Theory versus Anal ytics of
Power —

The Haber mas- Foucaul t Debate

In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas criticizes Foucault's “theory of
powe” as over generdizing and universdizing; reductionistic; contradictory in its role as
a concept of empiricd andyds and as a transcendental theory of condtitution; and, most
importantly, as cryptonormative! Although Habermas is very criticd, even dismissve, of
Foucault's andyss of power, | will argue that this podtion is, up to a point, only
mantainable according to a miseading and misunderdanding of some of Foucault's
most important indgghts and quaifications regarding power. At the same time, Habermas
citician of Foucault's ingbility to provide a normative judification for genedogica
historiography foregrounds the question of critigue. Can Foucault meet Habermas
demands, or does this dready reect the criticadl power opened up by geneslogica
higoriography? In the concluding section | will discuss the two dterndive paradigms of
power and critique that appear in Foucault and Habermas, arguing that Habermaes
impogtion of a normative grid may in fact neglect the criticd posshilities Foucault's

genedogies offer.

|. Toward an Anal ytics of Power
In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas presents a reading of Foucault’'s

genedlogicd  higoriography  as  presentidtic, rdativigic, and cryptonormaive. In the
atempt to avoid the hermeneutic problematic of the “sdf-relatedness’ of the interpreter
to her object domain, Foucault's explanation of discourse from the outside — that is, in

teems of internd dructural economies and externd generative practices, a method that
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brackets both truth and intentiond meaning — inevitebly befdls his own objectividtic,
postivig illusons, presentigticaly fashioning the past according to the hermeneutic of
the present.? Here Foucault seems unwilling to admit how his “antiscience’ remains blind
to its own hermeneutic conditions of posshility. Moreover, Habermas tdls us, the theory
of power one finds in Foucault undermines its own foundationa conditions, being as it is
trapped within the aporia of saf-referentidity.® For if Foucault's discourse andysis both
confines truth dams to the specific discurdve formations in which the conditions of truth
are firg defined and treats these very discourses as effects of power, then the vaidity of
Foucault's own discourse, according to Habermas, is immediatedy questioned. Lastly,
genedogicd higtoriography engages in critique, but without apped to a “right sde” As
both Habermas and Nancy Fraser have noted, Foucault's rhetoricaly charged, critical
decriptions implicitly indict the objectifying and subjugating operations of technologies
of power, but are unable to sustain any fuller normative contestation that attempts to
answer the question “why fight a al?"*

Foucault's analyss of power dStuates truth (knowledge) and power in a peculiar,
mutudly affective rdationship tha Habermas finds both ambiguous and very
problematic. In the trangtion to a theory of power, Habermas clams that Foucault
uncritically and reductionigticaly conflates power and knowledge, thereby condructing a
“utterly unsociologica concept of the socid” that is unable to recognize the important
ways in which knowledge is and has been distanced from the regimes and technologies of
power.> While Foucault's andyses continualy center on the curious rdation between
paticular discourses of truth/science and social practices geared toward surveillance,

discipline, and cortral, the specification of this domain of anadyss is not intended as an
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overarching, grand metanarrative of history according to a monologica theory of power.
Nor is Foucault committed to a podtion that posts power/knowledge as an “indissoluble
unity.” Rather, genedogica higtoriography has aways been much more modest in its
scope and claims. In The History of Sexuality, Vol. |, Foucault writes that
The am of the inquiries that follow is to move less towards a “theory” of power
than toward an “andytics’ of power: that is toward a definition of the specific

doman formed by rdations of power, and toward a determination of the
instruments that will make possible its andysis®

The digtinction between a theory and an analytics of power is crucid, for Foucault
does not want to implement power as an higorical deus ex machina, nor does he intend
his conception of power to extend beyond a paticular doman, or to desgnae that
subsising dement of redity from which history and society are borne as epiphenomena.
In other words, power and discourse (or truth/knowledge) are not conceptuaized in a
base-superdructure reation, respectively. In this respect, Habermas clam that Foucault
reductionigicaly equates al discourse with the “digpogtivities of power” depends upon a
fdse atribution of causdity to Foucault's andyss of power/knowledge. And intent upon
reading Foucault as an architect of a “theory of power” Habermas misrecognizes
Foucault's pogtive contributions opened up by a radica reformulation of the nature of
power through an andytics of power that “requires that ‘truth’ like ‘power’ be conceived
in the multiplicity of its occurrences, that it conform to no essence or eidos.”’

The explicit methodologicd move towards an “andytics of power” is characterigtic,
on the one hand, of Foucault's nomindism, and on the other hand, conditutes the attempt

to ddimit new concepts cdibraied to phenomena fundamentaly different from that

traditionally captured by “power.” For Foucault, politica theorists and philosophers have
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remained restricted to a conception of power as “sovereignty” — or what Foucault terms
the juridica conception of power. Power here tends to be rendered soldy in terms of
domination — usudly in a hierarchicd or asymmetricad relation, say, between dominator
and dominated, master and dave — and represson. Accordingly, power dgnifies both
ingances of brute displays of force, or the ability to wield such force, and a limit, a taboo,
a redriction: “it is a power whose modd is essentidly juridicd, centered on nothing more
than the statement of the law and the operation of taboos. All the modes of domination,
submission, and subjugation are ultimately reduced to an effect of obedience.”®

Foucault develops an dternative account of power that does not so much rgect the
juridicd mode but rather extends the scope of anayss to target the meticulous rituas of
power that are much more subtle and hidden, and to this extent, much more nebulous
than explicit digolays of force. What he objects to is precisdy (1) the reduction of power
to “the force of the negaive” as paradigmaticdly evidenced in the figure of the king, in
explicit displays of force and violence, and in the prohibitive dructure of laws and
taboos. “It is his image we mug bresk free of, that is, of the theoreticd privilege of law
and soverdgnty, if we wish to andyze power within the concrete and historica
framework of its operation. We must congtruct an anaytics of power that no longer takes

law as a model and a code.”®

The articulation of power according to the image of law aso
(2) redgts a more higoricdly sendtive andyss by ignoring the question of the concrete
forms through which power is exercised in paticular spatid and tempora settings.
Agang Habermas contention that Foucault mobilizes a universaizing theory of power
that ignores higtorical variation, we must recognize that centrd to Foucault's genedogicd

higoriography is the atempt to form “a different grid of historical decipherment,” and
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that this requires “advancing little by little toward a different conception of power
through a closer examination of an entire historicd materid.”'® Habermas thus misses the
qudifications Foucault sets on his conception of power s0 as to avoid the dangers and
blind spots of spatiotempora generdizations.

While we may redeem Foucault from the charges of reductionism and over-
generdization, Habermas dso presents a more damaging criticism directed toward the
peformative condsency of genedogicd historiography. On the one hand, Foucault's
genedlogies analyze the materid and historica forms of the operation of power. Power
here appears as insgparable from its particular manifetaions, and is andyzed in terms of
concrete, corporea-sensua practices and techniques, meticulous rituds of surveillance,
discipline, and control that produce docile bodies. As Habermas writes, Foucault “will
comprehend power as the interaction of warring parties, as the decentered network of
bodily, face-to-face confrontations, and ultimately as the productive penetration and

subjectivizing  subjugation of a bodily opponent.”?

Were Foucault's genedogies
redtricted to such andyses of the concrete forms of power’s exercison, Habermas would
have little rgectionrs. However, Foucault on the other hand “joins these papable
meanings of power together with the transcendentd meaning of synthetic
performances.”*? In this moment of tempordizing the a priori, Foucault thus “undertakes
a fuson of opposed meanings’ that peformatively conditutes power as both a
conception  of  “transcendental  generativity and < of empiricd  sdf-assartion

smultaneoudy.”*®  This latter moment of genedogicd historiography introduces a
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paradoxica tendon between a materidism and nomindism and a concept that functions
transcendentdly as atheory of discourse condtitution.

. The Col oni zat i on of t he Li f e- Wor| d—Fhe
Dual i stic Model of Power

Habermas criticisms here are not 0 easly explaned away by reference to textud
examples that suggest otherwise, because here the problem resides not so much with what
Foucault says or writes, but with what he does, that his, with how his andyses themselves
performatively produce the “paradoxicd consequences of a fundamental concept
contaminated by contrary mesnings”’* Neverthdess, dthough Habermas is correct in
pointing out an ambiguity of intended use regarding the concept of power, and hence, of
the potentid danger for Foucault's genedlogies to appear under the banner of a nuanced,
yet “contaminated” transcendental account of history, to interpret Foucault's power as a
“transcendental  theory of conditution” again ignores the force of his andyss of the
relation between discourse and power. Here, it is hdpful to andyze the different
conceptions of the power/knowledge dyad in the work of Habermas and Foucaullt.

The modd of power one finds in Habermas, Foucault would argue, remains within
the horizons of juridicd domination, redtriction, and represson, and is conceptualy
unable to render vigble the infinitesma forms and draegies that remain hidden under
the code of law. Habermas didinction between sysem and lifeworld congructs a
dudigtic conception of the socid with power on one sde and communicetive action on
the other. The former appears under the rubric of insrumental rationdity and subsystems
governed by the steering media of money and power, and the latter as that part of the
socid  characterized by communicatively (democraticaly) coordinated forms of life

which reman “uncolonized” by the indrumentdizing logic of subsysems. Power
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threstens the autonomy of communicative prectices of the lifeworld as subsystems
encroach upon and colonize domains of democracy. According to this mode, then, power
is rendered in terms of drategic action, and truth in terms of communicetive action.
Power threatens to replace our democratic, communicative contexts with drategic
contexts powered by insrumentaizing logics of commodity exchange. As a result, we are
left with a picture of power as embedded in certain contexts and absent in others. This
subsequently dlows for a point outside of rdations of power, a point from which
Habermas can gpped to communicative praxis as a bass for critique, ethics and politica
theory.

This separation of contexts of drategic and communicative action produces a
substantively  different picture than that of Foucault, who repeatedly inggts that the
communicative domains are dways dready fraught with power, entwined in multiple
networks and channels of rdations of power. Foucault makes the crucid qudification
that “Relaions of power are not in a pogtion of exteriority with respect to other types of
relaionships (economic processes, knowledge reationships, sexud reations), but are
immanent in the later; they are the immediate effects of the divisons, inegudities, and
disequilibriums which occur in the latter, and conversdy they are the internd conditions
of these differentiations”®® Thus any digtinction that attempts to free discourse or truth
from power produces a dudity that misrecognizes the relations of power that permeste
and organize forms of truth. Although reformulating the problematic in these terms
suggests a return to a nail ve reductionism, we must continualy emphasize that power and
knowledge are not identicd, and that Foucault's project is more one of reveding the
subtle coadescence between each, than metgphyscdly podulaing them in an

“indissoluble unity:”



Foucault seeks neither to reduce knowledge to a hypotheticd base in power nor to
conceptualize power as an dways coherent drategy. He attempts to show the
oecificity and materidity of ther interconnections. They have a corrddion, not a
causal relationship, which must be determined in its historical specificity.*®
Genedlogy then atempts to explain the effective formation of discourse by specifying
the connection between discursve systems and extra-discursive practices in terms of the
materidity of techniques and drategies of power. To frame the problematic of power via
“drategies’ and “techniques’ enables us to conceptudize the reationship between power
and knowledge in tems of a complex fidd of multiple configurations. In this way
“Knowledge is edtablished ... in relation to a field ... of objects, instruments, practices,
research programs, skills, socid networks, and ingtitutions” !’ knowledge does not appear
as exterior to such rdations, nor is it identicd with such relations, but comprises a
complex aignment with power, forming an episemic fidd that varies higtoricaly.
Returning to Habermas criticiam that Foucault’s conception of power plays the role
of both an empiricd andyss of technologies of domination and drategies of survellance
and discipline and a transcendentd role explaning the formation of ay discourse
whatsoever, we must reply that, on the one hand, Foucault does not in fact have a “theory
of power” tha plays the role of an empirical concept. In a very important sense, Foucault
offers us no theory of power, per se. Rather, Foucault’'s various regiond sudies and his
nomindist uses of power dways retan a paticularizing effect that bounds his comments
ultimatdy to the drategies he andyzes Pace Habermas, who turns Foucault into a

methodologicd monist, Foucault's cursory definition of power as “an open, more-or-less

coordinated (in the event, no doubt, ill-coordinated) cluster of relations’® suggests more
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of a methodologicd plurdism, an atempt not to theorize power qua power, but rather as
powers, plurdities multiplicities. As Thomas Hynn darifies,
This is the context of his clam, for example, that ‘power does not exist, that there
ae only individud indances domination, manipulation, edification, control, and
the like. . . . It is the higorian's task to uncover discursve and nondiscursve

practices in their plurdity and contingency, in order to reved the fields that render
intdligible an otherwise heterogeneous collection of events*®

On the other hand, though Foucault's usve descriptions of power suggest a crypto-
transcendenta  theory of conditution, such criticisms rest, again, on a fundamenta
misunderstanding of the task of the genedlogist and the “role’ of power. Habermas makes
no digtinction between (or recognition of) a theory and analytics of power, and thus reads
Foucault as a theorist of power who reduces everything to the “to-and-fro movement” of
power. In this way, we read that “Under the cynical gaze of the genedogidt, the iceberg
begins to move: Discourse formations are replaced and regrouped, they undulate back
and forth. The genedogig explains this to-and-fro movement with the help of countless
events and a single hypothesis — the only this that lagts in power, which appears with ever
new tasks in the change of anonymous processes of overpowering.”°

[11. The Centrality of Citique in the Analysis of
Power

Habermas criticisms of Foucault's genealogicd historiography are up to this point based
on fundamentd misunderstandings of Foucault as a reductivis, and conversdy, an
overgenerdizing theorist of power who tries to remain blanketed from the very discourse
and power formations he andyzes. This reading then supports Habermas clam that
Foucault's andyss of power is <Hf-referentid as “Genedogicd higoriography is
supposed to make the practices d power. . . accessble to an empiricad andyss. From this

perspective, not only are truth clams confined to the discourses within which they arise;
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they exhaugt ther entire sgnificance in the function of a given totdity of discourse . . .
the meaning of vdidity cdams consds in the power effect they have. . . . This basic
assumption of the theory of power is sdf-referentid; if it is correct, it must destroy the
foundations of the research inspired by it as well.”?? As demonstrated, Habermas
criticism depends upon a questionable reading of Foucault. At the same time, however,
the tenson between Foucault and Habermas revedls a much deeper rift, perhaps, a
conflict between dternative paradigms of power and discourse, and power and critique.

When Habermas criticizes Foucault as a cryptonormetivist, he is not merdy
misreading Foucault, but highlighting a potentidly serious flaw in Foucault's writings —
the absence of any gpped to a “right Sde.” The genedogica Foucault persgtently ressts
any demands that he needs to judtify critique. This is because, firdly, there is no point
outsde of power, there is no escaping power, and no freeing of truth from power.
Whence Foucault’s rgection of discourses of emancipation that attempt to move beyond
the network of power. However, as Dreyfus and Rabinow note, “it would seem
incumbent on Foucault to use his work to locate the endangered species of resigtant
practices and to consder how they could be strengthened in nontotalizing, nontheoretica
and nonnormdizing ways. If truth is to operate in society 0 as to ress technologicd
power, we must find a way to make it podtive and productive. Whether such a possibility
exists remains an open question.” %

The attempt to locate precisly those uncolonized pactices in society that are to serve
as a point of resistance to power is, of course, ostensibly Habermas problematic, and not
Foucault's. However, this is not to say that Foucault cannot engage in critique. Rather,

what is eschewed is precisdy the attempt to critique outside of power, as if one was not
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in power. Foucault's form of critique, then, assumes not a universal form or bads, as it
does with Habermas, but is described as “locd critique.” In The History of Sexuality, Vol.
|, Foucault opens the way for what a locd critique might look like if there is no escaping
power:
Where there is power, there is resstance, and yet, or rather consequently, this
resgance is never in a postion of exteriority in relation to power. . . . [Thel
drictly relaiona character of power reaionships. . . . depends on a multiplicity
of points of resstance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle

in power reations. These points of redsance are present everywhere in the
network of power.%3

Because power relations envelop or run through even those points that serve as
ressance, “there is no sngle locus of great Refusd, no soul of revolt, source of dl
rebdlions, or pure law of the revolutionary.”®* Locd critique is thus critique that occurs
within and in terms of power, that is, as the outsde within power — resistance.

Even s, Habermas ill poses the quesion of “Why fight a dl?’ to show that
Foucault till does not provide a basis for true critique, that is, for a critique that could
ress on a normative bass the normdizing forms of power: “if it is just a meatter of
mobilizing counterpower, of drategic battles and wily confrontations, why should we
muster any resdance a dl agang this dl-pervasve power circulating in the bloodstream
of the body of modern society, instead of just adapting it to oursdves?’?® While
Habermas argues that Foucault's postion “undermines the rationd bass and practicd
efficacy of critique”®® to demand that Foucault give a normdive jusification of his
criticd moments dready begs a fundamenta question in Foucault of the power-gtatus of
such gppeals. Because Habermas indtitutes the digtinction between contexts of power and

contexts free from power, and because for Habermas to be in power — and recal here that
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this embeddedness within power for Habermas is not the same as it is in Foucault — isto
be outsgde of truth, Foucault will dways reman “contaminated” by a fundamentd
contradiction borne of the power/knowledge union. He smply cannot articulate a
normative pogtion given his premises. This is true to the extent that we reman within the
horizon of Habermasian discourse. While Foucault may not be able to redeem himsdf
from Habermas criticiams from within the terms condructed by transcendenta
pragmétics, his locd critique and cdosdy related genedlogica historiography do provide a
means by which critique can occur. In “Two Lectures” Foucault thematizes resstance in
tems of an “insurrection of subjugated knowledges.”?’ Genedogicd historiography
contests the globdizing discourses that restrict play through a totditarian production of
continuity and attempts to subvert the tyranny of such continuous histories by reveding
how the search for dgnification, meaning, continuity, and idertity regulates and redricts,
dructures, a multitudinous ensemble of events as a violent impogtion of regularity. In
this sense Foucault offers a “freedom of thought which initiates and sustains critique is
the contedtation of the difference, the transgression of limits which destroys the illuson
of identity in sameness”®® While Habermas is unable to consider Foucault hereby
‘redeemed,’ Foucault a least points us in a direction that eschews the utopian politics of
identity in the attempt to secure a non-totdizing critique whose vdue is precisdy the

dismantling process encouraged by genedogica historiography.
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