Chapter 7: Michel Foucault: How Power Affects Our View of Truth
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Michel Foucault was a French philosopher who wrote on history, philosophy, politics, and psychology.  He was often struggling with the question of how power has an effect on the stories we tell about the world.  For example, he wrote on what we call ‘mad’ and how that this is sometimes influenced by political motivations.  He applied this as well to professional psychology which calls particular behaviors ‘deviant’.  His questioning had a profound effect on many academics across the disciplines.  

Foucault once said, “I would say that this has always been my problem: the effects of power and the production of “truth.” (Politics, Philosophy, Culture, 118)   Foucault’s goal is always to try to discover how our view of truth is influenced by power relationships and perspectives.  People have often accused Foucault of claiming that truth claims are nothing but power plays—that truth is merely power.  But Foucault rejects this misunderstanding:

“ . . . when I read—and I know it has been attributed to me—the thesis, “Knowledge is power,” or “Power is knowledge,” I begin to laugh, since studying their relation is precisely my problem.  If they were identical, I would not have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result.”

Rather than saying truth merely is what the powerful decide it is, Foucault is concerned with the ways in which our power position affects how we see reality.  I face this when I try to talk to rich white students with no inner city friends or exposure to inner city issues about the privileges they benefited from growing up.  Most of them don’t see themselves to have any special privilege, because they are no different than all of their peers.  But this power which they have keeps them from seeing reality of the world.

          When Foucault discusses power, he doesn’t talk about it like it is a substance—something you get or lose.  Rather, it is a certain relationship.  He says, “Power is not a substance.  Neither is it a mysterious property whose origin must be delved into.  Power is only a certain type of relation between individuals.” (PPC, 83)  All relationships are power relations.  Power isn’t bad, it isn’t good.  It just is.  Foucault is interested in how that power works, and how the relationships play a role in what and how we believe.  He says, “What I am attentive to is the fact that every human relation is to some degree a power relation.  We move in a world of perpetual strategic relations.  Every power relation is not bad in itself, but it is a fact that always involves danger.” (PPC, 168) 

          Foucault does not think that power is something that we should exterminate.  Power is not some cancer which should be destroyed.  He also doesn’t think we can somehow escape power relationships and somehow believe things purely without any power affecting our perspective.  He says, “I have no solution to offer. But I think it is pointless to avert one’s gaze: we must try to get to the bottom of things and confront them.” (PPC, 172) Now obviously, this does not sit well with a modern who wants to discover the problem and solve it, but Foucault is not a modern.  He is concerned to realize the multiple layers of motives and relationships behind beliefs and ‘truth’ claims, not so that he can lay bare ‘the truth’, and escape its influence, but rather, so he can at least be aware of these influences and motivations.


To tell ‘the truth’ about ourselves is not to gain absolutely universal and certain claims which are transcendent to our existence.  I am made up, in effect, of multiple relationships, multiple responsibilities, multiple identities—son, father, student, teacher, neighbor, stranger—all at once.  Foucault says, “If I tell the truth about myself, as I am now doing, it is in part that I am constituted as a subject across a number of power relations which are exerted over me and which I exert over others.” (PPC, 39)  In this sense, Foucault’s view of the self is quite similar to some existentialists like Sartre, who think that we are what we do: 

“I do indeed believe that there is no sovereign, founding subject, a universal form of subject to be found everywhere.  I am very skeptical of this view of the subject and very hostile to it.  I believe, on the contrary, that the subject is constituted through practices of subjection, or, in a more autonomous way, through practices of liberation, of liberty, . . .” (PPC,50)

Foucault has tried to show us the ways that we are constituted by our relationships, and the ways in which our notions of truth or rationality are constituted by our history or political situatedness.  This has led him to produce ‘historical’ accounts of how we come to view things as good or bad, right or wrong, reasonable or crazy.  In all his work, he says, “My aim is not to write the social history of a prohibition but the political history of the production of ‘truth.’” (PPC, 112)  By producing these ‘histories’ Foucault undermines the notion that there is one history of events.  Rather, there are multiple histories which tell the same events, but from different perspectives and from within different power relationships.  In doing this, he hopes to help unsettle us in a healthy way, so that we are woken from our lethargic dogmatic ways of looking at the world.  “But experience has taught me that the history of various forms of rationality is sometimes more effective in unsettling our certitudes and dogmatism than is abstract criticism.” (PPC, 83)


Some might think that Foucault’s criticism of one universally accessible history of the facts is depressing, because it may leave us without the ability to tell just one story of the facts.  But Foucault in fact is encouraged by the multiplicity of ways of telling the same events:

No, I don’t Subscribe to the notion of a decadence, of a lack of writers, of the sterility of thought, of a gloomy future, lacking in prospects. 

On the contrary, I believe that there is a plethora.  What we are suffering from is not a void, but inadequate means for thinking about everything that is happening.  There is an overabundance of things to be known: fundamental, terrible, wonderful, funny, insignificant, and crucial at the same time.” (PPC 327)

Foucaults's Genealogy of Power: "Everything is dangerous":  Knowledge is Power?
Perhaps Foucault is (mistakenly) best known for the slogan, "knowledge is power," which is taken to mean that 'anything you say is just a power-move on your part, so I need not take it as true, but only as an expression of your desire for power.'  Foucault has read his Nietzsche, but he does not ever make such a silly statement as "knowledge is power."  Foucault directly denies this slogan:

You must understand that is a part of the destiny common to all problems once they are posed: they degenerate into slogans. . . . you have to understand that when I read-- and I know it has been attributed to me-- the thesis, "Knowledge is power," or "Power is knowledge," I begin to laugh, since studying their relation is precisely my problem.  If they were identical, I would not have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result.  the very fact that I pose the quesion of their relation proves clearly that I do not [equate] them.(PPC, 43)

Foucault speaks quite clearly for himself. Of course he does not think that knowledge is power, because his whole question is: how do power relations affect my knowing processes?  He wants to know how that my desire to maintain my job, for example, would affect my view on minority hiring quotas, or the ability of women to work in my position.  He want to know how that my concern to maintain my position, or to force a particular outcome  play a role in my opinions about “the truth.”   In another interview, Peter Burger asked Foucault, “Marxism has been criticized for analyzing everything, in the final analysis, to an economic problem.  Can you, too, bot be criticized for seeing power everywhere and, in the final analysis, of reducing everything to power?” to which Foucault responded,

That’s an important question.  For me, power is the problem that has to be resolved.  Take an example like the prisons.  I want to study the way in which people set about using--and late on in history-- imprisonment, rather than banishment or torture, as a punitive method. . . . I constantly show the economic or political origin of these methods; but, while refraining from seeing power everywhere, I also think there is a specificity in these new techniques of training.  I believe that the methods used, right down to the way of conditioning an individual’s behavior, have a logic, obey a type of rationality, and are all based on one another to form a sort of specific stratum.
 

There is, for Foucault, a logic of power, which guides much of politics, renditions of history, and cultural patterns of thought.  Foucault wants to critically analyze who we are and how we think, in order to help us explore new possibilities of thought, and to break past old boundaries of stereotypes and insecurities:

The critical ontology of ourselves . . . has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them. (FR 50)

History has no 'meaning'

 
This phrase, “history has no meaning” could be taken as an atheistic prejudice that God has no purpose for reality.  But that is not particularly what Foucault has in mind.  It might be better thought of as a claim that we do not have access to know the one and final meaning of each historical event.  Foucault says,

History has no "meaning," though this is not to say that it is absurd or incoherent.  On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be susceptible to analysis down to the smallest detail--but this in accordance with the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and tactics. (FR 56)

The point here is that any notion of "the history" of an event is not pure, not free from prejudices of perspective.  Every history is a story told by someone.  That isn't to say that history is merely a make-believe fairy tale invented by imagination, but it is to say that when a subject (individual) gives an account of an event, their account is by definition subjective (of a subject) and particularly idiocycratic in a certain type of way.  This is more obvious on a broader societal level, where societies perpetuate certain ways of describing events and happenings.  We have a tendency to think that our perspective is the best one ever, that we can see things more clearly than any of our predecessors.  But the fact is that we live in time and cannot escape our contingent state to achieve a perfectly non-context-influenced position from which to view "history".  In this sense then, we cannot get at the history of the world, or an event, etc. 

I think we should have the modesty to say to ourselves that, on the one hand, the time we live in is not the unique or fundamental or irruptive point in history where everything is completed and begun again. We must also have the modesty to say, on the other hand, that . . . the time we live in is very interesting; . . . It is a time like any other, or rather, a time which is never quite like any other. (Politics, 36)

Foucault doesn't want to try to find "the perfect story" of history.  He doesn't think that is possible.  His project is primarily critical.  Foucault is not interested in finding solutions.  He is interested in pointing out problems.  He is actively concerned with showing the overlooked dangers and unresolved tensions in our thinking.  This leads Foucault not to apathy, but rather leads him to a hyper-activism:

You see, what I want to do is not the history of solutions . . . I would like to do the genealogy of problems, of problematiques.  My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad.   If everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do.  So my position leads not to apathy but to a hyper- and pessimistic activism.

I think that the ethico-politcal choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the main danger.  (Foucault Reader, 343)

Foucault, as Lyotard, is interested in finding unexplored options, unthought of ways, by putting the status quo in question and raising serious difficulties.  His concern is not in building consensus, but in preventing violent hegemony: "The farthest I would go is to say that perhaps one must not be for consensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality."(FR 379)  Again, we find a pluralistic obsession, which is, as far as I have here presented it, not so distant from Lyotard's.  While I do think that Foucault and Lyotard’s concerns are legitimate, they do not provide us with much in the way of constructive paradigms for community, consensus, etc. 

6. Conclusion: The "End" Of Philosophy?
Some have talked a great deal about the end of philosophy, or metaphysics, or epistemology.  This is all peculiar talk, in a way, since philosophy as a practice seems to continue on.  But after    Derrida, Lyotard, Caputo and Foucault (and the tradition they represent from Kant Hegel and Nietzsche to Heidegger and even Dewey), some would say that certainly a part of philosophy has died.  In Epistemology, for example, traditional foundationalism and attempts at logical positivism have been left behind for dead.   The attempt to annihilate the skeptic has just about run out of steam.  The naive thinking that we could attain a God's eye perspective has been discredited, and so, killed.  We realize that even science is not neutral, after Thomas Kuhn. 

One can take Nietzsche's "God is dead" to mean at least in part "the notion of a God's eye perspective is dead".  I take radical phrases like "the truth is that there is no Truth" to mean quite often, we have no certain apodictic truth with a capital "T".
  Any such claims are claims made in faith and hope, not certainty.  Does this make wild-eyed skeptics to be too domestic?  I don't think so.  If you read much Caputo, or Derrida, or Lyotard or Foucault, you soon realize that they are not out to destroy tradition, they are out to reform it, from within itself.
 Deconstruction is not about destruction.  It is about bringing out tension out which is already within the texts themselves, bringing about alternative motifs, marginalized voices within the texts.  "Deconstuction means to complicate reference, not to deny it: it insists that there is no reference without difference, no reference (il n'y a pas) outside a textual chain (horstexte)"
  To brush Derrida aside by calling him historicist or revisionary is not only a misreading, it indicates a lack of reading any Derrida whatsoever.  Derrida and the thinkers above-mentioned who are critical of various aspects of the tradition have not ushered in the end of philosophy, by their own account.  Granted, there is talk about the "end of philosophy" or the "end of metaphysics" found in some of Derrida and other's writings, but if you read them in the context of their work, you will usually find that they qualify "philosophy" which is no longer tenable as "philosophy of presence", for example, in the Husserlian sense]  What they have brought to the table are questions about the contextual and situational  nature of our thinking and knowing, and these questions bring to an end a certain naive way of doing philosophy.  They have brought out the part which our own minds, (Kant) our greed (Marx), sin (Kierkegaard), our will to power (Nietzsche) our neurosis (Freud), sentiment (James), our desire for self-sovereignty (Shestov), instrumental ends (Dewey), our intentionality (Levinas), our thinking in terms of presence (Derrida), and power relations (Foucault) play in our knowing.

 7. The Dangers of Thinking
Of course these thinkers are dangerous, but as Michel Foucault said, "Everything is dangerous".  Curiosity can be dangerous, and so can mental lethargy.  Evangelicals tend to avoid American Pragmatists, postmodern thinkers, and continental philosophy in general like the plague.  Yet this posture of purposed ignorance can only be harmful to us.  We have to face the thoughts of these thinkers squarely, not just to use ambush tactics and pot-shots, and I am convinced that we can even accept many of their central insights and even appreciate them while remaining faithful. 

After these questions and questioners (and the many others like them) are seriously taken on the table, we can no longer do epistemology naively, as though we had direct unmeditated noncontextual knowledge of our world.  We must look to the role  personal and societal ends play in our beliefs.   And it seems that after taking these philosophers seriously, the projects of epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy must shift their focus.  No longer should epistemology spend itself on defeating the skeptic, rather, it should be concerned with questions like "How is it that I come to say 'this is true?'" or "What kinds of ends should I value?"   Philosophy Derridean style is concerned with damage-control, being careful readers and keeping the marginalized voices within the texts heard.  But many philosophers ignore these questions, these projects, these philosophers, and so go on as though these questions weren't worth while.  I believe that these questions, rather than threatening Christians, should be the very questions Christians should be interested in, and raising themselves.

 8. Philosophy as Arrogance and Self-Sovereignty.  
One need not give up an ideal, an indeconstructible goal that one continually strives for, but the important thing is to maintain the remembrance that omniscience is not mine to have.  I want to know God, but I do not expect to know like God.  

Is a demand for sovereign secure necessity a goal that is compatible with the Judeo-Christian tradition?  It seems to me that such a search for security is more like an attempt to gain self-sovereignty much like the way Adam and Eve sought autonomy through taking from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Shestov says of Hegel, "Hegel was not at all embarrassed to say that the serpent who had spoken the truth to the first man and that the fruits of the tree of knowledge became the source of philosophy for all time."   Perhaps philosophy is to a certain extent a search for sovereignty.  That makes it a very dangerous enterprise, and  we should be quite concerned with developing self-critical habits through regularly listening to the critical voices within our tradition.  Inasmuch as we marginalize and ignore these critical voices, aren't we just closing our ears to dissent, neglecting self-criticism and leaving ourselves available to naive arrogance?  It seems that as Christian thinkers, we should of all people pay special attention to make sure we are forced into self-reflection and dialogical consideration of our opinions, and an ideal way to ensure that this happens is to read more of the philosophers of critique. 

We must guard against the tendency in philosophy (which is the ‘modern’ which postmodern wants to get away from) to intellectualize ourselves right out of our own skins and contexts-- in short, to intellectualize ourselves right out of humanity.  This epistemic concern arises out of a hyper-sensitivity to my finitude, sin, and limits, not because one is taken up with sexy french philosophy written by “radicals.”  

It is ironic that, apart from Augustine and Kierkegaard and Shestov, that it has been primarily non-Christians of the likes of Hume, Marx, Nietzsche, Dewey, Derrida and Foucault who have best brought critique to the tradition in terms of the limits of human understanding, though this appears to be the very sort of thing Christians should be bringing up.  What could be appropriate for a Christian philosophy, particularly  Reformed Christian philosophy, than to bring up the ways sin, finitude and ignorance are realities in our lives?  Certainly Caputo, Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard stand strongly against marginalization, alienation, and manipulation, and Christians can certainly stand against these things as well.  When this is realized, we can begin to sensitively find appreciation for these thinkers, rather than fear and (at times) loathing.

Applying Foucault


We might ask, in response to Foucault, “How do our perspectives, situatedness and power affect our view of reality?”  It is likely that it affects us very much.  So what might Applications could we make of his insights?


First, we might try to see how that our situatedness affects our ability to see reality from other peoples perspectives.  How has my place of privilege and power blinded me from injustices in society?  If I am born into a white upper class suburban home, I likely do not really understand what life is like in the inner city.  If I am born in the United States, I likely to not have a good understanding of how very privileged my life is, compared to kids born in third world countries.  I also may wonder if my worldview forgets about those different than myself, whether they are the other gender, race, culture, political group, or theological perspective.  If I have nothing but spite for Calvinists, or Democrats, or women, or Hispanics, then it is likely that I have some biases which need to be overcome.  Its not that I cannot have a position which I think is correct—I can!  But I need to be attentive to the way in which my background and power play a role in how I construe reality.
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