
fonnation of the subject to which these capacities ultimately refer that one can even begin
to think about the emancipation of the subject. It is here that the 'philosophical problem
of modernity' (we have so far called this the Kantian paradox) becomes the·

124 Terry Pinkard alludes to relevance Butler's work has in the context of the 'Kantian
f:anidox.' (p. 60) German Philosophy: 1760 -1860 The Legacy ofIdealism
25 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life ofPower (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 199J),
p.32.
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'problematization of philosophical modernity', which is the self-description of the late
.Foucault.
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It is evident from above that Butler establishes a three-fold relationship between

internalization, self-reflexivity, and integration. In doing so, Butler seeks to problematize
the traditional project of fashioning ethical nonns on the basis of a self-reflective subject
for the purpose of capturing this phenomenon at an alternative purview. It will
immediately be clear that Butler's interpretation of the text relies as much on the text
itself as it does on her theoretical commitments.
The first thing to take notice of in Butler's work is the subtitle. It is not "theories
in subjectivity" but rather "theories in subjugation." For Butler, 'subjectivity' and
'subjection' are simply tautological - meaning, that the precondition for subjectivity is
subjection. That is, the first move by the subject is to subject itself. Therefore, the
direction of priority for a theory of subjectivity is reverse; one must not start with the
subject, articulate the unconditional features of its self-reflexivity, and then oppose it to
the external forces of power. Rather, the point of theorizing subjectivity is to
acknowledge that for one to be a subject is to be fabricated from the very mechanisms of
that power to which it is opposed. Hence, Butler's eloquent insight: "The limits to
liberation are to be understood not merely as self-imposed but, more fundamentally, as
the precondition of the subject's very fonnation".126 A theory of subjugation is therefore
understood to begin with the ontology of subjectivity, and 'then seek points of resistance
for political. criticism. Butler locates the source of this ontological domain within psyche.
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What are we to make of this unique, if not ultimately paradoxical, formulation of
subjectivity? It would make sense to begin by asking the obvious question whether in
describing the ontology of subjectivityin this way, does by the very logic of its structure,
preclude the very possibility for resistance from the outset. This precisely the question
Butler seeks to answer. Against this view, Butler argues that the point of this project is
not to "[U]nderscore the aporetic structure involved in the assumption of morality, nor
simply to affirm the generalized violence in any and all moral positioning" (although
admittedly she takes deconstruction as her starting point); rather the purpose is to ask:.
"Can that particular circle be broken? How and when does this breakage occur? And
what emerges as a significant possibility in which the subject loses its closed contour, the
circularity of its own reflexive closure?". 127 Hence, the point of resistance must be
conceptualized in and through the rejection that there is even such a thing as "A pure
will, ontologically intact prior to any articulation", and from this point, to seek resistance
in the psychic fact that "the formative and fabricating dimension of psychic life ... proves
central to refashioning the normative shackles that no subject can do without, but which
no subject is condemned to repeat inexactly the same way".128
In the case of Michel Foucault, Butler finds that his methodological outlook
provides a powerful tool to address this question. The problem with Foucault's theory of
power, however, is that it seems to reiterate the problem of subjectivity, rather than
resolve it. Moreover, it seems as if there is no room for the subject, as Foucault is certain
to reject all forms of psychology as expressions of power. Therefore, The Psychic Life of
Power is to be understood as an effort to temper Foucault's passionate rejection of

127 Ibid., p. 64.
128 Ibid., p. 64.
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psychology with theories of subject-fonnation that are psychically infonned (Nietzsche,
Freud, Lacan etc.). In turning to theories of the psyche, Butler must take careful measure
--!-'

to avoid their idealizing tendencies. To avoid the perils of the psyche, and to retain the
critical power of Foucault's genealogy, Butler demarcates her work with several essential
Foucauldian insights concerning: method, subjectivity, and self-retlexivity. It is the
interrelation between these three through which Butler is able to defend her reading of
Hegel against a "liberationist narrative."
At this point, it is now clear why Hegel prefigures thework of the anti-Hegelian
thinkers. As we have seen, Hegel introduces the concept of the' social space of reasons'
that establishes the 'always already' active modes of giving and asking for reasons.
Hegel, therefore, is understood to have affected the de-transcendentalizaiton of reason,
\

truth and freedom. While it seems counterintuitive to take Hegel as the primary historical
interlocutor of Foucault and Nietzsche, it is he-who prompts such a 'narrative twist' by
demonstrating the insufficiency of Kant's 'transcendental justification': self
detennination must be 'actualized' in the institutions and 'social space' of a given
historical community. Hegel, therefore, introduces the historiographic dimension of
philosophical criticism into the Enlightenment with his emphasis on the lived, concrete
. and necessarily phenomenological dimension of reason. Far from being contingent and a
mere historicity of reason, this concrete existence is resolved and sublated by means of
the cognitive interpenetration of rational subjects.
Foucault, by contrast, conceives of this 'social space' as the 'field of constitution'
whereby reason and the subject are co-produced. Hence, it is no longer that there is some
dialectical logic by which the contradictory fonns of life are ameliorated; rather, the
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reflexive movement of the subject is 'always already' produced and regulated by that'
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reflexivity: Foucault calls this 'subjectiviation.' The alternative vision for modem
philosophical criticism, therefore, is a 'permanent critique of our historical era'. 129
It is in fact within Foucault's late writings on Kant, most notably in his essay "What is

Enlightenment?" that the former introduces an alternative reading of Kant's critical
question. While Foucault readily admits that the Copernican tum affected by the Critique
was fundamental to the Kantian corpus, Foucault puts forth an alternative reading of Kant
as the first philosopher to carry out a 'philosophical interrogation.' Thus, the task of
modernity is not simply to establish the normative limits of subjectivity and rationality,
but "compels him [man] to face the task of producing himself'. 130 This of course is
Foucault's positive account of freedom. For now, it is simply enough to identify that the
transition from 'liberation' to 'interrogation' dually implies a revision of modernity set
forth by Hegel. More technically stated, the de-transcendentalization of reason, truth and
freedom, which introduces the 'social space' and concrete experience, prompts thinkers
such as Butler and Foucault interpret concrete this negatively. That is, the idea that the
'concept can actualize' itself in the rational functioning of institutions is taken with great
skepticism.
Just as the story of modernity does not begin with Hegel, neither does the
narrative ofthe counter-discourse of modernity begin with Foucault. It is, after all,
Nietzsche who affects the seismic shift in philosophical thought since the Copernican
tum. It is Nietzsche, although certainly not the first, who radically opposes the Hegelian
i
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Michel Foucault. '''What is Enlightenment?'" In The Foucault Reader, edited by Paul
Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 42.
130 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life ofPower (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997),
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conception of modernity, as well as his model of historiography. The struggle/or
recognition is substituted for the will-to-power. The linear and developmental teleology
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of Western experience is substituted for the motivated and arbitrary undertaking of the
weak and the powerful. The transition from one historical era to another is emphatically
not rational. In this sense we see the through line from Nietzsche to Foucault.
Nietzsche sets forth the initial challenge to the idea that, by means of rational
reflection, it is possible to establish normative modes of reflexive action for the purpose
of detennining what one '''ought to do." The commitment to a model of the subject that
can apply self-imposed norms that holds to the ideals of symmetry and reciprocity is
interrogated. Nietzsche famously asks the question in the second essay of On the
Genealogy 0/ Morals whether or not it is a paradox to believe in the ideal of promising
animal. For Nietzsche the answer is affinnative, but with pain! The very possibility for a
subject to sustain the "continuity of the will" requires violence to one'self; a mnemonic
trace as Nietzsche puts it. Thus the paradox of the promising man emerges, since it seems
as if the only way for a promise to withhold the demands of contingency is through a
constant renewal of the very violence that made the promise possible in the first place.
There is a subtle point to be made: We cannot simply presuppose this attachment
as consistent with our conception of the subject - this simply reifies subjectivity in an
essentialist maimer; rather, the relation is inverted, there is no subject, hence no
reflexivity, without the passionate attachment. In short, the structure of subjectivity, and

I

therefore, the entire notion of reflexivity, is a secondary effect of a passionate attachment
to subjection. Stated more technically, this passionate attachment provides the very
I
I

conditions of possibility. Therefore, in appealing to reflexive capacities of the subject to
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oppose the regulatory mechanisms of power, we elide the proper level of articulation for
this violence.
Now, the problem that emerges for Butler, which is described as the "constitutive
knot", is the fact that it seems contradictory for Nietzsche to oppose 'bad conscience'
with 'conscience.' Butler pointedly asks: "But is it other? Is there a way for the will to
become regular, to be the protracted continuity ~hich underwrites promises, without
becoming subject to the logic of bad conscience?".131 Whether or not Butler's reading of
Nietzsche withstands, we can understand this view generally as consistent with many
veins of post-structural thought. More precisely, it is this very dilemma that confronts
Michel Foucault when he sets out to introduce a similar account of subjectivity stripped
of the usual Kantian capacities. As Butler explicitly states in the opening pages of this
study, "My inquiry concerns the persistent problem that emerges when we try to think of
the possibility of a will that takes itself as .its own object and, throughout the formation of
.that kind of reflexivity, binds itself to itself, acquires its own identity through
reflexivity". 132 The former part of this quote, at least, is understood to be the question of
,

the Foucauldian critical project. This formulation of the problem of subjectivity emerges
foremost in Foucault's writings on Kant. The 'analytic of finitude' is precisely an
articulation of the concern that any conceptions of subjectivity whose elaboration
assumes a transparent description of the constituting activities of the subject are
condemned to commit an irreparable violence. At another level, one that is characterized
by perhaps a more sociological tone, Foucault is concerned with identifying the
microphysics of power, which take form in aesthetic and bodily norms. This latter
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dimension of Foucault's work is perhaps more consistent with Butler's own pursuit, as is
indicated by the problematizations that Butler encounters with the seeming ontological
claim about the nature of subjectivity.

2.1 Butler's Hegel: Consciousness and the Body

I
Butler problematizes the master/slave dialectic by emphasizing the primacy of the
internalization of the slave. The problematic of internalization is two-fold, as it can be
understood to develop along two distinct, but ultimately related axes: self-reflexivity and
sociality. While both self-reflexivity and sociality can, and do receive descriptions
independently of one another, Butler understands such accounts as abstractions from the
nuances of integration. That is to say, self-reflexivity and sociality can only be separated
insofar as they detach themselves from the body. Thus, Butler introduces,following from
Foucault, the spatialization of the body, or that point at which these two related forms
intersect. It is here that Butler's pointed question concerning the contestation of the object
can be made fully intelligible: "Does the bondsman's activity remain fully constrained by
the dissimulation ~y which it is mobilized? Or does this dissimulation produce effects
that exceed the control or dominion of the lord?".133 In other words, is it enough for the
,

bondsman to simply realize the primacy of his self-willed demonstration (self
reflexivity), over and against, the lord's dissimulated authority?
While both Hegel's original text, and later interpretations, go beyond the mere
realiz~tion

of this existential primacy, and move into a discussion of the binding

133 Ibid., p. 37..
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normative force, by which two agents are to validate the universality of law, Butler seems
to suggest that it is precisely at this point where such a move is shown for its paradoxical
nature. The reason for this is implicit in the process of subjugation itself: a subject is
simultaneously produced and regulated when it is inaugurated into the social space.
Thus, for Butler, there is no preexisting 'self' through which the formation of a selfreflexive movement is possible apart from the domination incurred in intersubjective
interactions. The very fact that the dissimulation effected by the lord is predicated on the
masked valence of the body indicates for Butler, that a simple repudiation of the
determinate feature (in Hegelian terms, the negative relation to one's desires) is nothing
more than the ex'pression of an internalized lord. The self-reflexive movement, in which
the bondsman becomes lord over its body for the purpose ofjleaing the finitude of its
existence, indicates for Butler the sociality and domination implicit in self-reflexivity
itself.
On the basis of this formulation, two forms of self-reflexivity emerge. The first is
the recognition that, in opposition to the perspective of the lord, an individual labors to
create objects that out last them. This gives rise to the/ear of the bondsman that leads
him to the ethical norm. In a word, the fear is affected by the subject's very recognition
of the aforementioned form of self-reflexivity. What appears to ensure the primacy of its
existential self-authorship is undercut by the determinacy of itself: "The laboring body
which now knows itself to have formed the object also knows that it is transient. The
bondsman not only negates things (in the sense of transforming them through labor) and
is a negating activity, but he is subject to a full and final negation in death". 134 That is to
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say, the subject recognizes that its identity (essence) is tied to the object that it produces
(self-reflexivity); and yet, by the very nature ofthe dissimulating effect of the lord, this
I
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object, and therefore the subject, is consumed.
By virtue of the consumptive energies of the lord, the bondsman is stricken with
an absolute fear of death that stands over-and-against its existential primacy. This
absolute fear of death is ineluctably bound to the determinateness of the first form of selfreflexivity. The existentiality of bondsman's autonomy is short-circuited by the
contingent, and determinate features of its subjectivity as a relation to the lord: "The
bondsman verges on this shattering recognition of his own death in the last paragraph of
the chapter, but he recoils from recognizing death, attaching himself instead to various
attributes of his own ... ".135 The attachment is the moment of unhappy consciousness.
Thus, the bondsman turns to a second form of self-reflexivity, which is an ethical selfmastery: "The bondsman takes the place of the lord by recognizing his own formative
capacity, but once the lord is displaced, the bondsman becomes lord over himself, more
specifically, lord over his own body; this form

ofrefle~ivity

signals the passage from

bondage to unhappy consciousness". 136 Butler then concludes, and thus, inaugurates the
paradox of modern subjectivity: "No longer subjected as an external instrument oflabor,
the body is still split off from consciousness". 137
After detailing the preliminary reactions to the emergence of the unhappy
consciousness (stoicism, and skepticism), where the fallibility of the body is repudiated in
either a stoic reserve, or skeptical monism, Butler arrives to the point at which the
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modern subject is conceived. It is at this moment that the 'dystopic resolution' intimated
in the opening paragraph of the section is articulated for the first time in the form of a
'subject condemned to the body, and yet, who affirms its autonomy through its
mortification. In a word, it is the Kantian subject whose body is of "a world of
appearance", and consciousness, which is "a world of noumena". 138 Insofar as Hegel
accepts the possibility for absolute consciousness, while at the same time maintains the
possibility for a de-transcendentalization of knowledge the paradox ,of autonomy is
confirmed.
All that is needed to understand the implicit relationship between self-authorship,
and sociality, is to substitute the categorical imperative in those passages that is supposed
to provide the 'practical fact' of self-authorship, that in turns gives rise to the
'motivation' for implementing that 'norm',' and in turn the paradox itself. What is the
motivation to act on a maxim that 'always already' bears the signature of
reason/universal? In the Hegelian sense, or as Butler understands it, what else but the
absolute fear of death could motivate the bondsman to take up the ethical norm of
absolute law? The condition that 'motivates' this self-reflexive action is not freedom or
autonomy, but the 'fact' that the self-reflexive action itself is predicated on a suppression
of a self that is irreducibly tied to the act of preservation, which is by nature of himself
transitory.
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3 Norms, Norms, Norms: Cognitive, Moral and Aesthetic

In The Critique ofPower, Axel Honneth takes aim at precisely that dimension of
Foucault's critical project that Butler found so profitable in her reinterpretation of
philosophical modernity: the body. In his sustained study of the specifically sociological
dimensions of Foucault's work, Honneth traces the development of the concept of power
that maintains the productive as opposed to repressive force of domination. To do so
Honneth pulls apart Foucault's understanding of power and knowledge revealing a tri
fold configuration between the 'norm', 'body' and 'knowledge.' It is the first term 'norm'
that does most of the work Foucault. Honneth notices that Foucault's use of 'norm'
broadly refers to the routine 'modes of behavior' that are implemented in order to slowly
.control and discipline ways of thinking, speaking, and acting. In this sense, Foucault's
use of 'norm' refers specific~lly to 'conduct' and 'patterns of action.' 139 For Honneth,
this definition of the 'norm' is far too general since it conflates those norms 'geared
toward compulsorily fixed patterns of conduct and the concept of norm of moral', and

.
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The next step of Honneth's analysis if to uncover precisely how Foucault is able
to achieve this concept of the' norm.' It should be no surprise that Foucault's tum to the
body enables him to portray the genesis of society and knowledge in a remarkably new
way. That is to say, Foucault turns away from an emphasis on the 'unconscious

Axel Honneth. The Critique ofPower: Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), p. 166.
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regulation of linguistic expressions' towards the idea that 'body-bound expressions of
life' are the primary target for social domination and regulation. 141 Thus, the success of
the integrative mechanisms of society is judged by their ability to regulate the body. On
this note Honneth concludes: 'This is the fundamental thought that induces Foucault to
allocate a fundamental role in his theory of power to the conduct of human bodies rather
than to cognitive and moral.,,142
The critique Honneth presents is reminiscent of Robert Pippin's
historicity/normativity outlined above. If you recall, Robert Pippin took pains to
demonstrate that the Hegelian version of a historical narrative required a normative
account of the development of institutions. This also included a phenomenological
component whereby the historical subjects would experience the 'actuality' of freedom in
the institutional framework of a community. Honneth argues that Foucault's theory of
action, which is really an analysis ofinstitutions, cannot account for the way in which
power-practices are stabilized over time. This is related to Foucault's collapse of the
cognitive and moral dimensions of norms into the aesthetic (body). According to
Honneth, the only way that Foucault's theory of power can be coherent is if the model of
historical conflict is interrupted periodically by a 'normatively motivated agreement.' 143
Foucault's (and Butler's) understanding of social integration as the success of

normalizing technological and institutional practices occludes the possibility for this type
of normative stablilization. As a consequence, Foucault is left to conceive of social
relations and the historical development of society as the mere 'institutionalization of

141 Ibid., p.167.
142 Ibid., p.167.
143 Ibid., p.174.
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positions of power as a process of the constant use of force.' 144 In doing so, Foucault
conceives of history as a mere historicity and there is no sense of the rational progression
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of practices from one constellation to the next.
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Now, it is important to mention in citing this quote that Honneth criticizes only

I
I

the theoretical sufficiency of Foucault's concept of the body; he does not, however,
suggest that the body as a cite "toward which modern techniques of power direct
themselves with the goal of the production of norm conduct" is neither a theoretically
inert object of study nor at essence incoherent. Rather, Honneth in protesting the
consolidation of all dimensions of norms, simply draws attention to the fact that cognitive
and moral attitudes are also viable. There is also a strong claim that in order to have a
coherent conception of bodily norms one cannot dispense with the cognitive and moral
dimensions. As Honneth himself notes, as soon as Habermas leaves his initial project of
an 'anthropology of knowledge' , which employed a 'hermeneutic explanation of
communicative experience', in favor of a 'universal-pragmatics' that 'reconstructs
universal conditions of the possibility of practical processes of understanding' , the end
result is that 'the human body ... loses all value within a critical social theory.' 145 In later
sections, I will develop how Foucault's conception of the body is best located within the
pre-predicative domain oflinguistic performances. In doing so, Foucault's insights are
retained, and in fact complimentary to the initial Kantian critical project.
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PART II: TAKING THE LINGUISTIC TURN: FOUCAULT AND WORLD
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I. The Linguistic Turn and Modernity: Rorty and Habermas

jf
)'~~.,

In this section, I rethink the Copernican turn through the Linguistic turn in contemporary
philosophical criticism. The fervor of the late 20 th century surrounding the status of
,

philosophy is a direct result of the intrigue with language. Foucault himself joined the
chorus of reactionary, thinkers that sought to eradicate philosophical speculation in the
wake of language. He did, after all, preface his thesis on the Analytic of Finitude with
. 'The Return of Language.' Moreover, as we have mentioned briefly in the introduction,
Foucault's theory of meaning maintained the autonomy of discourse to the point of
contradiction. Now that we have established that Foucault's work is well within the
Copernican revolution, we might take this opportunity to discuss a bit further his specific
understanding of language.' In order to connect the threads of piece, I will turn away from
a specific analysis of Foucault for a moment if only for conceptual clarity. I will turn our
attention to the exchange between the American Pragmatist Richard Rorty and Jurgen
Habermas concerning philosophy, modernity and language.
On the one hand, Rorty interprets the linguistic turn in philosophical criticism .
negatively. That is the turn to the philosophy oflanguage, as means to renew the age-old
philosophical dream of scientific status must be abandoned. One of the tasks of the
philosopher is to refrain from asking questions about the' deep meanings' of human
existence. In doing so, philosophers give up the archaic task of establishing foundations
for their justificatory principles. Rorty envisions that the task of the philosopher in a post
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philosophical era will be to demonstrate 'how things hang together.' 146 More precisely
1"-..-,

stated, the philosopher will simply accept the absoluteness of her spatio-historical

Iv ,

situation and simple re-describe those previous traditions that constitute her finitude not
in the name of transcendence but for' specific utilitarian ends'. 147
On the other hand, Jurgen Habermas set forth a research program that sought to
renew philosophical practice. In opposition to Rorty, Habermas interpreted the 'linguistic

I

I

tum' positively. While accepting many of Rorty's insights into the way in which the
analytic and continental traditions converge, he does not understand this to signal the end
for philosophical criticism. In fact, Habermas understands the turn toward language by
pragmatic and hermeneutic thinkers to indicate that 'epistemic authority' is
intersubjectively secured in 'everyday communication.' 148 What Habermas does contest
is simply remaining resolute in the contextualism of either pragmatism or hermeneutics.
The role of the philosopher, by contrast, is to be the 'place holder' for empirical theories.
By this, Habermas suggests that it is possible to retain a conception of the Kantian notion
of modernity, despite the abandonment of the pursuit of a 'foundation.' In this sense,
those foundations that were once transcendentally justified are now conceived of as
'reconstructive hypothesis' that have the precondition offallibilism that opens them to
the empirical testing ofthe human sciences. Thus, the activity ofthe philosopher is cast

Richard Rorty. "Pragmatism and Philosophy" In After Philosophy: End or
Transformation, edited by Baynes, Kenneth. Bohman, James. McCarthy, Thomas
(Cambridge: MIT Press,1993).
147 Richard Rorty. "Pragmatism and Philosophy" In After Philosophy: End or
Transformation, edited by Baynes, Kenneth. Bohman, James. McCarthy, Thomas
.
(Cambridge: MIT Press,1993).
148 Jurgen Habermas. 'Philosopher as Stand-In and Interpreter' In After Philosophy: End
or Transformation, edited by Kenneth Baynes, James Bohman and Thomas McCarthy
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 314.
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as one of description and analysis, not simply the way 'things hang together', but of the
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pre-theoretic and 'presumably universal basses offational experience and judgment, as
well as of action and linguistic communication.' 149
On a first look, Foucault's position seems closer to Rorty's than that of
Habermas's. For one, Rorty's call for a post-philosophical future that takes the
contextualist nature of language as its starting point as means by which to demonstrate
the arbitrariness, contingency, and relative nature of our practices, seems akin to
Foucault's power/knowledge rhetoric. Furthermore, the above results in a permanent
indictment of those attempts to elucidate the normative and universal presuppositions for
a society of rational agents. As for the task of the philosopher, Foucault's archaeologist
and genealogist seems to share certain affinities with that of the post-philosophical
practice of re-description. Lastly, Rorty seeks to dispense with the philosophical
discourse ofmodemity, a desire commonly associated with Foucault.
These observations, however, miss some of the essential features of Foucault's
critical project. I will argue that one closer inspection Rorty's conception oflanguage has
no resemblance to those continental philosopher he expresses a deep affinity for. As Peter
Dews has argued elsewhere, Rorty's behavioristic conception of language occludes its
world-disclosing power. 150 It is precisely this function oflanguage that enables sensitivity
to the pre-predicative and pre-theoretic dimension of knowledge central to Foucault's
. power-theoretic.

Jurgen Habermas. 'Philosopher as Stand-In and Interpreter' In After Philosophy: End
or Transformation, edited by Kenneth Baynes, James Bohman and Thomas McCarthy
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 310.
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I will first reconstruct the exchange between Rorty and Habermas (I), which will
draw attention to the three-fold relationship between language, the philosopher and
modernity. I will then critically examine Rorty's conception of language (II) by paying
specific attention to the way in which he portrays the kinship between the analytic and
continental traditions. Finally, I will return to the above question to provide a brief
overview as to how I will situate Foucault within this project on the basis of these results
(III)

1 Rorty: Language and Post-Philosophy

American Pragmatist . Richard Rorty has argued extensively . that the recent developments
in both the analytic and continental traditions of philosophical criticism point to the end 
of philosophy. He conducts this argument by drawing our attention to the fact that recent
philosophical criticism is marked not only by a strong aversion to Platonism, which is

!

iI

common to both post-analytic and anti-philosophical strains of thought, but also to
Philosophy as such.
To demonstrate the

I

signi~cance of this

position Rorty distinguishes philosophy

I
I

(lower case p) from Philosophy (capitalized P). The simple point here is that capital p

I
I

II

philosophy attempts to speak about 'truth' and 'goodness' as if they were not just
'properties of sentences, or of actions and situations' but the objects' good' and 'true'
themselves.
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According to Rorty, common'to both the Platonic and Kantian traditions is

the assertion that 'something nonspatio-temporal' provides the 'grounding' by which
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practices, morality, beliefs, theories and propositions can be justified. 152 This idea has
come into recent disfavor for philosophers of both traditions, as there has been a forceful

C'-'

trend to demonstrate that these 'grounds' are nothing more than specific constellations of
localized practices.
Like other thinkers of his generation, Rorty examines the undeniable presence of
language. In his seminal work Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty espouses at
length on the bankruptcy of a correspondence theory of truth. That is, there is no
transcendental or idealized grounding for our cognitive capacities that would enable us to
refer to the Real objects out there in the world. In "Pragmatism and Philosophy" Rorty
,

explicitly reflects on the ways in which contemporary trends in the analytic, continental
and pragmatic traditions have converged in their increased sensitivity to the word. In
short, the analytic and continental assaults on the tradition of philosophical theorizing all
work to demonstrate 'the 'ubiquity of language' . 153
It is important to stress that Rorty, unlike many of his contemporaries, does not

take a 'linguistic tum', so to speak. Rather, he understands the 'return oflanguage' to be
a negative point. That is, insofar as language is to be discussed at all it cannot be done so
under the pretenses of a formalized theory of meaning. Those philosophers Rorty calls
the 'technical realists' have ignored the great insights ofWittgenstein, Quine, Sellars and
Davidson who carried out the 'pragmaticization of the original tenets of logical
positivism' ./54 These thinkers emphasized the primacy of holism and pragmatism. In
doing so, they took down the distinctions erected by the positivists such as
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analytic/synthetic, semantic/pragmatic, and schematalcontent.

155

For Rorty, this

confirmed the pragmatist point that Dewey and James had stressed as early as the late
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19 th century; that is, if one is to do philosophy right no 'Philosophical explanation' of the
utility of the sentence is required: truth is truth of our taking it as truth.
While Rorty was undoubtedly influenced by the (post-) analytic tradition, he also
draws insights from the continental tradition stemming'from Nietzsche and Heidegger.
While the anti-Platonist tenor of the post-analytic writings worked to put philosophical
investigations back on earth, Rorty seems to intimate that these thinkers did not go far
. enough. Rorty sees an affinity between the American tradition of pragmatism and the
anti-philosophy of the Continental tradition. The commonality betwe~n these thinkers is
the deep skepticism with regard not only to Platonism but also Philosophy as such.
In their discussions of language, the Continental thinkers do not simply stress its
pragmatic and tool-like use, most notably of the late Wittgenstein, but the impossibility
,of' getting behind' it. More precisely stated, the 'ubiquity of language' as understood by
the continental tradition conceives that the standpoint of the epistemologist is 'always
already' inscribed within one or another socio-historico positioning, which thereby
eliminates any such appeal to 'starting points that are prior to and independent of the way
some culture speaks or spoke'. 156 Despite their stated differences, thinkers such as
Heidegger, Gadamer, Foucault and Derrida, in one way or another, emphasize that a·
certain dimension of linguistic practices can only be revealed in the absence of a formal
theory of meaning.
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Rorty concludes his summarization of the recent trends in the analytic and
continental traditions with a polemic on the linguistic tum. It is at this moment that Rorty
likewise smuggles Kant in the backdoor and places him squarely in the room with Plato.
Rorty understands positive interpretations of the linguistic tum to hold out that a formal
or technical analysis of language could once again make it possible to 'ask Kantian
questions' ,157 While Rorty is well aware that such attempts do not make the same
transcendental assumptions that traditional Kantianism once did, this neo-Kantianism
nevertheless repeats the false hope for a 'ground' by which to provide justification for the
'good' and the 'true.' Put another way, the 'linguistic turn' signifies the last vestige for a
'scientific' conceptualization of philosophy. Rorty contests that the analytic and
continental traditions outlined in the above manner have already demonstrated the
exhaustion of the Kantian paradigm, and therefore, concludes with the following: "This
postpositivistic kind of analytic philosophy then comes to resemble the Nietzsche
Heidegger-Derrida tradition in beginning with criticism of Platonism and ending in
criticism of Philosophy as such". 158 It is on this note, too, that Rorty declares the point of
convergence between the two traditions, which points to a post-philosophic future absent
I'
I
I

of philosophical foundational ism.

2 Language and Modernity: Philosophy as Reconstructive Science·

In "Philosophy as Stand-In and Interpreter", Habermas sets forth a point-by-point
refutation of Rorty's claims. While Habermas is sympathetic to Rorty's diagnosis of the
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philosophical pathologies of yesteryears, and likewise shares the strong conviction that
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the pragmatist and hermeneutic developments of the analytic and continental traditions
provide significant critical import to the practice of philosophy, namely in the 'idea of a
cognition that is mediated by language and linked to action'- he, nevertheless refuses to
remain complacentwith a me~e contextualism and historicism. 159 While the pragmatic

I
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and hermeneutic criticisms are certainly justified, they nevertheless ignore important
philosophical questions. These questions are those same questions raised by Kant, which
principally are concerned with the 'lost unity of reason' that extends across the three
object-domains of modern culture: science, morality and aesthetics. On this note, it can
generally be stated that Habermas, unlike Rorty, will interpret the linguistic turn
positively, and therefore, dismiss Rorty's assertion that the analytic and continental·
critique of language have demonstrated a decisive move beyond Kant. Habermas,
therefore, sums up his task in the following way: "Is it true that this (or a similar) concept
of modernity becomes untenable when you dismiss the claims of a foundationalist theory
of knowledge?' 160
Habermas begins by systematically demonstrating that the revision of and
reactions

again~t the

Kantian and Hegelian conceptions of self-reflection either implicitly

presuppose a cognitive foundation or fail on 'penalty of self-contradiction' .161 In doing
so, Habermas affirms that any such appeal to either a renewed version of 'Kantian
foundationalism' or the alternative model of the Hegelian 'dialectic mode of justification'
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will result in the aporia of the paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness. 162 More
precisely stated, and to use Habermas' terms, the role of the philosopher can longer be
conceived of as 'ushering the sciences to their proper places' nor of 'highest judge for all
matters, including culture as a whole' .163 Habermas, therefore, turns to those critiques of .
the justificatory role of philosophy set forth by the aforementioned pragmatist and
hermeneutic philosophies, which were likewise developed by Rorty.
. Unlike Rorty, Habermas adds the additional claim that the attacks on Kant and
Hegel in whichever form of criticism likewise amount to an attack on a reason composed
.1
I

of validity-claims that transcend any socio-historical moment. It is clear now that
Habermas's interest in the Kantian conception of modernity dually implies a theory of
reason. For this reason, Habermas puts a different gloss on precisely what it is that the
pragmatic and hermeneutic approaches reveal in their respective critique; that is, and in
Habermas' own terms, these developments demonstrate that 'the paradigm of the
philosophy of consciousness is exhausted' .164 At this time, Habermas returns to his work
in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, which sought to demonstrate that his
intersubjectively engendered communicative-rationality signifies a transition to the
paradigm of mutual recognition. In sum, while Habermas agrees with Rorty that the
'mentalistic language game of the philosophy of consciousness' was shown obsolete by
the pragmatists and hermeneutic thinkers of the continental and analytic traditions alike,
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the former takes this not to signify the end of philosophy as such, but rather a paradigm
shift in the way in which philosophy is to be practiced. 165
At this time, Habermas returns to his original analysis of the Kantian and
Hegelian traditions to argue that although philosophy must surrender its role as 'usher' of
scientific practice and 'supreme arbiter' of moral and aesthetic codes, it can nevertheless .
retain its status as 'guardian of reason' insofar as it is in close accord with the human
sciences. That is to say, philosophy has the specific task of reconstructing the pretheoretic know-how of competent subjects that can then be systematized into a set of
rules that structure the means by which subjects can make valid and invalid assertions. In
the next chapter, we will discuss this in technical terms as the relationship between the
Network and Background. This is simply the recognition that meaning and rules are
intelligible only insofar as they are understood against a background of basic
assumptions, and practices. In the present context, Habermas's understanding of the
philosopher as 'interpreter' or 'stand-in' is intended to address this phenomenon, but
nevertheless maintains that it can overcome a mere contextualism by means of formalpragmatic reconstruction: In this sense,. it takes these presuppositions for the purpose of
constructing a 'negative heuristic,' by which the differentiated subject is to be assessed,
and ifnecessary reconceptualized on the basis of new empirical findings. 166 In sum, the
key terms for Habermas are no longer laden with the messy appeals to transcendental or
absolute idealism; rather they are the technical terms closely yoked to the human
sciences, such as 'hypothesis', 'fallibilism' and 'rational reconstruction.' The linguistic
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tum is therefore interpreted as the shift from the discussion of 'things' to 'how we talk
/
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about things.' That is to say, the object will never be determined once and for all, but that
it is possible to determine the implicit normative constraints on our discussions of these
objects.
On the basis of the above, it is clear that Habermas rejects and seeks to move
beyond Rorty's post-philosophy. That is, while both thinkers reject the foundationalist
efforts of philosophies past, Habermas nevertheless maintains that the philosopher can
playa mediating role for questions of reason. Implicit in this conception of the role of the
philosopher is the idea that the bifurcation is less of a philosophical invention by Kant or
by the 'consensus' of a historical community, more so than an expression of the inherent
features of modem subjectivity and culture. Habermas writes candidly: "Ignorant of the
sophisticated critique of reason, the sons and daughters of modernity have progressively
learned to differentiate their cultural tradition in terms of these three aspects of rationality
such that they deal with issues of truth, justice, and taste discretely, never
. Itaneous Iy. ,167
slmu

The designation of the bifurcation as a 'historical fact,' however, does not mean
the same thing as Rorty's radical historicism. Rather, the conditions by which these three'
domains appeared are essential features to the organization of society and the production
of knowledge that can be analytically determined. It is now the role of the philosopher to
'reconstruct' for the purposes of assuring the modem subject that these are 'legitimate'
forms of reason. Therefore, bifurcation, reason, and critical reflection have a definite
point of emergence and it likewise marks the birth of the Enlightenment. This does not
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mean, however, that these three domains are marked by a static and unchanging
persistence for all time; rather, these three areas express the fundamental features of what
it means to be human, and it is through their coordination that yields the possibility for
emancipation.

'~Object Domains: Of Science and Culture

Ifwe return to the status of the 'linguistic turn' within Richard Rorty's work it will.be
possible to finely tune the argument that has thus far remained at a relatively highaltitude. The purpose for doing so will be to draw attention to the fact that Rorty's
avowed contextualism and pluralist historicism is more or less anemic in comparison to
those continental traditions that his post-philosophical pragmatism supposedly shares a
profound kinship. In doing so, I will set the terms by which it will be possible to
transition to those dimensions of Habennas's own philosophy, which are understated by
the architect himself, that nevertheless remain available for a powerful fonn of critique
akin to Foucault's power-theoretic: namely, the world-disclosing power oflanguage and
the pre-predicative domain of human experience. It can generally be stated now that
Rorty has no place for either in his stated conception of language.
In his discussion of Rorty' s distinction between normal and abnonnal discourse,
which outlines the means by which philosophical practice is to be conceived in the postphilosophical era, Habermas argues that the former is mistaken in thinking that he has
. secured a 'niche beyond the sciences.' That is, Rorty's distinctioh between abnonnal and
normal discourses, which roughly stand to the literary-philosophico discourse of the postphilosopher and a natural scientific discourse does not draw attention to the ways in
'I ....
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which the latter likewise rests on unstable foundations. According to Habermas, such a
position is common to the 'narrow objectivist conception of science' maintained by post
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structuralism, neo-historicism and Rorty's own post-philosophical pragmatism.
Habermas urges once more that any and all forms of reason arejudged valid on the basis
" , . 168
of ' onIy one cntenon

As we have already seen, Rorty believes that the rejection of the linguistic tum
moyes post-analytic and continental thought beyond the aporia of Kantian transcendental
idealism. Rorty, however, is careful to maintain the objectivity of scientific thought. To
do so, however, he must draw a sharp distinction between 'objective reality' and that
domain in which the post-philosopher is able to do her work. Habermas seems to argue
that while this move appears to be consistent on the surface, and could be argued to move
beyond Kantianism it nevertheless dispenses with claims to validity. Thus, the objective
domain of the sciences is unfettered so to speak and the instrumental reason that has
slowly effected the colonization of the lifeworld left unchecked. Habermas captures this
consistency in the following way: 'over against scientific cognition they carve out a
spherewhere thought can be illuminating or awakening instead of being objective. These
tendencies prefer to sever all links with general, criticizable claims to validity' .169
In pursuing this line of criticism, Habermas hopes to disqualify Rorty's (and
others) attempts to secure a domain for those philosophies that emphasize the worlddisclosing powers of language, thought or Being independent from the intraworldly
practices of competent subjects. While Habermas is certainly correct to argue that such a
domain cannot be positioned in stark opposition to the sciences if they are to retain their
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world-disclosing powers, he is nevertheless vague on the extent to which they serve the
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tri-furcated model of reason. This, however, is not the present subject of concern; rather, I
want to draw attention to the simple point that Rorty's conception oflanguage is
remarkably incompatible with the insights of those thinkers of the continental tradition.
As Peter Dews has argued elsewhere, Rorty's behavioristic conception oflanguage elides
its world-disclosing power. 170 In this sense, I will argue that Habermas is too gracious to
Rorty to include him with those philosophies that emphasize the world-disclosing

p~wer

of language. Although Habermas is correct to point out that Rorty similarly draws a sharp
distinction between the cultural and scientific domains, he does not demonstrate the way
in which this works to very different ends for RoTty's conception oflanguage.
While Rorty's reconstruction of the trends common to both the analytic and
continental traditions is certainly impressive, it is not without its problems. For one, his
arranged marriage of the continental and (post-) analytic philosophers is unhappy with
respect to language and the status of science as intimated above by Habermas. Thinkers
such as Nietzsche, Heidegger and Foucault were all critical on this point. It would hardly
seem consistent that any of their views on language, let alone its role in their critical
projects, could be maintained by Rorty's dogged materialism. This point emerges front
and center when Rorty designates both scientific knowledge and language the common
term 'tool.' Rorty states that both can be understood as a 'tool for coping with reality.' 171
In the case of language, Rorty delights in the fact that the 'Deweyan notion of
language' is seemingly confirmed by the Davidsonian attack on the schemata/content

Peter Dews, The Limits ofDisenchantment (London: Verso, 1995), p. 68.
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distinction. He is careful to maintain, however, that his use of tool is not intended to
suggest that it can be studied as an object. After saying this, he again makes the trivial
point that: "[T]here is no way to think about either the world or our purposes except by .
.. using our language". 172 It seems here as if Rorty is desperately trying to keep the neat fit
between the (post-) analytic and continental traditions that he understood to have co
confirmed the inevitability of a post-philosophy.
For one, not Heidegger, Gadamer, Foucault or Derrida would in anyway endorse
the idea of language use as a 'tool' of any kind, since it assumes that the subject has

i.

language in its grip. What Rorty seems to ignore in his identification of these thinkers as
commonly maintaining the impossibility of' getting behind language' is that this is
understood (for better or worse) as a trans-subjective experience. If we think back to
Habermas's criticism, this trans-subjective experience is described as the 'illuminating'
or 'awakening' power of the world-disclosive function of language. As Habenpas has
noted elsewhere, Rorty stands apart from these thinkers since he retains a humanist
position.1 73 Therefore, Rorty's pragmatic notion of language and humanist leanings puts
him at odds with a tradition known for its anti-subjectivism.
This point is especially exacerbated when we consider the implications the 'tool'
metaphor has for scientific knowledge. In another essay, Rorty senses that his yoking

I
I

•

himself too closely to the continental tradition would conflict with his own pragmatist
leanings that suppose a materialist ontology. Put another way, Rorty seeks to snuff out
the last of the transcendent. Again Rorty, stresses that while Dewey and James share an

172 Ibid., p. 33.
173 Jurgen Habermas, Autonomy and Solidarity: Interviews with Jurgen Habermas, edited
by Peter Dews (publisher, date), p. 155.
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affinity with Nietzsche and Heidegger in their deep skepticism of searching for the
I~'\

\r-;

'grounds' of philosophical practice, they nevertheless differ on an essential point: the

I

. status of science. "Unlike, Nietzsche and Heidegger, the pragmatists did not make the

I

mistake of turning against the community which takes the natural scientist as its moral
hero - the community of secular intellectuals' which came to self-consciousness in the
Enlightenment' Rorty's point here is that the detranscendentalization of reason (or what
he calls the 'pragmatiCization of reason') is first initiated by the developments in
. scientific knowledge during the 19th century. 174 For example, Darwin decenters man by
articulating him as of a nature devoid of teleology. Nietzsche and Heidegger, by contrast,
take this detranscendentalization to different extremes in their assertions of a possibility
for a new kind of transcendent experience.
Rorty's problems do not end with the continental tradition. Rorty takes aim at
those post-analytic philosophers that he dubs as the 'technical realists'. According to
Rorty, the 'technical realists' take the 'linguistic tum' initiated by Wittgenstein, but seek
to revise it by way of a critique of Frege. Thinkers like Saul Kripke and Hillary Putnam
maintain that the critiques of reference levied by Quine and Wittgensten are incomplete
insofar as they similarly maintain the Fregean idea that 'meaning determines reference.'
The 'technical realists' therefore develop a 'non-Fregean picture of the word-world
relationships' that maintains a direct theory ofreference. 175 In this sense, the 'technical
realists', are able to refurbish a correspondence theory of truth, by means of recourse to
language.

174 Richard Rorty, "Pragmatism, Relativism and Irrationalism" In Epistemology: The Big
Questions, edited by Linda Alcott (Oxford: Blackwell Press, 1999), p. 337.
175 Richard Rorty, "Pragmatism and Philosophy" In After Philosophy: End or
Transformation? (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 38.
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Rorty takes pains to defend his post-philosophical pragmatism from the attacks of
the 'technical realists', because they pose a threat to his deflationary ideas of truth and
reason. Moreover, the 'technical realists' revive the notion ofjustification for scientific
truths with their concept of 'natural kinds.' As Rorty notes, the technical realist charges
that the pragmatist cannot account for the success of the natural sciences. Rorty frames
the question in the following way: "How, realists ask, would this be possible if some
scientific statements did not correspond to the way things are in themselves?". 176 Rorty
(and the pragmatist) rejoin that such a position merely restates that Platonic position
which Wittgenstein and the others had already convincingly shown to be philosophically
inert. In Rorty's estimation, scientific knowledge is just another way to 'cope' with
reality not because it 'corresponds' but because 'it just plain enables us to cope'. 177
On the basis of the above, it is clear that there are countermovements within the
neat and tidy history that Rorty initially portrayed. On the one hand, the metaphor of the
'tool' in both its linguistic and scientific domain works against the deep skepticism that
such thinkers as Nietzsche and Heidegger (and others within the continental tradition)
held with respect to technology and science. While they did not goes as far to maintain
that the objective world was a construction, they nevertheless asserted that there is a more
primordial dimension of human activity from which the abstract and reified position of
the scientific world-view draws its resources: Nietzsche calls this the will-to-power,
Heidegger calls it Being, we will call it the pre-predicative dimension. As Peter Dews
notes, "Rorty is reluctant to acknowledge such a domain because the concept of the pre
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predicative is straightforwardly incompatible with his 'materialist' ontology". 178 In this
sense, the 'division of labor' between the cultural and

s~ientific

domain that Habermas

identified above is for Rorty driven not by the world-disclosive power of language, but
by the physicalist and materialist ontology of the scientific world-view. Thus, Rorty can
without shame take the scientist as the 'moral hero', since they will gradually furnish off
those metaphysical views of yesteryears.
On the other hand, however, the technical realists pose a threat to Rorty with
respect to the way in which science is to be determined legitimate. That is, the
recuperated notion of the direct theory of reference enables the technical realists to
provide the reasons why science succeeds whereas the pragmatist simply abstains from
answering such a question. This raises serious doubts as to whether the pragmatist
conception of science is as committed to the objective world as it may seem to suppose.
While Rorty is quick to accord the natural sciences the status of normal discourse, it is
unclear on what basis he makes this decision, other the weak assertion that it is 'our
modem common-sense ontology' .179

Re-Description: Post-Philosophy, Hegel and Modernity

If we take the above conclusions concerning the anemia that Rorty's account of language
suffers, namely his seemingly positivistic account of how certain vocabularies come to
dominate the consciousness of historical communities at a given time, it will be possible
to demonstrate precisely the way in which Rorty misses out on that which preoccupied
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Continental thinkers the most: the inexorable link between thought and history. Peter
Dews is particularly keen on this point when he notes that on Rorty's account "[W]e·
need to develop our awareness of the tradition only in order to come to the conclusion
that we can consign it to the scrap heap without any major loss. Indeed, we must dispose
of it in order to disclose the finitude of human beings as self-sufficient natural beings in a
world without transcendence". ISO In this sense, Rorty believes he is justified to take the
natural scientist as his 'moral hero', since it he who will furnish off the last of our
delusions about such metaphysical concepts as transcendence. Therefore, the
impossibility of 'getting behind language' is not meant in the Heideggerian or
Gadamerian sense that it is language that discloses the horizon in which members of that
historical community engage in a trans-subjective way, but rather, the consensus that
members of a historical community collectively arrive at on the basis of 'discarding' the
inert concepts of previous eras.

.The post-philosophical task that Rorty sets forth is therefore somewhat ambiguous
.

with respect to the status of history and thought. While, Rorty envisions that the task of
philosopher is to describe 'how things hang together'- the now familiar practice of
epochal articulation akin to Hegel, Heidegger and even the early Foucault - Rorty
emphatically stresses that such a portrait holds not 'deeper truths' about that historical
community. lSI Rather, the task is one of a re-description: histories and sense-making
activities are destined to change, and so to the narratives of the post-philosopher that do
not stand as an incontrovertible bodies of truth, but as 'temporary resting places

Ibid., p. 67.
lSI Richard Rorty, 'Pragmatism and Philosophy' In After Philosophy End or
Transformation? (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 58.
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constructed for specific utilitarian ends' .182 On this note, the 'tool' metaphor for language
emerges once again. According to Rorty, history and tradition refer to the tool, not the
other way around.
The search for deeper truths in historical narratives is one thing, but the dismissal
of the world-disclosing capacity of language in the sense that it sets out that horizon in
. which ~embers of a community are participants is quite another. At their ~orst, the
epochal disclosure and traditionalist tenor of Heideggerian and Gadamerian hermeneutics
posit precisely that 'deep truth' that Rorty so desperately seeks to avoid. Nevertheless,
these thinkers set up a space in which to think outside of the scientism that Rorty likewise
rejects. Rorty, however, is far too pragmatic to take seriously the role of this pre
predicative domain of understanding.
In a peculiar passage, Rorty suggests that recent historicist trends, most notably
the philosophers of the paradigm and episteme (Kuhn and Foucault), are the continuation
of a project that Hegel originally set out: the detranscendentalization or temporalization
ofreason.

183

That is, in order to solve the antinomies of the Kantian project, Hegel

introduced reason into a historical context - the' space of reasons'. It is a well-known and
much lamented fact that Kuhn and Foucault are committed antagonists to that Hegelian
historiography which supposes a narrative that is linear, progressive and developmental.
At best these thinkers can be understood as Kantian: the former once declared he was
'Kantian with moveable categories'. So why Hegel?
Hegel scholar Robert Pippin convincingly argues that Rorty's embrace of Hegel
and his avocation of a 'weak dialectic' is an uncharitable view of the great systems
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thinker. More precisely stated, Pippin scrutinizes Rorty's assertion contra Habennas that
(

J"~

\"~

the 'replacement' for a philosophical 'ground' for modern institutions can be done so by
establishing a historical narrative. 184 While Pippin shares Rorty's conviction that a
historical narrative is necessary to fill out the already thin account of philosopher as
reconstructive scientist set forth by Habennas, he nevertheless draws our attention to
precisely those problems discussed above concerning language and history. The dialectic
at best would be understood as 'playing certain vocabularies off of one another.' 185 This
is based on Rorty's utilitarian view, which is that certain vocabularies or ways of talking ..
arise within historical moments not because they correspond or enrich our understanding
of a referent, but rather, because they are useful to overcome particular problems. In the
absence of a referent, Rorty adds the additional qualifier that the reason that anyone
vocabulary is chosen is shot through with contingencies. Thus, the task for the
philosopher is to re-describe the way in which we understand this historical narrative.
For Pippin, Rorty's account fails on two fronts: the first, the agendas that
historical communities take up implicitly rely on certain basic asSumptions that inform
the justifiability of norms. The key point here is that the consensus this community
reaches can mean something only insofar as previous decisions have been determined
inadequate. 186 Thus, simply asserting the 'mortality' of previous vocabularies thatno
longer have any useJor those problems that present themselves to members of a presentday community is not a sufficient basis on which to establish a historical narrative.
Secondly, and related to the first, Rorty's idea of a historical narrative is based on the

Robert Pippin, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
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assumption that a given criterion for a historical community is shot through with
contingencies. On Pippin's reading of Hegel this stands in sharp contrast to the

rigorOl~s

form of argumentation that is carried out in order to determine what can 'count as' a
norm. Accordingly, "[T]he appeal to chance or luck or contingency is simply another
species of dogmatism,' an appeal to 'the positive' or 'what simply happens,' as if such an
appeal were possible". 187 Thus, the task of philosophy conceived by Hegel and which
Rorty thinks still stands for his post-philosophical re-:description as 'its own time
apprehended in thought' requires a self-grounding or 'absolute freedom.' It is at this point
, that Habermas' s careful effort to retain the Kantian notion of modernity comes clear.
Although the pragmatist and hermeneutic thinkers have demonstrated the inadequacy of
the philosophy of consciousness, which likewise implies that thought is mediated through
language and action, must nevertheless retain an idea of 'self-grounding' in order
normative accounts of institutions and practices to have any grip or significance.

Conclusion

At first glance that Rortyean notion of the post-philosophical task of re-description seems
adept to meet the standards of post-structuralist thought. On closer inspection however
the idea is anemic with respect to the world-disclosing power of language as well as the
way in which traditional assumptions remain implicitly bound up with the interpreter.
Thus, the counterintuitive move that will be made is that the more appropriate conception
I
!
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of philosophical practice in a post-metaphysical era, one that maintains a revised notion
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of the original Kantian critical project, is the proper place in which to locate those efforts
~

of thinkers from the Continental tradition.

I

I
I

While the Habermasian notion of the reconstructive sciences is explicitly
developed to counter the contextualist and historicist assumptions of hermeneutics,
radical historiography and post-structuralist thought, it nevertheless specifies precisely
that domain in which their principal insights operate: the pre-predicative. More precisely
stated, it specifies that domain on the assumption that it is an integral part of the tri
furcation of modernity. Likewise, as is evident in the case Robert Pippin, the Habermsian
account of reconstructive sciences begs a more fully developed narrative by which locate
these reconstructive efforts. As Pippin himself notes, the third-generation of the Frankfurt
School of Critical Theory returns to Hegel for precisely this reason. 188 This proj ect will
set forth the thesis that Michel Foucault can likewise be understood to tell a wider role of
the development of modern institutions throughout modernity. The idea here, by contrast,
is that Foucault returns to Kant to for the purpose of developing a non-Hegelian
historiography. Thus, Foucault's critical project is far more sophisticated than simply a
Rortyean historical pastiche. Foucault implicitly develops an alternative account of the
detranscendentalization of the synthesis of objectivity. In doing so, Foucault engages
with the Heideggerian notion of world-disclosure, although he refines it in such a way as
to emphasize the sociological and historical dimensions.
As a parting shot, the errors of Richard Rorty can be summed up in his conflation
of the Platonic and Kantian traditions of philosophical practices. Thomas McCarthy
notes: "He [Rorty] doesn't take seriously enough the fact that Kant introduced his
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regulative ideas precisely by way of contrast to the constitutive ideas of the Platonic
tradition ... They are representatble not in and of themselves but only in relation to the
practices they regulate". 189 McCarthy continues that Rorty is falsely preoccupied with the
specification of the 'ideal point of inquiry or ideal conditions of acceptability' 190 In
Habermasianfashion McCarthy concludes that such ideal limits are 'always already' at
work within the structures of the lifeworld. The critical tradition must now conceive of
the ways in which these 'ideal limitations' function within the real practices; that is, how
they structure and shape the world. In this sense, the notion of validity-claims raised in
everyday action-contexts as well as the world-disclosive concept of language is equally
retained. Thus, the Foucaultian critical project can be read as an attempt to capture certain
aspects of our linguistic practices that elude the formal interpretation of action contexts.
While the lifeworld discloses that horizon in which participants engage with one another
in both practical activity and their linguistic performances this does not necessarily mean
that this disclosure is constitutive.

189 Thomas McCarthy, "Philosophy and Social Practice: Avoiding the Ethnocentric
Predicament" In Philosophical Interventions in the Unfinished Project ofModernity,
edited by Axel Honneth, Thomas McCarthy, Claus Offe, and Albrecht Wellmer
(Cambridge: MIT P, 1992), p. 247
190 Ibid., p. 247.
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II. Backgrounds: Dreyfus, Searle and Intentionality
Introduction:
In the previous section, we established that Foucault's primary theoretical insight
concerns the pre-predicative domain of human experience. Accordingly, Foucault
conceives oflanguage in what we have called the 'world-disclosing function.' As we
have seen in the Rorty and Habennas exchange, the ability to emphasize this function of
language as well as the pre-predicative domain is possibly only insofar as a specific
understanding of language is maintained. While Rorty is seemingly closer to the
Continental tradition insofar as this is interpreted as the move towards a 'post
philosophy', he misses precisely the point these thinkers make by emphasizing the 'tool'
like use of language. Moreover, Rorty's physicalist ontology negates this pre-predicative
domain, since it eliminates the way in which historical meaning-structures are implicitly
bound up with current practices and the self-understanding of subject Thus, when
Foucault argues that the primary insight of Kant is to introduce the question "What are'
we? In a very precise moment of history", he does not intend this as a question of our
progress in relation to the mythologies and delusion of pas~, but, rather, the way in which
our practices have developed in part as a reaction to past problems, and as a continuance
of those very practices supposedly left behind.
With this in place, I have argued that as counterintuitive as it may seem,
Foucault's conception of the relationship between power and knowledge is better located
within the Habennasian conception of modernity. It is in this tri-furcated model of reason
that is transformed vis-a-vis the linguistic tum, where the I world-disclosing function of
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language has a special, albeit marginalized,.role. With Kant and Hegel we understood this
as the relationship between the on the one hand, the analytic/aesthetic and on the other
. I

hand, reason/history. In the current manifestation we understand that linguistic and non
discursive practices are disclosed in such a way as to elude the purely logical or rational
orientation. In the previous section, we established that this relationship was present in
the Habermasian conception of philosophical practice. Habermas understands the task of
the philosopher to reconstruct the pre-theoretic 'know how' of competent subjects that
can then be systematized into a set of rules that structure the conditions under which
subjects can make valid and invalid assertions. It can generally be said that Foucault is
less concerned with the formalization of linguistic practices, and concentrates on the way
in which those linguistic practices are 'always already' informed by the pre-theoretic in
such a way as to elude formalization. This is precisely where Focuault's notion of power
comes into focus: He is interested in the obverse effects that social interactions produce
in ways not dependent on the intentions of acting and speaking subjects. Thus, power
becomes a positive force in which the exercise of power is not to prohibit, but to
influence and control certain actions, gestures, even the

self-unde~standing

of subjects.

This 'conflict' takes place not in a kind of combat or confrontation, but at an unconscious
level. Accordingly, neither the dominator nor the dominated can be said to be in control
of the situation.
To appreciate how power has the ability to exert force, as well as to shape and
control individual behaviors in a way that moves beyond traditional understandings of
action or intentionality, it will be necessary to clarify this technically. To do so, I will
examine the exchange between philosophers Hubert Dreyfus and John Searle over the
"
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seemingly banal concept of the background. This will take place in the discussion of the
concept of the Network and Background. It is only until we develop sensitivity to the way
in which the content of a linguistic performance is dependent on a large number of taken
for-granted assumptions and skills at a very basic level that we will be able to understand
the operative domain of Foucault's critical methodology.

1 Logical Analysis: Representation, Network and Background

At first glance, it may seem that Dreyfus and Searle hold positions on the background
that are indistinguishable. For instance, both maintain that the background is the preintentional and nonrepresentational set of skills, dispositions, practices and habits that
provide enabling conditions for meaning and intentionality. Both thinkers also maintain
(although, Dreyfus is relatively unclear on the second part of this point 191 ) that while
these practices do not function as explicitly followed rules, aspects of the background can
nevertheless be represented, while never all at once. Beyond these similarities however
they hold remarkably different positions with respect to the specific functioning of the
background in relation to linguistic performances and intentionality. For instance,
Dreyfus maintains that our most basic knowledge is not propositionally structured.
Accordingly, the background cannot be thematized or abstracted from since the
intelligibility of the phenomena is situationally determined. Furthermore, the very objects
and the range of possibilities in which the subject can handle these objects 'show up'
only in reference to the background. Searle, by contrast, assigns the background a causal

191 Hans Herbert Kogler, The Power ofDialogue (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), p.34
fn21.
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function in the production of propositional content. l92 That is, although the background is
expressed in basic skills and practices, these can nevertheless b~ referred to by a logical
structure or type. More precisely stated, Intentional states and illocutionary force

represent those conditions under which they can either succeed or fail.
While there are many dimensions of the exchange between Dreyfus and Searle, for
present purposes, I will limit the following analysis to social reality and intentionality in
relation to rule following. Dreyfus maintains that Searle's emphasis on a logical analysis of
intentional action misses out, or in the words of the former 'covers up', the disclosive
dimension of sociality. The simple argument that Dreyfus makes that applies to the ,
intentionality of social agents is that: in its design to study a 'broad class of phenomena',
logical analysis 'covers up' the indexicality of intentionality, reference and social norms.
This claim relates specifically to Searle's causal requirement for the propositional content of
an intentional action. Dreyfus makes the point here that the level of description of logical
I

analysis in the case of intentional causation is abstracted from the context in such a way that

I'

it fails to capture the way in which actions depend on other types of causation. Furthermore,
in the case of social norms, logical analysis cannot describe how practices make possible the
rule that is logically analyzed. The present study will be geared towards an assessment of the
way in which the background functions disclosively.
John Searle's account of intentional action is used not only within the philosophy of
mind but is also the basis for his study of social reality. Therefore, it will first be necessary
to set out Searle's conception of intentionality, as well as his thesis of the background. The
primary focus will be on intentional causation; it is the keystone for his idea of intentional
i
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action. Furthermore, it precisely that issue, to which we will later return, that Dreyfus argues
will enable Searle to abstract from other forms of intentionality and social phenomena that
are not propositionally structured.
Searle loosely defines intentionality as "the special way the mind has of relating us to
world". 193 This is the Fregean thrust of Searle's conception of Intentionality. That is, the
way in which human beings are able to refer to the world is always through a mode of
presentation. Accordingly, such things as phenomena, constitutive activity and intentional
action appear under certain descriptions. It is important to stress that while Searle uses the
term 'representation' and 'mental phenomena' he does not intend to use it in the Cartesian
sense as a separate ontological category. That is, representations are not an 'accompaniment'
to a mental'state; rather, representations are "[J]ust shorthand for this constellation of logical
notions borrowed from the theory of speech acts"

194

On this same point, while Sealre's

terms are borrowed from speech act theory this does not mean that intentionality is
linguistic. 195 Searle therefore characterizes his method as a logical analysis that seeks to
surface the logical structure of Intentional and social phenomena alike. A final note, these
logical conditions are mind-independent features, meaning that they are observerindependent. This position is consistent with his biological naturalism. 196
Searle details the logical terms (borrowed from the theory of speech acts) by which
intentionality is said to function. These aforementioned logical terms are the following: the
propositional content, psychological mode, direction of fit, the direction of causation and
conditions of satisfaction. For now, it can generally be stated that an Intentional state with a
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propositional content and direction of fit represents the conditions of satisfaction by which it
can be determined to succeed or fail. 197
The first logical condition Searle identifies is that the same propositional content can
appear under different psychological modes. 198 I can both believe and hope that my lost dog
is alive and the same content will have different conditions of satisfaction. To further clarify
this point, Searle appeals to the direction of fit: Intentional states such as beliefs and desires
have different directions of fit. Whereas beliefs represent a state of affairs in the world to
which their truth is dependent on a successful correspondence, desires represent how the
world wi.!l change to match the content of the desire. This is the difference between mind-to
world and world-to-mind direction of fit. Thus the mode (belief, desire etc.) in which
propositional content is expressed determines a direction of fit.
Following this logic, Searle points out that the evaluative term 'truth-conditions' is
too specific a type of a more general term by which an Intentional state is judged to succeed
or fail. Put another way, a mode such as a desire is not necessarily true or false as much as
satisfied or frustrated depending on the state of affairs represented. Accordingly, Searle
generalizes to conditions of satisfaction of which truth-conditions are characteristic of a
specific mode (e.g. belief).

199

To repeat, the general logical components of intentionality are

that an Intentional state has a propositional content that is specified by a psychological mode
and a direction of fit that combine to represent the conditions of satisfaction by which that
Intentional state is said to succeed or fail.

Ibid., p.11
John Searle, Rationality in Action (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2000), p. 35.
.
199 John Searle, Mind Language and Society (New York: Basic Books, 1998) p.l 00.
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Even with these logical components in place an essential piece is missing: the
direction of causation. The direction of causation is the fulcrum of Searle's logical analysis
because it completes the logical conditions that such Intentional states as perception and
action must meet to be acknowledged as an instance of intentionality. Searle provides the
following general definition of intentional causation (the direction of causation): "[I]n the
case of intentional causation an intentional state causes the very state of affairs it represents,
or the state of affairs it represents causes it,,200 The point here is both subtle and complex.
First, the most notable feature of the direction of causation is that it is always
asymmetrical with direction of fit. 20 1 For example, a desire has a world-to-mind direction of
fit that requires a mind-to-world direction of causation. In other words, a desire must
represent the change that it will bring about in the world, and within the conditions of
satisfaction, the mind must cause that desire.
Second, most intentional states are causally self-referential such as perception,
intentional action, volition and bodily movements. For a causally self-referential Intentional
state the conditions of satisfaction require that it must cause those conditions of satisfaction.
Take the case of perception. Searle is adamant that an agent does not have a direct
experience of the object. Therefore, part of the conditions of satisfaction is that the thing I
perceive in the world must cause the visual perception, and that I see the thing in the world
means that it is causing my visual perception. In sum, an Intentional action has a mind-to
world direction of fit, meaning that the Intentional state must match that thing in the world.

200 John Searle Rationality In Action (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000), p. 41.
201 John Searle, Intentionality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p.122.
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The direction of causation, however, is world-to-mind, meaning that in order to see that
thing in the world it must be the case that it is in the world causing my perception.

1.4 Network and Background

Searle's notion of the intentionality is still incomplete. Although the logical conditions that
make up the representation of the conditions of satisfaction of an Intentional have been
completed in some sense by intentional causation there are two crucial points Searle makes
with respect to their functioning: the N~twork and the Background.
Searle is careful to stress that Intentional states: "[D]o not function in an independent
or atomistic fashion, for each Intentional state has its contents and determines its conditions
of satisfaction only in relation to numerous other Intentional states".202 It is with this
insistence on the holistic as opposed to the atomistic functioning of Intentional states that
Searle introduces the concept of Network. The idea of a Network-of-co-functioning
Intentional-states simply maintains that the content of a given Intentional state and its
I,

conditions of satisfactions refers to a larger set of Intentional states.
Searle uses the example of a man that forms the intention to run for the President of
the United States: "He would normally believe ... that the United States is a republic, that it
has periodic elections, that in these elections the candidates oftwo major parties vie for the
!

Presidency, and so on". 203 The point here is that without these other Intentional states in
place one could not say that the man has formed the intention to'run for the President of the
United States. Searle further develops this point by contrasting the man's intention to run for
,
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202 Ibid., p. 141
.203 Ibid.,p.141
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President with a pre-historic man that has the same intention. Searle concludes that despite
\,
•• 1
,' ....
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the 'type-identical neural configurations' of these mental states without the Network
(institutional structures, the Constitution etc.) that underpins the intention, the intention of
the pre-historic man cannot be said to be the same as the present day man?04
In addition to the concept of the Network, Searle adds the claim that there are a
certain set of beliefs that are 'too fundamental to qualify as beliefs, even as unconscious
beliefs". 205 In other words, these are not propositions at all; rather, they are a Background of
abilities, capacities, skills, or what Searle calls know-how. This leads Searle to claim that
representations and intentionality cannot function at all without the precondition of the
Background. The reason for this is simple enough: adding additional semantic content to the
previous semantic content will result in an infinite regress, since additional semantic content
will likewise require a further background to interpret.
The Background first appeared in his work Expression and Meaning (1979). At this
time, the Background was specifically developed to address literal meaning. In the case of
literal meaning, Searle concludes that every sentence is underdetermined by a set of

i
I
I

assumptions that cannot be exhausted by the semantic content,206 By the time Searle writes

Intentionality the function of the Background is significantly altered and extended. Searle
revises the thesis of the Background once more in The Rediscovery ofthe Mind: "Intentional
phenomena... only function within a set of Background capacities which are not themselves
intentional".207 Although it is not within the scope of the paper to assess the implications of

204 Ibid., p. 20
205 Ibid., p. 142
206 John Searle, The Rediscovery of The Mind (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), p. 181.
207 Ibid., p. 176
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the above revisions, it can generally be said that the Background is accorded an increasingly
,-+\

'~(';

significant role within Searle's work.
The Background as understood by Searle is heterogeneous; it consists of physical
skills, mental capacities and cultural practices. As mentioned above, the primary function of
the Background is to function as the precondition for representational content. According to
Searle, the Background manifests in two distinct ways as 'local' (shared practices: type of
food one eats, medicine, opening doors, opening a beer, marriage etc) and 'deep'
(biological: evolutionary capacities such as eating, walking, grasping, perceiving etc),z08
While there is no 'sharp dividing line,209 between 'local' and 'deep', they share the common
feature of being both capacities and skills that constitute an agent's Background. It is also
important to mention that the Network is not distinct from the Background; that is, the
Background causes the Intentional states within a Network. Searle summarizes the above
features by drawing attention to the way in which 'causation' is intended: "[T]he
Background functions causally by providing a set of enabling conditions for the operation of
(

Intentional states" .210 Searle is careful to note that the Background does not determine the
Intentional content in an efficacious manner; rather, the Background simply 'shapes' or
'forms' the Intentional states.
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1.4 Intentionality as Background Ability

So far I have spoken about the Background and Intentionality independently from one
another. The next step is to outline how they work together. While there are certainly many
ways to go about this, for our purposes, I will tum to the example of rule following and·
intentional action. The issue concerns the relationship of Background skills and intentional
action; this is the hallmark of the debate between our two philosophers. In a response to
Dreyfus, Searle summarizes his position on this relationship with two succinct statements:
"The two essential points are, first, that intentionality rises to the level of the Background
ability; and second, it reaches to the bottom of that ability in its exercise".

211

The first point - "intentionality rises to the level of background" - is simply to draw
attention to a point that he has already made: agents do not consciously follow rules. This is
another way of saying that the rule recedes into the Background and the body takes over.
Searle nevertheless maintains that these Background abilities and skills can indeed be
referenced by way of that original rule. This means that although Searle acknowledges that it
is not the case that the agent follows the rule explicitly - which means that she has become
an expert of that skill, and it has, therefore, receded into the Background - the appropriate
way in which to discuss this action as intentional, according to Searle is to do so by means
of appealing to this rule.
Searle's second point - "intentionality reaches to the bottom of that ability in its
exercise" - is to clarify what Searle means when the background ability can be referenced
by a rule. Accordingly, Searle adds a further condition to his account of intentionality, which
i
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211 John Searle,"The Limits of Phenomenology" In Heidegger, Coping and Cognitive
Science: Essays in Honor ofHubert L. Dreyfus (Cambridge: MIT Press), p. 6.
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modifies his notion of the conditions of satisfaction. While intentionality rises to the level of

(r", ,

background ability, the intentional action, nevertheless, controls all subsidiary elements of

. ",.'J .

that action. To clarify this idea Searle uses the example of a downhill skier. Even though a
skier has reached an expert level where the body has taken over, the intention-in-action
nevertheless governs and controls each and every smaller movement that makes up the total
intentional action. Thus, as a skier heads downhill and passes through a series of moguls,
Searle maintains that each and every minute movement, every shift of weight and
adjustment of her joints, is made possible by the causation of the original intention-in-action.
Thus, it is not that the body takes over in the sense that an intentional action need not be
represented at all, as is the case with Hubert Dreyfus's absorbed coping; rather, in order for
an intention to count as an action it must be the case that each subsidiary movement is
caused in the way detailed above.
In his Construction ofSocial Reality, this same point is expressed with slightly
different terminology, although within the explicit context of socialization. The task for
Searle is to describe the way in which institutional rules function causally. Neither a crude
rationalism nor behaviorism will due for Searle since he is invested in preserving his
understanding of intentional action. Accordingly, Searle appeals to th'e background to solve
this dilemma. Given that the background consists of a set of certain capacities and skills,
Searle employs evolution as an analogue: just as a fish does not have gills to survive, but
through a mutation developes gills that increase its chances for survival, the social scientist
must develop an analogous model for description of behavior. That is, the agent does not
behave a certain way because she consciously or unconsciously follows the institutional
rule; rather, the agent is disposed to act in a certain way because that very behavior
,-1.
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confonns to the rules'of the institution. Therefore, in the case of social behavior Searle
concludes that: "[T]he mechanism has evolved precisely so that it will be sensitive to the
U

rule" 212 To put the same point slightly different, while the Background does not consist of
representations of institutional rules it is nevertheless causally sensitive to institutional rules.
Searle is thus lead to conclude that institutional rules do in fact function causally.213

2. Dreyfus on the background

Perhaps the clearest way to frame the dispute between Dreyfus and Searle is to draw
attention to their understanding of the 'enabling' function of the background. Searle's use of
'enable' is tied to the idea of the Background as 'mental capacities'. These capacities are
deemed neurophysiological and have the function to produce representation. This gives
Searle's use of 'enable', and therefore the Background, a purely logical notion in that it
'shapes it [intentionality] to give its specific content' .2

14

In a word, this confusion amounts

to the idealization and abstraction of meaning constitution in its positing of a subject that
attaches meaning to objects from the outside; that is, "[M]emling must be brought into a
meaningless universe, from outside as it were, by a meaning-giving mind" (PPLA, 29).As a
consequence, the Background that Searle and Dreyfus originally co-confirmed has a
completely different function in the methodological practice of the fonner. The
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212 John Searle, The Construction o/Social Reality (Cambridge: MIT Press,1998), p. 146;
213 John Searle The Construction o/Social Reality, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998). p.
147.
214 Daniel Andler "Context and Background: Dreyfus and Cognitive Science" In
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psychoiogical assumptions of Searle's analysis portray the Background as an intra-psychic
,

phenomenon.
Dreyfus, by contrast, understands the 'enabling' function of the background to playa
much more extensive role. In this sense, the 'enabling' function is understood less as
'capacity', and therefore, places a stronger emphasis on the 'precondition.' Daniel Andler
captures this point nicely 'in his summation of Dreyfus's main contention with the
psychologistic portrayal of the Background by Searle: "Following Heidegger, Dreyfus
denies the possibility of intentional content disconnected from involved coping ... what does
exist is derivative intentional content which is ontologically ... dependent on pretheoretic
understanding ... ".215 Andler underscores the principal point of Dreyfus's understanding of
the background: our most basic knowledge is non-propositionally structured and is located
in our everyday practices (absorbed coping). The above suggests that an analysis such as
Searle's will necessarily abstract from the more basic orientation human beings have
towards the world. Dreyfus makes this same point in his distinction between the referential
function of language in local situations and world. The latter, according to Dreyfus, is a .
'special de-situating capacity' of language that enables it to refer to nonexistent things,
which derives its referential capacity only from the 'referential totality of equipment'
(another way of saying the background).216
On the basis of this understanding of the background, Dreyfus sets forth an argument
for a version of the non-propositional intentionality: this is what we have so far called
'absorbed-coping'. To begin, it is important to notethat Dreyfus makes the following claim:

215 Ibid., pp. 146-7.
216 Hubert L. Dreyfus, "Responses" In Heidegger, Coping and Cognitive Science
(Massachusetts, Cambridge: MIT Press) p. 318.
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"I do not dispute Searle's minimal logical condition that all intentional states must have
/~,

("[rr/
.

conditions of satisfaction, but it turns out that Searle also defends the strong substantive

I

claim that these conditions of satisfaction must be 'mental representations",217. For Dreyfus,
. while an action may succeed or fail, the logical terms by which this is expressed is itself an
abstraction from the phenomena. Dreyfus, therefore, contests Searle's logical requirement
that the propositional content of an Intentional state is likewise a 'causal requirement'218. As
we have seen above, Searle's account of the direction of causation or intentional causation
was crucial for his theory of intentionality. That is, the logical requirement that for an
intentional action

t~

count 'intentional state causes the very state of affairs it represents, or·

the state of affairs it represents causes it' .2 19 This is a concern for Dreyfus, since his
conception of intentional action - absorbed coping - is non-representational. More precisely
stated, the intentional action that is carried out is so basic that the claim that the
propositional content of the conditions of satisfaction represents the totality of the action
will miss the proper level at which the action occurs.

2.1 Social Reality: Brute Facts and Social Norms

If we return to the example of the skier detailed ab,ove it will be possible to identify the way
in which Dreyfus's account of absorbed coping significantly departs for Searle's
intentionality. First, Dreyfus disagrees with Searle that the Background ability can be or
needs to be referred to by a rule. By contrast, Dreyfus asserts that the rule is 'left behind like

217 Ibid., p. 328
218 Ibid., p. 329
219 John Searle, Rationality In Action (Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institution of
Technology Press, 2000), p. 41.
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training wheels.,220 In dispensing with this rule, Dreyfus will likewise contest Searle's
second condition that intentionality reaches all the way down to the ability in exercise.
Instead, Dreyfus suggests that the subsidiary actions cannot be referred to by conditions of
,

satisfaction; rather, those are actions are better thought of as a "Background skill all the way
Up".221 In our example, the skier does not represent ahead of time the total sequence of the
run. Rather, the minute and subtle shifts of weight happen unconsciously and without
representation. In this sense, Dreyfus places far more emphasis on the connection between
the Background and the body. The body is the site for so many of skills and abilities, but
these need not be referenced by way of a logical analysis. This is another, more fundamental
form of intentionality altogether - absorbed coping.
Thus far I have used rather benign examples such as learning how to ski. One would
think in the exchange between Dreyfus and Searle that this discussion is limited to such
things as tennis or basketball. In the context of social reality, however, the implications of
Dreyfus's conception of the background are of utmost importance. The fact of the matter is
that Searle's logical analysis cannot hope to describe the way in which the subject's actions
at a practical level discloses the world in manner beyond the scope of a mere satisfaction or
frustration of the Intentional state. Social power operates at this precisely this level. For such
things as racism, sexism, homophobia and class, among others, it is at the level of skillful
activity in which an agent becomes socialized. Dreyfus lists such taken-for-granted practices
as style of eye contact, posture and regard. To this he adds: "These norms determine who

220 Hubert L. Dreyfus, "Responses" In Heidegger, Coping and Cognitive Science,
(Cambridge: MIT Press), p. 325..
221 Ibid., p. 330.
.

137

1]1

138
commands and obeys".222 In this sense, the practices described by logical analysis are in
I

\.....--

way exhausted.
Sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu in his Outline ofa Theory ofPractice is careful to
remind us that attention to this dimension of social real,ity does not in anyway undermine
objectivist knowledge, but poses the question of those conditions in which such knowledge
is

~ade

possible. In this sense, Dreyfus and Searle offer two conceptual models that

emphasize a differ~nt dimension of social reality. In the case of intentionality it is the
difference between the conditions of satisfaction (representation) and absorbed-coping.
Moreover, the Dreyfus and Searle exchange is roughly equivalent, yet to ultimately different
ends, to the Habermas and Foucault exchange. Whereas Habermas emphasizes the way in
which a regulative ideal is always already operative within the lifeworld context, and can be
formalized into such aO way as to account for the normative presuppositions of linguistic
performances, Foucaultdraws our attention to the stage setting that makes such linguistic
performances possible. In this sense, Foucault's emphasis on power relations should not be
interpreted as a term of exclusion to these normative presuppositions but to elaborate them
in such a way as to disclose power-relations 'block' or inhibit the actualization of these
normative relationships.
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Conclusion:
In one of his last writings, Foucault develops a definition of the Enlightenment tradition
since Kant as__constituted by two threads.. On.the one hand, there is Kant as slayer of
metaphysics, the great thinker who transposed the question of truth, knowledge and
freedom onto the cognitive capacities of the subject itself. It is the Kant that reformulated
the Cartesian epistemological impasse and successfully mediated between the rationalist
and empiricist traditions. The subject is therefore that being whose very being becomes an
issue for itself, as the Heidegger of Being and Time would put it. The subject is at once an
object among other objects, and also an object of itself. The task thereforeis to determine
the proper scope and limits of a freedom and reason given in the limits of experience.
Freedom thus becomes the question of whether it is possible for a subject to legislate a
norm to itself in a way consistent with the ideals of ethical symmetry and mutual
reciprocity. In sum, the task becomes one of determining the 'universal conditions under
which propositions as such can be true or false. ,223 On the other hand, there is that tradition
that asks a historical question about the condition of knowledge, truth and freedom. It is a
question that is proposed in a specific moment in time about our present, about ourselves.
It is a type of question that seeks to problematize the way in which we make sense of the

world, the way we order it, and the way in which it can show up. This type of thought
opens onto domains of experience, and reality that is both traditionally marginalized,
thought of as secondary, and to those that have been venerated for centuries. More

,
,

223 Jurgen Habermas. "Taking Aim at the Heart of the Present: On Foucault's Lecture on
Kant's What is Enlightenment?" In Critique and Power: Recasting the
FoucaultlHabermas Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), p. 153.

139

~lILL-~~_

140
importantly, it attempts to continually raise the question,about one's own participation in a
I

time.
The task of this analysis has been to determine the extent to which this second
question can be included in what we consider to be modern philosophy. We have taken
Habermas's criticism - namely, that the historico-critical thread elaborated by Foucault is
opposed to the normative-universal in such a way as to deprive the former of the
justification it requires tosubstantiate its own claims. In doing so, we have come to
understand the philosophical discourse of modernity as constituted by two antagonistic
threads in which the activation of the one simply reactivates the other. In this sense, the de
transcedentalization of reason first initiated by Hegel and later carried out by Nietzsche
became opposed in such a way as to lead to speculations about the end of modernity and
the end of philosophy. As we have seen the claims for the end of philosophical modernity,
which Foucault himself came dangerously close to supporting, were themselves
insufficient. This is primarily because those claims overstated the role of language that
emerged so prominently in late 20 th century thought to the point that it was no longer to
-I
I

discern questions about truth and knowledge. In this sense, the linguistic turn became
central to demonstrating the extent to which the same task of discerning universal truth,
freedom and justice is to still possible. The radical contingency of our traditions and
understandings of self were shown to have transformed the task of modernity without

dispensing with its central concerns.
With this background in mind, we turned to Foucault's works specifically to gain a
better understanding of what it was the he was up to with respect to the above. The specific
I

task was to demonstrate that Foucault did not necessarily intend the two threads of
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modernity as terms of exclusion. There is, of course, the epistemological task of
adjudicating the conditions for true knowledge, but also the task of discerning the effects
of reason within society. That is the 'effects' of reason that the subject of modernity
.experiences phenomenologically. On this point, it is important to point out just how much
Foucault both inherits and reacts to Hegel. Whereas Hegel intended the 'effects of reason'
in the idealizing sense in which the subject 'experiences' reason within the mediating·
effects of the institution, Foucault intends it in a thoroughly negative sense as the
experience of the subject is shaped and disciplined by power relations. Foucault, therefore,
generates a counter-discourse of modernity that interrogates the way in which the
institutions can be said to 'really' function. In doing so, Foucault forges a unique angle of
vision as to draw our attention to aspects of our identity traditionally ignored. We have
argued here that Foucault is best understood as elaborating the pre-predicative domain of
human experience. The terms of the historiography Hegel first developed were shifted
from a concentration of the conceptual to the pre-conceptual. History is no longer
conceived as the slow moving homogenous body, but as fundamentally open to influence
and force. Practices coalesce into meaningful wholes, but in such a way that is not
explicable, at least in part, by a dialectical or rational logic.
In the introduction, we raised the question as to what extent Foucault's thought
could be interpreted in such a way as to provide the' 'conditions of possibility' fora certain
kind of thinking in our age. His immense impact on the humanities and social sciences has
led to promising and unique studies about the limits of our freedom. It has likewise,
problematized o~r most basic concepts, and taken-fore-granted understandings of self.
While power-relations may not disclose the ontology of subjectivity, they nevertheless
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remain implicitly bound up with a huge range of our practices and actions. In this sense,
Foucault's thought has enabled practitioners of disciplines to de-solidify those systems of
relations that have been ossified into an uncritical' givenness.'
In his eulogy, Habermas says that more than any other thinker of his generation,
Foucault has left the lasting impact on the Zeitgeist. In some senses, this compliment is
barbed if we understand it to suggest that Foucault's thought is reactionary or ephemeral.
This may certainly be the case given Habermas's unforgiving criticisms of the
idiosyncratic French thinker. In another sense, Habermas confirms Foucault's oWn selfunderstanding as a philosopher: not as the one who will construct invariable truths, and
bodies of knowledge, but as the antagonist, and imaginative critic. More than any other
philosopher of the 20 th century, Foucault raises the question of how to tell a story about our
history. It is often glib, depressing, violent and abject, but it is nevertheless a dimension of
our self-understanding traditionally neglected.
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