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FOUCAULT'S DISAPPEARING BODY

Greg Ostrander

in the folds of the reduction to language, Foucault's thought discovers
the body although this discovery is not stamped with the problematic of
origin :

The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language
and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated Self (adopting
the illusion of substantial unity), and a volume in disintegration .
Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the
articulation of the body and history. Its task is to expose a body
totally imprinted by history and the process of history's destruc-
tion of the body.'

History has thus destroyed the body. Certainly one day which, with
Foucault, has perhaps arrived, in asking about our bodies and how they
have been formed, we will discover how very little we know of them .
Secular philosophies of the soul, related in this to a "positivism" of the
body, have conspired to limit knowledge of the history of the body. If the
body was not considered to be the despised prison of the soul, it was
considered to be a sort of residual datum in which immediacy was
deposited. There can be, within this positivism, a powerful de-mystifying
tendency. Feuerbach's critique of Hegel's sense consciousness as origin-
ating inevitably in the body or the reduction, by the young Marx of
Hegel's theory of sovereignty to the body of the sovereign are two
examples of this . But the history of the body - how it became what it
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became, not biologically, but politically ; how it moves in this way rather
than another way ; why it enjoys in this way rather than another - this
history has only begun to be written and it bears the name of Foucault .

Foucault teaches us that the soul is the prison of the body, an historical
reality and the effect of relations of power. The soul is not merely a
religious illusion but rather it is a "reality-reference" on which diverse
concepts and fields of research have been engraved - the so-called
human sciences :

This is the historical reality of this soul, which, unlike the soul
represented by Christian theology, is not born in sin and subject to
punishment, but is born rather out of methods of punishment,
supervision and constraint . This real, non-corporeal soul is not a
substance ; it is the element in which are articulated the effects ofa
certain type of power and the reference of a certain type of
knowledge, the machinery by which the power relations give rise
to a possible corpus of knowledge and knowledge extends and
reinforces the effects of this power. On this reality-reference,
various concepts have been constructed and domains of analysis
carved out : psyche, subjectivity, personality, consciousness, etc ;
on it have been built scientific techniques and discourses, and the
moral claims of humanism . But let there be no misunderstanding :
it is not that a real man, the object of knowledge, philosophical
reflection or technical intervention, has been substituted for the
soul, the illusion of the theologians . The man described for us,
whom we are invited to free, is already in himself the effect of a
subjection much more profound than himself. A `soul' inhabits
him and brings him to existence, which is itself a factor in the
mastery that power exercises over the body. The soul is the effect
and the instrument of a political anatomy ; the soul is the prison of
the body2

Foucault discovers in his investigation of disciplinary power, the arcane
history of the body, the reasons for why such a history has not previously
been possible . The third part of Discipline and Punish on "Discipline"'
from the Man-the-machine of La Mettrie to the Panopticon of Bentham is
a powerful essay on the politics of details and bodies . It demonstrates the
possible meaning of a microphysics of power and what it might mean to
manufacture an individual .4 Foucault examines here the evolution from
the invention of the spy-glass to the development of new techniques of
surveillance based on the model of the military camps And, as
suggested by the telescope, the trick is to see without being seen :
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The exercise of discipline presupposes a mechanism that coerces
by means of observation ; an apparatus in which the techniques
that make it possible to see induce effects of power, and in which,
conversely, the means of coercion make those on whom they are
applied clearly visible . Slowly, in the course of the classical age,
we see the construction of those `observatories' of human
multiplicity about which the history of the sciences has so little
good to say. Side by side with the major technology of the
telescope, the lens and the light beam, which were an integral part
of the new physics and cosmology, there were the minor
techniques of multiples and intersecting observations, of eyes that
see without being seen ; using techniques of subjection and
methods of exploitation of an obscure art of light and the visible
was secretly preparing a new knowledge of man . 6

It was probably inevitable that Foucault, after investigating first madness,
then that master of life and death, the medical gaze, and finally the
prison, would find himself confronted with that astute production of
bodies and of codified reciprocity that is discipline . The mad individual,
the ill, the prisoner but also the soldier, the student and the worker, are
all entangled in a network of diffuse and anonymous micropowers . We
must ask ourselves whether, with the discovery of the significance of
discipline, we have not found the historical ground of the dialectic of
recognition - a ground that is located outside the existentialist
mythologies and consisting of the technology of bodies, not the labor of
the spirit . We must also ask whether or not Marxism intentionally
neglected the importance of these corporeal powers and if this has
compromised any liberation struggles . But Marx, as Foucault notes,
insisted in several places on the analogy that exists between the problems
of the division of labour and those of military tactics .' This is the
disciplinary red thread that connects the oppression in the factory with
that within the army. According to Foucault, Marx was also aware of the
importance of surveillance as a power mechanism.e With these tradi-
tional references and his strong praise for the "great work" Punishment
and Social Structures by Frankfurt Marxists Rusche and Kirchheimer,
Foucault attempts to defuse anticipated Marxist criticism of his perspec-
tive . He fails to note that Marx only examined these techniques
(surveillance, discipline, etc .) as they were applied to capital . The
problem of the inter-relation of the abstract domination of capital, which
is based on the creation of the commodity, labor power, and the fine
texture of individuated micropowers remains open . Without referring to
these micropowers, it seems we certainly cannot account for the
imprisonment of the mad whose chains appear not in the night of the
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medieval ages but rather at the dawn of an age that supposedly saw the
breaking of man's chains . Neither can we account for the passage from
the glorious tortures of an earlier age to the planned surveillance of
today's prisons . These and other relations of power are not reducible to
the capital-labor relationship .

In the process of unearthing these micropowers, Foucault has con-
sciously condemned the traditional theory of power which saw the latter
focussed exclusively on the concept of the state . Foucault's new concept
means that power can no longer be seen as a property but rather must be
now viewed as a strategy. Its model is that of

a perpetual battle rather than a contract regulating a transaction or
the conquest of a territory. In short, this power is exercised rather
than possessed ; it is not the "privilege," acquired or preserved, of
the dominant class, but the overall effect of its strategic positions -
an effect that is manifested and sometimes extended by the
position of those who are dominated . Furthermore, this power is
not exercised simply as an obligation or a prohibition on those
who "do not have it" ; it invests them, is transmitted by them and
through them; it exerts pressure upon them, just as they
themselves, in their struggle against it, resist the grip it has on
them.'°

Foucault's microphysics considers the state to be a point in the strategy
of power, certainly an important point, but not the most important . It is
not the organ of power par excellence precisely because such an organ
does not exist . Beneath and surrounding the state operate a thousand
techniques for ranking bodies . This type of approach is especially
valuable today as a counter to the new forms of statolatry characteristic of
much modern political theory. (Witness, for example, neo-Marxism's
absorption in new theories of the state .) Politics, the regulating Tech-
nique, the supreme Jacobin `ratio', has its domain continually eroded by
the micropowers . Its autonomy is seen to be quite `relative' with
Foucault's theory. Even if the substantiality of the state is radically put
into question, it is very difficult to finally eliminate that current of
political thought that has always worshipped its power. The state is
revived in some radical theories (especially, Leninist theory) as the model
of a pure will to power to which even the party itself must adapt .
Foucault has furnished tools that allow us to criticize this false autonomy
of the state and explore the zone in which the political interweaves with
the social to achieve domination . Foucault's approach is a micropolitical
one that bases itself upon all of the recent work in the field of
anti-psychiatry. However, unlike certain currents of the latter, he avoids
any temptation of embarking on a cure of the soul .
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The political investment of the body, which characterizes disciplinary
society, involves a total inversion of the processes of individuation :

In certain societies, of which the feudal regime is only one
example, it may be said that individualization is greatest where
sovereignty is exercised and in the higher echelons of power. The
more one possesses power or privilege, the more one is marked as
an individual, by rituals, written accounts or visual reproductions .
The `name' and the genealogy that situate one within a kinship
group, the performance of deeds that demonstrate superior
strength and which are immortalized in literary accounts, the
ceremonies, that mark, the power relations in their very ordering,
the monuments or donations that bring survival after death, the
ostentation and excess of expenditure, the multiple, intersecting
links of alliegance and suzerainty, all these are procedures of an
'ascending' individualization . In a disciplinary regime, on the
other hand, individualization is "descending" : as power becomes
more anonymous and more functional, those on whom it is
exercised tend to be more strongly individualized ."

This means that, for Foucault, the individual is not simply an
ideological production - that atom which is at the base of political
theory of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries . The individual is also
a reality fabricated by disciplinary power. This new power uses the ritual
of the examination as the means to achieve "the pinning down of each
individual in his own particularity." 12 In this new system, "the individual
receives as his status his own individuality . . and is linked by his status to
the features, the measurements, the gaps, the `marks' that characterize
him and make him a 'case ." 't3

The new theory of the individual is an important result of Foucault's
investigations, It leads to a different status being conferred on the
individual and it throws new light on the anthropological disciplines that
make of the individual their proper object of research . Foucault also
contributes to the liberation of research from the somewhat ingenuous
separation of ideology and science - as if ideology was the chaff and
science the wheat - that characterizes the human sciences . Foucault
shows that not only the theoretical choices but also the very object of
study of these sciences are products of power. In a Nietzschean fashion,
power produces truth - power is always power/knowledge and no
knowledge can flourish outside of power.

For Adorno, on the contrary, utopia would be precisely an anti-power
truth which for this reason abides in a state of ineffectuality. 14 Utopia
cannot survive within the relation of power/knowledge . Utopia, for
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Adorno, remains committed to the idea of objective truth - it flees the
vice of instrumental reason and forms the point of escape from power
relations. Foucault, however, believes that this escape or utopia does not
exist or only existed as the goal of the socialisms of the nineteenth
century. The counter-attack against existing institutions must, today, base
itself on experience . Perhaps, Foucault argues, a newsociety is delineated
in the experiences of drugs, sexuality and community life . He himself
stresses the experiential bases of his own theoretical innovations: his
early experiences as a mental health worker in France, his experience of
the "non-repressive" welfare-state of Sweden and of the overtly repressive
society of Poland . Especially important, he argues was his encounter with
the students of Tunisia during the mid-sixties who attempted to formulate
a radically new political ethic despite their nominal adhesian to Marxism .
Thus, much more than May `68 in France, March `68 in 'Itmisia, marked a
decisive turning-point, in his intellectual/practical career. One also, of
course, thinks of his work in the prisoners' rights movement in France
(his founding of the G.I.P and its theoretical effects: Discipline and
Punish .
The source of new experiences, Foucault believes, will never be those

who benefit from a given system of governmentality. Rather, new
heterogeneous practices are always thrown up from below, from the
plebs . In this, he agrees with Bataille against the more romantic notions
deriving from Nietzsche, notions Bataille believed infected the surrealist
movement of his own time . This romanticism resulted in an idealist
longing for a "reconstruction of the foundation of humanity before
human nature was enslaved by the necessity for technical work . . . or tied
to ends dictated by exclusively material conditions."'S The surrealists
sought an idealistic overcoming of society in the sacred realm of
"surreal" art or in a very restricted concept of surreal activity . They did
not realize that heterogeneity, art or the sacred simply are a part of
society. Bataille owed his understanding of this to his reading of
Durkheim on the elementary forms of religious life . Even the surrealists'
self-proclaimed materialism failed to come to grips with the actual links
between art and life and, thus, earned Bataille's contempt : "If one
determined under the name of materialism an offensive emanation of
human life poisoned by its own moral system, a recourse, to all that is
shocking, impossible to destroy and even abject - all that debases and
ridicules the human spirit - it would be possible to determine at the
same time surrealism as an infantile disease of this base materialism." '6

For Foucault, the linkage between these experiences of resistance and
politics must always remain rather mysterious since the truth, for him, is
always completely absorbed in power/knowledge and, thus, the move-
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ment against present-day power is prevented from generating clear social
and political perspectives.
Just as he refutes the notion of utopia, Foucault suspects that of

ideology because this always involves the reference to something which
poses as the truth as opposed to error. Archaeology, on the other hand,
realizes that it is the discursive practices which constitute the channels
within which we necessarily speak and think . Genealogy merely claims
to bring to light the knowledges deposited in these practices . There are
only limited references in Foucault to something that might subterran-
neously determine the outcome - discourse itself is the first and last
level on which the genealogist installs himself. Or as Foucault stated in his
inaugural address to the College de France in 1970 :

It is as though discourse, far from being a transparent, neutral
element, allowing us to disarm sexuality and to pacify politics,
were one of those priviliged areas in which they exercised some of
their more awesome powers . In appearance, discourse may well
be of little account, but the prohibitions surrounding it soon
reveal its links with desire and power. This should not be very
surprising, for psychoanalysis has already shown us that discourse
is not merely the medium which manifests - or dissembles -
desire ; it is also the object of desire . Similarly, historians have
constantly impressed upon us that discourse is no mere verbalisa-
tion of conflicts and systems of domination, but that it is the very
object of man's conflicts.'?

Foucault knows how to carry out a profound analysis of unconscious
ideologies (that is, ideologies that are not ordered around a subject but,
rather, are prior to any subject), seizing their quality of being merely
circulating discourses." However, in eliminating the concept of ideology,
Foucault loses the nexus appearance/reality - a loss which has the
ideology of the primacy of discourse as its correlate. Discourses only
retain the reality side of this nexus. They are dense realities, charged with
power/knowledge - positivities or monuments which can be exhumed
from time which has concealed them. How, then, can they be criticized?
To this question, Foucault gives no response . The critique of ideology, as
developed, for instance, by the Frankfurt School, has always attempted to
demonstrate the non-correspondence of reality with its concept and,
consequently, revealing the character of socially necessary appearance
that the latter assumes is false consciousness. This means that ideology
has real social force. This is often forgotten in certain vulgar tendencies
within Marxist theory. Foucault has broken with this (not innocent)
neglect and has turned his attention on those discourses which, although
presenting themselves as sciences, nevertheless engage themselves within
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a network of powers . This is the case, for example, of discipline ; a subtle
discourse involving the technology of bodies and the formation of
subjects (that is, of the subjugated). Discipline is an unconscious
ideology, which despite its lack of recognition remains, nonetheless,
terribly efficacious .
An analysis, however, which insistently remains at the level of the

positivity of a discourse, risks only attaining its object in part . Discipline
is a necessary connection that produces subjects and of which subjects
act as supports - it operates a continuous totalization . An ideological
analysis would not only reveal the whole that disciplinary power
constitutes, it would also indicate the space from which the possibility of
breaking through this whole may emerge . The analyses of Foucault, by
remaining at the level of the exhumed positivities, are prevented from
seeing the internal possibilities of change . This is without a doubt
imputable to the panic that Foucault (similar to Deleuze) feels for any
theory of liberation -a theory that, for him, must always involve a new
counter-productive totalization . Thus, Foucault's microphysics has a kind
of fore-shortened perspective and is proud of it . The abandonment of the
concept of ideology is, consequently, a sign of his disgust with utopia -
the point of escape for radical theories .
The philosphy of desire remains more committed to the survival of the

subject despite its efforts to disperse it . Whether desire is pre-formed a la
Lacan or not, the subject remains tossed in the current of desire . This
philosphy tells us nothing about the subject in its impact with the body.
Thus, in both of its extreme forms (Lacan's pre-formed desire or
originary desire), desire is hypostatized in the effort to demolish the
hypostatization of the subject . A desire liberated from the subject is a
,quid pro quo' that can flourish perhaps in a mythological vision of
madness . Desire springs up together with the subject of which it
constitutes the other face . A dispersion occurs only insofar as a
totalization was first posited. Desire is grafted in the political investment
of the body. And the body, which is not merely a linguistic element, is
irreducible . Its sufferings and enjoyments are not simply a matter of signs
but rather of nerves and muscles . Since Foucault draws all of the implicit
consequences from the archaeological finding of the body, from the
discovery that the body itself is pre-formed, the result is a profound
change in the orientation of his thought . The first aspect to be eliminated
is the reduction to language . To be precise, Foucault refuses to align
himself with the philosophy of desire (despite his admiration for
Deleuze) and his barely commenced research on sexuality proves this .
His study is focussed on bodies and their pleasures rather than on desire .
He seeks to study the `apparatus of sexuality' as a field of micropowers
rather than sex as a desirable object:
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It is the agency of sex that we must break away from if we aim -
through a tactical reversal of the various mechanisms of sexuality
- to counter the grips of power with the claims of bodies,
pleasures and knowledges, in their multiplicity and their possibil-
ity of resistance . The rallying point for the counterattack against
the deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies
and pleasures . 19

However, in his 1963 "A Preface to Transgression," we see the
reduction to language at work :

Sexuality is only decisive for our culture as spoken, and to the
degree it is spoken : not that it is our language which has been
eroticized now for nearly two centuries . Rather, since Sade and
the death of God, the universe has absorbed our sexuality,
denatured it, placed it in a void where it establishes its sovereignty
and where it incessantly sets up as the Law the limits it
transgresses . In this sense, the appearance of sexuality as a
fundamental problem marks the transformation of a philosophy of
man as worker to a philosophy based on a being who speaks .2°

Six years later, when his historical research dragged behind it only the
wreckage of a problematic compromised by ontology, Foucault described
the work of the sexual archaeologist in the following terms :

. . . instead of studying the sexual behaviour of men at a given
period (by seeking its law in a social structure, in a collective
unconscious, or in a certain moral attitude), instead of describing
what men thought of sexuality (what religious interpretation they
gave it, to what extent what extent they approved or disapproved
of it, what conflicts of opinion or morality it gave rise to), one
would ask oneself whether, in this behaviour, as in these
representations, a whole discursive practice is not at work;
whether sexuality quite apart from any orientation towards a
scientific discourse, is not a group of objects that can be talked
about (or that it is forbidden to talk about), a field of possible
enunciation (whether in lyrical or legal language), a group of
concepts (which can no doubt be presented in the elementary
form of notions or themes), a set of choices (which may appear in

the coherence of behaviour or in systems of prescription) . Such an
archaeology would show, if it succeeded in its task, how the
prohibitions, exclusions, limitations, values, freedoms and trans-
gressions of sexuality, all its manifestations, verbal or otherwise,
are linked to a particular discursive practice . It would reveal, not of
course as the ultimate truth of sexuality, but as one of the
dimensions in accordance with which one can describe it, a
certain "way of speaking" ; and one would show how this way of
speaking is invested not in scientific discourses, but in a system of
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As we can observe from the above passage, Foucault in 1969 believes
that discourse is one among several possible ways of approaching
sexuality. By 1976, however, and the first volume of The History of
Sexuality, this becomes the approach par excellence to the study of
sexuality. In this study, sexuality appears exclusively insofar as it is -put
into discourse or spoken by an insatiable will to know. From medieval
Christianity, with its technique of meticulous confession, through Les
Bijoux Indiscrets, to modern psychoanalysis (in which sexuality itself
speaks), sexuality constitutes the field of an immense discourse and the
object of a continual enjoyment via the discourse which is its basis . The
transgression of the system of prohibitions defined by the discourse on
sexuality is possible within this same discourse . The prohibition is
posited in language as is the transgression - the prohibition incites the
transgression and, consequently, the resultant pleasure . Thus, to demon-
strate the way in which bodies revolt and engage in a strategic struggle
against the moves of the dominant power, Foucault takes the example of
auto-eroticism .

The restrictions on masturbation hardly start in Europe until the
eighteenth century. Suddenly, a panic theme appears : an appalling
sickness develops in the Western world . Children masturbate . Via
the medium of families, though not at their initiative, a system of
control of sexuality, an objectivisation of sexuality, through thus
becoming an object of analysis and concern, surveillance and
control, engenders at the same time an intensification of each
individual's desire, for, in and over his body. The body thus
became the issue of a conflict between parents and children, the
child and the instances of control . The revolt of the sexual body is
the reverse effect of this encroachment. 22

Foucault's discourse maintains within itself an interesting duplicity -
if sexuality is a discourse, it is a discourse traversed by conflicts . This
undoubtedly represents something which was not present in his writings
on literature . The will to know, which provides the impulse for discourse,
is completely involved in a Nietzschean fashion with power. A power/
enjoyment corresponds to the power/knowledge . Power and pleasure do
not contradict one another but rather support one another. Where there
is desire there is already present a relation of power . Even perversions are
continually solicited by discourse which itself induces these transgres-
sions . Unlike Marcuse's concept of the polymorphously perverse,
sexuality is not a free zone but, instead, constitutes part of the
power/pleasure complex. This is important because it indicates the
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elimination of the traditional concept of repression in Foucault's
perspective . Sexuality consists of a network of micropowers, analogous
to the disciplinary powers that, far from repressing the individual,
permits and encourages his pleasures . The concept of repression, for
Foucault, cannot avoid (as in Reich or Marcuse) making reference to a
certain uncontaminated "humanity" to which each individual will some
fine day have to return . Foucault, who in Madness and Civilisation was
very, much influenced by this concept, breaks with it in Discipline and
Punish .

In, his research on the history of sexuality, the break with the notion of
repression is very marked, especially in his new concept of "power over
life ." 23 This is a power that channels but also - provokes life - a power
which compels us to live . This new "bio-power"24 replaces the earlier
right of life and death of the sovereign over the subject (the right to kill or
to allow to live) and signifies the beginning of a positive political
investment of life and the body. Sexuality, as an apparatus, can, thus, only
be grasped against the background of this power. Power presents sex as
desirable and even more than desirable . Power links sex very intimately
with death which remained the `outside' in Foucault's earlier work . The
death instinct that traverses sex is an historically determined fact - it is
entangled in the contemporary apparatus of sexuality. Foucault describes
this 'employment of `sex' as strategic ideal used in the domination of
bodies in a concluding passage of The History of Sexuality:

It is through sex - in fact, an imaginary point determined by the
deployment of sexuality - that each individual has to pass in
order to have access to his own intelligibility (seeing that it is both
the hidden aspect and the generative principle of meaning), to the
whole of his body (since it is a real and threatened part of it, while
symbolically constituting the whole), to his identity (since it joins
the force of a drive to the singularity of a history) . Through a
reversal that doubtless had its surreptitious beginnings long ago it
was already making itself felt at the time of the - Christian
pastoral of the flesh - we have arrived at the point where we
expect our intelligibility to come from what was for many
centuries thought of as madness ; the plenitude of our body from
what was long considered its stigma and likened to a wound ; our
identity from what was perceived as an obscure and nameless
urge . Hence the importance we ascribe to it, the reverential fear
with which we surround it, the care we take to know it. Hence,
the fact that over the centuries it has become more important than
our soul, more important almost than our life ; and so it is that all
the world's enigmas appear frivolous to us compared to this
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secret, miniscule in each of us, but of a density that makes it more
serious than any other. The Faustian pact, whose temptation has
been instilled in us by the deployment of sexuality, is now as
follows : to exchange life in its entirety for sex itself, for the truth
and the sovereignty of Sex . Sex is worth dying for. It is in this
(strictly historical) sense that sex is indeed imbued with the death
instinct . When a long while ago the West discovered love, it
bestowed on it a value high enough to make death acceptable ;
nowadays it is sex that claims this equivalence, the highest of all .
And while the deployment of sexuality permits the techniques of
power to invest life, the fictitious point of sex, itself marked by
that deployment, exerts enough charm on everyone for them to
accept hearing the grumble of death within it . 25

Thus, the circle within Foucault's work is closed . That which was
initially the ontological experience of death and origin (and of their
collapsing one into the other in an eternal recurrence), is now the
experience of a power that seizes us . The Other of desire is now the
Same of discourse .
To locate the unthought in a pure outside means to abandon it, finally,

to the web of micropowers . For a long time, these micropowers have
occupied what seemed to be an outside and have, thus, made nonsense
of ontology. Origin, death, desire, transgression - all are not at all
outside but rather inside these networks . The theory that wishes to forget
this runs headlong into them . This is no cause for despair, however. It
simply means that contradiction must be conceived immanently
although this, of course, is no panacea . That bodies appear in Foucault
only as subjugated is due to the fact that they really are such, rather than
due to the reduction to discourse carried out by him . This reduction
illustrates a reality but, because it prohibits the radical questioning of
this reality, it remains to a considerable extent politically impotent .
Discourse, thus, becomes the monologue of power or rather, the chorus
of the micropowers . The radical challenging of reality would involve the
question, in what way is it possible to think, always negatively, the
breaking of this network of power that holds bodies? Perhaps it will be
necessary to start with the negative experience of the difference that
opens in every enjoyment between the enjoyment itself and the totality
that surrounds it . Perhaps, we could locate at this point, the possibility of
an `unhappy consciousness' of the body. We do not yet know. All we
know - and the later work of Foucault has taught us this - is that the



`liberation' has already taken place . We must now liberate ourselves from
liberation .
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