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Introduction

THE POLITICS OF OQUR SELVES

Maybe the problem of the self is not to discover what it is in its positivity,
maybe the problem 1s not to discover a positive self or the positive founda-
tion of the self. Maybe our problem is now to discover that the self is noth-
ing else than the Listorical correlation of the technology built in our history.
Maybe the problem is to change those technologies. And in this case, one
of the main political problems would be nowadays, in the strict sense of the
word, the politics of ourselves.

—FOUCAULT

IN RETROSPECT, Foucault’s claim that the main contemporary po-
G‘: litical probler is that of the politics of ourselves appears remarkably
prescient; it anticipates, even as his own work undoubtedly helped to fos-
ter, the heated debates over identity politics and, more recently, the poli-
tics of recognition that have been the focus of so much intellectual and
political attention over the last twenty-five years.

However, Foucault’s call for a politics of ourselves remains a bit am-
biguous. It seems to entail two distinct, though related, claims, First, it
suggests that the self is not a natural or given entity (which Foucault in-
dicates by saying that we have to give up on discovering the self in its
positivity) but a political one, in the sense that it is constituted by power
relations. This is why Foucault indicates in his lectures “About the Begin-
nings of the Hermeneutics of the Self” that technologies of the self have
to be studied together with technologies of domination: that is, “if one
wants to analyze the genealogy of the subject in Western civilization,” one
has to “take into account the points where the technologies of domination
f)f individuals over one another have recourse to processes by which the
individual acts upon himself. And conversely, he has to take into account
the points where the techniques of the self are integrated into structures
of coercion or domination™ Foucault goes on to call the “contact point”
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between these two technologies “government?™? Second, implicit in the
idea of technologies of the self is an appeal to some notion of the seif’s
autonommy in the sense of a capacity for self-transformation, as is evident
in his definition of “techniques of the self”: “techniques which permit in-
dividuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations
on their own bodies, ot their own souls, on their own thoughts, on their
own conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform themselves, modify
themselves, and to attain a certain state of perfection, of happitiess, of pu-
rity, of supernatural power, and so on.” Implicit here too, though perhaps
more so, is a notion of autonomy in the sense of critical reflection: the
capacity to reflect critically upon the state of one's self and, on this basis,
to chart paths for future transformation. This sense of autonomy comes
to the fore more explicitly in some of Foucault’s other late writings, for
instance, when he refers to the “critical ontology of ourselves ... 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™ These twin notions of autonomy—understood as the capacities
for critical reflection and self-transformation—underpin Foucault’s no-
tion of the politics of ourselves.

However, this leads us to a difficulty, for these two sides of the poli-
tics of the self are often thought to be incompatible with each other. It
has been assumed that thinking of the self as political in the first sense,
as constituted by power, makes a politics of the self in the second sense
impossible, because it reveals agency, autonomy, and critique to be noth-
ing more than illusions, power’s clever ruses, This assumption motivates
both those who claim that Foucault’s late work on practices of the self is
contradictory to his archaeological and geneaclogical writings and those
who argue that a Foucaultian account of subjection is incompatible with
autonomy understood as critical reflexivity, the capacity to take up a criti-
cal perspective on the norms, practices, and institutions that structure
our lives. The difficulty in getting past this issue has fueled the Foucault-
Habermas debate; its feminist incarnation, the debate between Judith
Butler and Seyla Benhabib; and, more generally, debates about the useful-
ness of postmodernism for feminism.

"The central aim of this book is to develop a framework that flluminates
both aspects of the politics of the self. My goal is to offer an analysis of
power in all its depth and complexity, including an analysis of subjec-
tion that explicates how power works at the intrasubjective levei to shape
and constitute our very subjectivity, and an account of autonomy that
captures the constituted subject’s capacity for critical reflection and self-
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transformation, its capacity to be self-constituting. Developing this sort
of account is crucially important for critical theory. As Benhabib has ar-
gued, a critical social theory has two aspects: "explanatory-diagnostic”
and “anticipatory-utopian™ Under the former aspect, critical theory of-
fers an empirically grounded critical diagnosis of the central crisis ten-
dencies and social pathologies of the present; under the second, it charts
paths for future transformation. Without an account of subjection, criti-
cal theory cannot fulfill the first task because it cannot fully illuminate
the real-world relations of power and subordination along lines of gender,
race, and sexuality that it must illuminate if it is to be truly critical. But
without a satisfactory account of autonomy, critical theory cannot fulfill
the second task; it cannot envision possible paths of social transforma-
tioh. One of the central arguments of this book is that, to date, Haberma-
sian critical theory has done a much better job with the second task than
it has with the first. In order for critical theory to offer a compelling diag-
nosis of the present, it would do well to take very seriously the analyses of
subjection offered by Foucault and Butler.

The account I offer here also has important implications for feminist
theory, which has grappled as well with this ambivalent notion of the poli-
tics of the self. But in this case the challenge tends to come from the oppo-
site direction, Whereas there has been some controversy over this, many
feminist theorists have accepted Foucault’s analysis of power and subjec-
tion and used it as a framework for their analyses of gender subordination.
Although Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary and normalizing power has
proven extremely fruitful for such explanatory-diagnostic purposes, it has
generated a host of problems concerning subjectivity, agency, autonomy,
collective social action, and normativity. As I will argue below, there are
resources within Foucault’s work for responding to some of these chal-
lenges, particularly the claim that his analysis of power undermines any
possible canception of subjectivity, agency, and autonomy. The remaining
issues can be addressed by integrating Foucault's insights into power and
subjection with the normative-theoretical insights of Habermas.

This project is situated at the intersection of feminism and critical the-
ory, and it seels to develop an account of the politics of our selves that
would be fruitful for both projects. My account draws on the theoretical
resources offered by both Foucault and Habermas and develops these into
a framework that is, 1 hope, useful for theorizing gender, race, and sexual
subordination and the possibilities for resisting and transforming such
subordination in more emancipatory directions. Given the long-standing
debate between Foucault and Habermas and their intellectual progeny and
the widespread asswmption that these two men offer radically different,
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even incompatible philosophical and social-theoretical frameworks, this
goal might seem quixotic. In order to show why this is not so, I devote a
good deal of time in what follows to making the case that there is much
more middle ground between Foucault and Habermas than either their
critics or their supporters have assumed up to now. In the case of Fou-
cault, this involves arguing that many of the standard Habermasian (and
ferninist) critiques of his work have been based on a misunderstanding of
his oeuvre. In the case of Habermas, it involves offering a weaker, more
contextualist, and pragmatic reading of his normative project, in order to
make that project compatible with a Foucaultian analysis of power. But
the purpose of these interpretive arguments is ultimately a systematic and
constructive one: to develop a feminist critical-theoretical account of the
politics of our selves that does justice to the ways in which the self is both
constituted by power and simultaneously capable of being self-constitut-
ing. In the remainder of this chapter, I explore the most difficult challenges
that such an account will have to meet.

The Entanglement of Power and Validity

What is at stake for feminist critical theory in this notion of the politics
of our selves is revealed in a particularly vivid way in the well-known de-
bate among Judith Butler, Seyla Benhabib, and Nancy Fraser, published as
Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange. Inasmuch as this debate
also stages a confrontation between Habermasian critical theory and its
poststructuralist Foucaultian Other, [ think it is worthwhile to start by re-
viewing this exchange. My focus here is limited to just one strand of this
wide-ranging debate, but it is not only the strand that is most relevant to
this project, but also, it seems to me, the central point of contention in the
debate: the strand that concerns the problem of the subject and the pos-
sibility of critique.?

Benhabib initiates this thread of the exchange by arguing that an accep-
tance of what she calls, borrowing Jane Flax’s terminology, the postmod-
ern “death of man” thesis is incompatible with feminism. Although Ben-
habib admits that all parties might agree to a weak version of this thesis,
according to which the subject is always situated in various social and lin-
guistic practices, the strong version, which dissolves the subject into just
another position in language/discourse, is, in her view, incompatible with
the feminist interest in autonomy and emancipation. This interest com-
pels feminists to assume, according to Benhabib, that “the situated and
gendered subject is heteronomously determined but still strives toward
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autonomy. 1 want to ask how in fact the very project of female emanci-
pation would even be thinkable without such a regulative principle on
agency, autonomy, and selfhood?™?

Although Budler scoffs at what she sees as Benhabib's overly simplistic
characterization of postmodernism, she does defend what she describes
as a crucial insight of her (and Foucault's) variant of poststructuralism,
which, she insists, does not dissolve, undermine, or dispense with the
subject at all. As Butler sees it, “the critique of the subject is not a nega-
tion or repudiation of the subject, but rather, a way of interrogating its
construction as a pregiven or foundationalist premise”™ Moreover, she
claims that thinking of the subject as constructed by relations of power
does not necessitate a denial of agency: “on the contrary, the constituted
character of the subject is the very precondition of its agency. For what
is it that enables a purposive and significant reconfiguration of cultural
and political relations, if not a relation that can be turned against itself,
reworked, resisted?”®

The closely related issue of how to conceptualize critique first emerges
in Benhabib’s discussion of another main thesis of postmodernism—the
“death of metaphysics” thesis, which asserts the death of grand metanar-
ratives—but it quickly merges into the questions of subjectivity, agency,
and critical reflexivity that are raised in her discussion of the death of
man thesis. Benhabib argues that the postmodernist commitment to a
strong version of the death of metaphysics thesis “would eliminate . .. not
only metanarratives of legitimation but the practice of legitimation and
criticism altogether® Although postmodernists defend a conception of
immanent critique, Benhabib contends that such a conception of critique
does not in fact exempt such theorists from the task of philosophical and
normative justification. Inasmuch as cultures and traditions are made up
of, as Benhabib puts it, “competing sets of narratives and incoherent tap-
estries of meaning;” even the practitioner of immanent critique must en-
gage in philosophical and normative justification of her own criteria.l In
response, Butler appears to sidestep the issue of normative justification,
focusing instead on the entanglement of power and validity. As she sees
it, “power pervades the very conceptual apparatus that seeks to negoti-
ate its terms, including the subject position of the critic; and, further ...
this implication of the terms of criticism in the field of power is not the
advent of a nihilistic relativism incapable of furnishing norms, but, rath-
er, the very precondition of a politically engaged critique™? Here Butler
_mVOI(es Foucault’s (in)famous claim that there is no outside to power;
if one starts with this assumption, then all critique is, of necessity, im-
manent, whether the critic realizes or admits this or not. There is no
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choice between immanent and transcendent critigue. Not only that, but
the very positing of a critical perspective that is capable of transcending
power relations—even if that perspective is “hypothetical, counterfac-
tual, imaginary”—*“is perhaps the most insidious ruse of power’® In a
footnote to this passage, Butler makes it explicit, although it was already
perfectly clear, that she considers Habermasian critical theory to be a
prime example of this insidious ruse.4

Enter Fraser, who argues that the Butler-Benhabib debate is a false an-
tithesis and, consequently, that feminists do not have to choose between
Foucaultian-Butlerian poststructuralism and Habermasian-Benhabibian
critical theory. Regarding the disagreement over the death of man thesis,
Fraser boldly stakes out a middle ground. Fraser endorses Butler’s claim,
“pace Benhabib, that it is not sufficient to view the subject as situated
vis-2-vis a setting or context that is external to it. Instead, we should see
the subject as constituted in and through power/discourse formations.
It follows that there exists no structure of subjectivity that is not always
already an effect of a power/discourse matrix; there is no ‘ontologically
intact reflexivity, no reflexivity that is not itself culturally constructed
However, given that Butler seems committed to the belief that such con-
stituted subjects have critical capacities, Fraser “take[s] her point here to
be that critical capacities are culturally constructed*® Although Benhabib
is clearly committed to the existence and importance of critical capaci-
ties, she does not take a position on the issue of where these capacities
come from; moreover, as Fraser sees it, “it is perfectly possible to give an
account of the cultural construction of critical capacities. Thus, nothing
in principle precludes that subjects are both culturally constructed and
capable of critique” However, with Benhabib, Fraser does see a problem
with Butler’s view, which concerns the way that Butler equates critique
with resignification. According to Fraser, this formulation sidesteps the
normative dimension of critical theory and thus seems to “valerize change
for its own sake and thereby to disempower feminist judgment® So her
summation of the debate is that “feminists need to develop an alternative
conceptualization of the subject, one that integrates Butler’s poststructur-
alist emphasis on construction: with Benhabib's critical-theoretical stress
on critique®

In her reply to the initial exchange, Traser sums up the strengths and
weaknesses of each of the two positions, and thus she poses the challenges
for the development of such an alternative conceptualization of the sub-
ject. Whereas Benhabib’s Habermasian framework usefully captures in a
nonessentializing, nonfoundationalist, proceduralist way the normative
dimension that Fraser takes to be crucial to feminist theorizing, its focus
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on “justification and validity marginalizes questions about motivation and
desire; thus, it cannot help us understand why women sometimes cling
to perspectives that disadvantage them, even after the latter have been
rationally demystified. More generally ... Benhabibs approach valorizes
the active, constituting side of individuals’ involvement in communicative
practice, to the relative neglect of the passive, constituted side29 Butler’s
Foucaultian account, by contrast, “cogently defends the need for denatu-
ralizing critique, critique that reveals the contingent, performatively con-
structed character of what passes for necessary and unalterable? but “its
internal normative resources—reification of performativity is bad, derei-
fication is good—are far too meager for feminist purposes;?? and it pro-
vides no means for theorizing the inter—rather than the intra—subjective
dimension of social life. As Fraser sees it, the strengths of Benhabib’s ap-
proach are precisely complementary to the weaknesses of Butler's, and
vice versa.?

Now, unlike Amanda Anderson, T do not see Fraser’s staking out of a
middle ground between Butler and Benhabib here as indicative of a “con-
sumerist approach to the problem, arguing that we should pick and choose
elemerits from each thinker’?* Nor do I agree with Anderson’s assessment
that “the paradigmatic divergences between Butler and Benhabib are far
too profound to allow for such a mode of reconciliation® Fraser does, I
think, have an unfortunate tendency to downplay the significance of the
normative and theoretical challenges that Butler’s Foucaultian account
of subjection pases for core Habermasian notions of autonomy, critique,
and validity. In fact, this tendency seems related to her earlier reading
of Foucault’s account of power as empirically insightful yet normatively
confused.? Contra Fraser, I think that the significance of Foucault's and
Butler’s conception of power and subjection goes beyond the “merely”
empirical, but this is an issue that will be brought out in the remainder
of this book. This downplaying of the conceptual and normative signifi-
cance of Foucault’s and Butler's analyses of power and subjection argu-
ably also leads Fraser to underestimate the degree of difficulty involved in
successfully integrating the Benhabibian and Butlerian perspectives. After
all, if it is the case that Foucault and Butler offer empirical insights (into
how modern power operates, in Foucault’s case, or into the intrasubjec-
tive dimension of the subject, in Butler's case), but not normative ones,
then the task of integrating their perspective with the Habermasian one
Is relatively easy to accomplish. All one has ta do is to incorporate those
€mpirical insights into the broader normative theory proffered by Haber-
mas. Pace Fraser, I do not think that constructing an approach that inte-
grates the critical-theoretical stress on critique with the poststructuralist
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emphasis on construction will be quite that simple. I agree with her that
we would be wise “to avoid metaphysical entanglements. We should adopt
the pragmatic view that there are a plurality of different angles from which
sociocultural phenomena can be understood. Which is best will depend
on one’s purposes.... In general, conceptions of discourse, like concep-
tions of subjectivity, should be treated as tools, not as the property of war-
ring metaphysical sects”?” But adopting this sort of anti- or a-metaphysi-
cal stance by itself is not enough. For once one realizes the full import of
the challenge posed by Foucault and Butler to core Habermasian concepts
such as autonomy and the context transcendence of validity claims, then
the degree of difficulty of the project of integrating these two complemen-
tary perspectives greatly increases. Some modifications in each of these
perspectives will be necessary: for instance, some room for an account of
intersubjectivity will have to be found—or created—in Butler and Foucault;
conversely, strong Habermasian claims about the status of his idealizations
and the possibility of the context transcendence of validity claims will have
to be attenated.

[ want to draw three conclusions from this brief rehearsal of the But-
ler-Benhabib debate: first, as Fraser argues, Habermasian critical theory
has much to offer feminism, specifically its nonfoundationalist, nones-
sentialist conceptions of justification and normativity and its emphasis on
autonomy and intersubjectivity.?® Second, however, as Fraser also argues,
this perspective by itself does not do justice to the complexity of the power
relations that are constitutive of subjectivity, and for that reason feminist
critical theory must find a way to integrate the Foucaultian account of sub-
jection with the Habermasian account of autonomy. This book attempts
to complete the task set but left undone by Fraser, but conura Fraser, and
this is the third conclusion, I submit that doing so will require reinterpret-
ing and, to some extent, recasting some of the central insights of Foucault,
Butler, Habermas, and Benhabib.

The difficult question of the entanglernent of power and validity, which
we already saw emerge in Butler’s response to Benhabib’s critique of post-
modern feminism, is one of the most challenging stumbling blocks to an
integration of the insights of Foucaultian poststructuralism and Haberma-
sian critical theory and an important theme in this book. My argument
will be that a full appreciation of the insights of Foucault’s analyses of
power and subjection compels us to admit the impurity of autonomy and
practical reason. The acknowledgment of this impurity necessitates scal-
ing back the overly ambitious claims that Habermas makes regarding the
possibility of untangling validity from power, a possibility that he frames
in terms of the context transcendence of validity claims.
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In her recent book, Anderson also considers this pivotal issue, attempt-
ing to argue for a more straightforwardly Habermasian position. As she
announces in her introduction, her aim is to “contest the prevalent skepti-
cism about the possibility or desirability of achieving reflective distance on
one’s social and cultural positioning”? Anderson acknowledges that she
is swimming against a rather powerful tide of poststructuralist sensibility
that has been predominant in political theory and cultural studies: “Re-
cent scholarly trends have tended to treat ideals of critical detachment as
illusory, elitist, and dangerous, invested in unattainable perspectives and
disregarding of embodied existence and the experience of differently situ-
ated, and differently enfranchised, social groups™® Anderson's approach,
by contrast, emphasizes the capacity for critical reflexivity, and it does so,
in large part, by calling into question the received opposition between ra-
tionality and ethos. Rationality, as Anderson sees it, does not have to be
understood as an arid, decontexualized, lifeless transcendence of ethos; it
embodies an ethos, which Anderson calls “the ethos of reason and argu-
ment”* Specifically, Anderson argues, Habermasian proceduralism both
“requires a specific ethos: the cultivated habit of refusing the comfort of
a claimed collective identity (cultural, national, sexual, and so forth)” and
“oflers one way of refusing the false option between reason and ethos pre-
cisely insofar as it affirms the possibility of argument as ethos?32

Although 1 admire Anderson’s willingness to buck the pervasive trends
in academic theorizing, it seems to me that her formulation of this issue
gets it exactly backward. Thus, she misses the real challenge that Foucault’s
work (her prime example of an ethos-centered view) poses for Haberma-
sian critical theory. The problem is not whether rationality or argument is
instantiated in an ethos—Habermas never tires of pointing out that post-
conventional practices of argumentation and institutions must be anchored
in a lifeworld that meets them halfway®-—the problem is whether they can
possibly be thought to transcend their ethos in the way that Habermas's ac-
count requires. In other words, the real issue is the context transcendence
of validity claims, though Anderson doesn't seem to see this.3 The closest
she comes to confronting this issue is when she admits that

there is a tension in Habermas's conception of sociality. On the one hand,
he stresses the value of, and need for, embedded sociality in his emphasis on
Primary socialization processes and their centrality to moral development,
individual autonomy, and the cohesion of cuttura! groups. On the other
hand, Habermas emphasizes the preeminent value of reason’s capacity to
break free of tradition and custom: reflective distance defines the crowning
achievement of modernity.3
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But Anderson never tells us how she thinks this tension in Habermas’s
work should be resolved. Habermas, by contrast, is pretty clear about
how he thinks it should be resolved: validity claims are raised here and
now, in a particular context, but the raising of them breaks through every
context.?¢ Indeed, Habermas must insist on the context transcendence of
validity claims in order to disentangle validity from power, for only such
a move can underwrite his strong moral-political universalism. The real
problem posed by Foucault’s analysis of power is the same one posed by
Butler above in response to Benhabib. The challenge is that the disentan-
glernent of power from validity might not be possible, and that the claim
that it is possible might itself be an attempt to exercise power. This is an
issue that I will explore in more detail in chapter 6. My attempt to resolve
it will turn on a more modest, contextualist way of taking up the Haber-
masian project, one that sees the faith in the context transcendence of
validity claims as itself arising out of and rooted in a context, the context
of late modernity.

Will the “Truth” Set You Free?

Up to this point, the debate between the Foucaultians and the Haberma-
sians has seemed to turn primarily on the capacity for a reasoned critique of
power and the possibility of disentangling the subject’s capacity for critique
from the power relations that constitute it. To pose the issue in these terms
is Lo assume, as philosophers and feminists have tended to do, not only
that the “truth” (about one’s subordination, for example) can be known,
but also that knowing it will set you free. The debate over the entanglement
between power and validity problematizes the possibility of knowing the
“truth” about the nature of gender identity or the self more generally or
anything at all independent of the power relations that are constitutive of
those categories. However, we should also wonder about the second part
of this equation, a notion that inspired so much second-wave feminist con-
sciousness raising. What if the “truth” doesn't set you free? What if know-
ing the “truth” about, for example, the subordinating nature of the gender
norms that constitute your identity does little or nothing to loosen their
grip on you? What if those who are subordinated remain attached to the
terms of their subordination, even after those terms have been, as Fraser
put it above, “rationally demystified”? Such a possibility suggests that, in
addition to confronting the relationship between power and validity, a ferm-
inist critical theory that focuses on the politics of our selves must address
difficult questions of motivation, will, and desire.
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Here we begin to run up against the limits of both the Foucaultian
and the Habermasian frameworks. As Wendy Brown argues, Foucaul,
despite all his talk about freedom and resistance, exhibits a “distinct kack
of attention to what might constitute, negate, or redirect the desire for
freedom. ... [He] seems to tacitly assume the givenness of the desire for
freedom”3” Brown links this neglect of questions of will and desire both
to Foucault’s suspicion of psychoanalysis and to his rather truncated
reading of Nietzsche: one could say that he takes on board Nietzsche's
will to power, minus the will. As a result, Brown suggests, “the problem
of freedom for Foucault” is “one of domain and discourse, rather than
this problem of the ‘will’ that it is for Nietzsche™® Thus, Brown’s brilliant
and disturbing critique of the politicization of identity—which centers
on the idea that the politicization of identity can be understood as the
enactment of a desire for unfreedom, for the reinscription of the pain
of subordination and exclusion—cannot be posed from within a strictly
Foucaultian framework.

This realization about the limits of Foucault’s framework leads Butler,
in her recent work, to recast the Foucaultian notion of subjection by in-
tegrating it with psychoanalytic insights.® In The Psychic Life of Power,
Butler argues that, as compelling and theoretically fruitful as Foucault’s
account of subjection is, it fails to explain the psychic mechanisms that
make subjection work. That is, and Foucault’s resistance to psychoanalysis
is probably to blame here, it fails to consider how subjection works at the
microlevel, how, through it, power “assumes a psychic form that consti-
tutes the subject’s self-identity™® This leads Butler to recast her account
of subjection such that she can analyze the ways in which those who are
subjected to power become passionately attached to, and thus come to de-
sire, their own subordination. The key assumption here is that the subject
would rather attach to pain than not attach. The subject is dependent for
its survival on social recognition, and it will prefer subordinating modes
of recognition over none at all. As L argue in chapter 4, Butler’s diagnosis is
extremely compelling; she powerfully exposes the ways in which psychic
subjection undercuts the will to transformation by compelling the subor-
dinated subject to become attached to and invested in its own subordina-
tion. If giving up my investment in subordination means giving up my
identity, then I will have strong motivations to hang on to it. However, her
account falls short in its articulation of the possibilities for the overcom-
ing of subjection, She tends to understand this either in terms of a rework-
ing of the conditions that subject us (without confronting the issue of the
Flesire for such a reworking) or in terms of a problematic embrace of the
Incoherence of identity, of a critical desubjectivation. What is missing is
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the realization that a possible way out of this attachment to subjection lies
in collective social experimentation and political transformation, rather
than a Nietzschean emphasis on the heroic individual 4

The preceding considerations suggest that, even if a rational critique of
subjection can be disentangled from power relations enough to give it the
necessary critical bite, it will not be enough to envision what it takes for
subjected subjects to overcome the power relations that constitute them.
Thus, to the extent that a feminist critical theory is interested not only in
diagnosing power relations in all their complexity but also in charting pos-
sible directions for social transformation, our analysis of power will have
to tell us something about how subjection shapes not only our critical ca-
pacities but also our will and our desires. Not only that, but cur account of
autonomy will have to illuminate not just the possibilities for rational, criti-
cal reflexivity but also the prospects for reworking will and desire in a di-
rection that motivates emancipatory self-transformation. As Maeve Cooke
argues in her recent book, Re-presenting the Good Society: It is not enough
for critical theory to offer critical diagnoses of the times backed up with
good reasons and arguments; critical social theorists must also “motivate
their addressees to engage in thought and action aimed at overcoming the
social obstacles to human flourishing that they identify#?

Interestingly, in his earlier, more psychoanalytically engaged work,
Habermas recognized that there is a key motivational component to the
achievernent of autonomy. For example, in the essay “Moral Development
and Ego Identity? Habermas writes:

Ego identity requires not only cognitive mastery of gereral levels of com-
munication but also the ability to give one's own reeds their due in these
communication structures; as long as the ego is cut off from its internal
nature and disavows the dependency on needs that still await suitable in-
terpretations, freedom, no matter how much it is guided by principles, re-
mains in truth unfree in relation to existing systems of norms.*3

However much one might take issue with Habermas’s assumption in this
essay that one’s inner nature can be communicatively rendered transpar-
ent and fluid—an issue that I will return to in chapter 5—at least at this
point he realizes that engaging with will and desire is necessary for the
true realization of freedom with respect to existing norms. However, in
his more recent formulations, in which autonomy is understood as what
Cooke calls “rational accountability,” defined as one’s “ability to support

what she or he says with reasons,” “to enter into argumentation,” and to re-
main open to criticism,** the motivational component of autonomy fades
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into the background. In chapter s, I trace the consequences of this disap-
pearance, and I consider the implications of reintroducing questions of
will and desire into the Habermasian framewaork.

The Subject of Politics

If Brown’s critique of identity politics poses the challenge of how to the-
orize the relationships between will, desire, and rational critique, Linda
Zerilli's recent critique of feminist theory’s obsession with the problem of
the subject poses a much more fundamental challenge to the project of this
book. In her recent book, Femninism and the Abyss of Freedom, Zerilli chal-
lenges feminist theorists to consider whether questions about subjection
and autonomy are even theoretically or politically fruitful for feminism.
Zerilli’s aim is to displace what she calls the “subject-centered frame,” a
term that she uses to refer, on the one hand, to discussions of the indi-
vidual subject, its constitution through subjection, and its possibilities for
self-transformation, and, on the other hand, to debates about the “subject
of ferinism,” that is, the meaning of the category of women. According
to Zerilli, such debates have led feminists nowhere, and, in Wittgenstein-
ian fashion, she proposes that rather than trying to solve the problems
posed within such discussions, we should dissolve them by shifting to a
new framework, one centered on the practice of freedom.

What Zerilli calls the subject-centered frame really consists of two quite
distinct strands of feminist debate, which are linked by the homonymous
use of the word "subject” The first strand focuses on the constitution of
the individual subject through practices of subjection, in the Foucaultian
sense. Here Butler's work, which has been so influential for so-called third-
wave feminism, is Zerilli's main target. In Butler’s work, and in work in-
spired by her (which the vast majority of contemporary feminist scholar-
ship has been in one way or another), “freedom comes to be formulated ...
strictly as a subject question, while subject formation comes increasingly to
be interpreted in terms of radical subjection to agencies outside the self™5
According to Zerilli, such a move does nothing to challenge the subject-
centered frame of the traditional liberal and existentialist feminism that it
aims to move beyond; instead, it simply moves “into [the subject-centered
frame’s] negative space™6 As a result, Zerilli finds it difficult to see how
this theoretical framework could ever envision or inspire a truly transfor-
mative, freedom-enabling politics.*” If we want to do this, Zerilli argues
Fhat feminists should shift our focus away from the Foucaultian drama of
individual subjection and self-transformation and toward an Arendtian
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conception of freedom centered on plurality and action in the public space.
Zerilli suggests that we are better off thinking of freedom not as a subject
question but as a world question; freedom is, as Hannah Arendt shows us,
a collective practice of world building, not, or at least not primarily, an in-
dividual practice of or capacity for self-transformation. Though she waffles
a bit on this point, Zerilli seems to suggest that subjection and self-trans-
formation are not properly political issues at all.

The second strand of the subject-centered frame concerns the bitter
and divisive debates over the category of women and how to theorize the
subject of feminism. Such debates have led to a seemingly insurmount-
able paradox: on the one hand, the category of women is taken to be, like
all identity categories, inherently exclusionary;*® on the other hand, femi-
nism as a political movement seems to require the making of claims in the
name of or on behalf of women and so it seems to require the invocation
of this exclusionary category. Although many prominent ferninists, in-
cluding Butler, have gestured toward some form of strategic essentialism
as the way out of this impasse, Zerilli argues that if we reject the subject-
centered frame, the paradox will never arise in the first place. As she puts
it:

The collapse of the category of women need by no means spell the end of
feminism, for a freedom-centered feminism never relied on concept-appli-
cation in the first place. Political claims rely on the ability to exercise imagi-
nation, to think from the standpoint of others, and in this way to posit uni-
versality and thus community. The universality of such claims depends on
their being not epistemologically justified, as most feminists have tended
1o assume, but taken up by others, in ways that we can neither predict nor
control, in a public space.*

Here Zerilli tries to shift feminist theory away from a narrow focus on
epistermnological concerns to a broader conception of imagination, reflec-
tive judgment, and the production of what she calls, borrowing from Cas-
toriadis, the “newly thinkable*®

Zerilli's argument for this approach to feminist theory proceeds by way
of identifying a false opposition between two conceptions of theory. Zerilli
maintains that theory is typically understood either as “the critical practice
of forming universal concepts that can be applied in rule-like fashion to
the particulars of lived experience™ or as “the art of description which re-
fuses to say anything beyond the particular case at hand!? This opposition
generates the further assumption that “political ctaims are either grounded
(and therefore not contestable) or ungrounded (and therefore not persua-
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sive), but this, according to Zerilli, "occludes a third possibility: rather than
knowledge claims that can be redeemed as true or false by means of a cog-
nitive (determinant) judgment, political claims are based on contingently
formed public opinions that call for our (reflective) judgment without the
mediation of a concept® Thus, Zerilli implies that all existing theories are
mired in either foundationalism or relativism; this assumption motivates
the acceptance of her alternative proposal, which is grounded in the Kan-
tian/ Arendtian notion of reflective judgment. By formulating the existing
theoretical landscape in this way, however, Zerilli conveniently overlooks
yet another possibility: a theoretical framework that neither seeks to form
universal, ideal concepts that can then be applied to the real world nor
refuses to generalize about particular cases, but that instead forms its con-
cepts, categories, and analyses through a process of reflecting on social and
political realities. Such a framework views political claims neither as truth
claims that are to be redeemed through determinant judgment, nor as qua-
si-aesthetic claims that are to be assessed via reflective judgment, but as
normative claims that are to be redeemed through discourse. This path is
precisely the one pursued by Habermasian critical theory.

Zerilli's failure to consider this alternative theoretical possibility is
rendered even more curious by the fact that her own positive position,
grounded in an Arendtian conception of plurality and intersubjective va-
lidity, is, in some respects, quite close to Habermas’s. Perhaps it is this
very proximity that compels her to misread Habermas, insinuating that
his account of normative discourse is grounded in a commitment to ob-
jective, rather than intersubjective, validity.5* Zerilli’s critique of the overly
cognitivist nature of Habermas’s account of discourse and of his empha-
sis on the rational power of argumentation is perfectly legitimate, but the
fact that Habermas's account is cognitivist does not mean that it is also
objectivist. Likewise, her argument that radical politics involves more
than mere rational argumentation over norms and their application, that
it often also “expands our sense of what we can communicate,”>® issues
a legitimate challenge to Habermasian discourse ethics and deliberative
democracy. Zerilli is no doubt right that Habermas has a difficult time
recognizing this sort of aesthetic defamiliarization as a form of political
eéngagement, and that the reasons for this lacuna are conceptually related
to his rather strict conceptual separation between the pragmatic, com-
municative use of language and the aesthetic, world-disclosing use.”® But
this suggestion could just as well be taken up in the direction of the need
to develop a more capacious account of discourse or dialogue and what
.might count as a reason in the context of argumentation; it does not by
itself justify the rejection of Habermas's framework 57
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Moreover, it is not at all clear that Zerilli's attempt to displace the sub-
ject-centered frame actually dissolves the problems she aims to dissolve,
nor does she avoid generating worrisome problems of her own. In the
first place, simply claiming that freedom is a world question rather than
a subject question does not obviate the need for thinking about the indi-
vidual subject and its capacities for critical reflection and self-transfor-
mation, nor does it establish that such matters are not properly political.
Indeed, Arendt's definition of “world” cannot make sense without some
understanding of the individual subject, for the world is constituted by
subjects; it is “related ... to the human artifact, the fabrication of human
hands, as well as to affairs which go on among those who inhabit the
man-made world together™® Similarly, Arendt’s definition of “freedom”
implicitly refers to a subject with the capacity to act, which Zerilli herself
acknowledges in her gloss on this definition: “worldly freedom is political:
it requires not only an L-will but an I-can; it requires community. Arendt
asserts, ‘Only where the I-will and the I-can coincide does freedom come
to pass! ™ Zerilli frequently repeats this formulation, but seemingly with-
out realizing that although it does clearly imply that the individual capac-
ity for self-transformation (Arendt’s [-will} is not sufficient for freedom, it
also suggests that such a capacity is nonetheless necessary.

The failure to realize this simple point haunts Zerilli's own attempts to
formulate a feminist politics of freedom that escapes the subject-centered
frame; this conception of politics inevitably presupposes what T have iden-
tified as the first strand of that frame, as, for example, when Zerilli claims
that “the problem of politics” consists in asking “with whom am I in com-
munity?"¢° Similarly, as she admits, Arendt’s account of intersubjective va-
lidity is grounded in her account of enlarged thinking, which assumes that
“the relation to the object is mediated through the subject’s relation to the
standpoints of other subjects or, more precisely, by taking the viewpoints
of others on the same object into account” Even if such formulations
do helpfully resituate the individual subject in an intersubjective frame,
they obviously do not leave the problem of the subject behind completely;
indeed, they cannot even be posed without reference to that very prob-
lem. Perhaps it is the recognition of this point that leads Zerilli to pull her
punch at the last moment, qualifying her critique of the subject-centered
frame in the conclusion to her book, when she writes:

My point throughout this book has not been to rule out ... the questions
of subjectivity and identity that have preoccupied feminists. It has been to
insist that the kind of transformation envisioned by thinkers who focus on
these questions ... requires the tangible and intangible political relations
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that Arendt calls a worldly in- between: that which at once relates and sepa-
rates us. It is in this space of the common world that differences become
meaningful and the newly thirkable, other ways of constituting identities
and configuring social relations such as gender, appears.®?

[ could not agree more, but this very way of putting the point suggests that
we would do better to strive to develop an intersubjective (rather than a
nonsubjective, whatever that might mean) frame for feminism.

To some extent, this is precisely what Zerilli does, even though she does
not describe her project in these terms. Arendt’s notions of freedom, the
world, the public, the political, and plurality all refer to the intersubjec-
tive, the shared, and the in-between, and to the extent that Zerilli bases
her conception of feminist politics on these notions, she cannot help but
move the discussion in this direction. However, there are also opposing
tendencies in Zerilli's work (as in Arendt’s), and it is precisely here that
an avowedly intersubjective framework might help her avoid some of the
problems generated by her approach. For instance, her appreciation for
Arendt's account of political judgment as reflective judgment leads Zerilli
to emphasize the role of the spectator—as opposed to the participant—in
reflective, political judgment. This leads Zerilli to suggest that we radically
recast the debates about the collective subject of feminism. In her view,
democratic politics “consists precisely in the making of universal claims
(speaking for}), hence in closure, and in their acceptance or refusal (speak-
ing back), hence also in openness™;5? as a result, a feminist democratic
politics ought to think of “women” “not as a category to be applied like a
rule in a determinant judgment but as a claim to speak in someone’s name
and to be spoken for™* This conception curiously fails to consider that
democratic politics might involve, first and foremost, speaking to and with
rather than for one another. Indeed, one might say that it was precisely the
¢agerness of white, middle-class, heterosexual feminists to speak for oth-
ers rat.her than with them that generated the heated and fraught debates
about identity politics in the first place. Why think that more speaking for
Ethers—even if that s.oJesture is followed up with a professed willingness to

e spoken for, as Zerilli suggests—will get us out of the problems to which
lt::l(;zi tii:i;efr; ha\rlf:l led? Tlus question is espec.ia.lly pressing in light of the
ily e o £ ct that t%le voices of the most privileged are those most eas-

: » a fact that will tend to foreclose the very openness that Zerilli is
trying to preserve.

o nztee?ig SI?es cokrl}sider the pt?ssibility that d.emocratic politics could be
deliberationsgea ng to and_w1th ottf‘lers,. that is, on a model of democratic
ut she complains that “the idea that a formal procedure could
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provide the guarantee of equal access to any debate about who is included
in the feminist community, as advocates of Habermas's discourse ethics
suggest, does not adequately address the question of what such access can
mmean if a certain version of the community is more or less invulnerable to
question, or if the kind of questioning that can occur must remain within
the parameters of what constitutes a certain definition of ‘women; "> This
is half right. The issues of how power structures the lifeworld and thus the
communicative practice of discourse itself are important ones for Haber-
masian critical theory to grapple with if it is to become truly critical, but
the solution to this, as even Zerilli's own argument seems to suggest, can
only be more discourse or debate. On what other terms are we o contest
or debate (terms that figure prominently in Zerilli’s agonistic conception of
politics) our definitions of “women”? As Zerilli herself argues in her con-
clusion, democracy involves two fundamental normative commitments:
both a commitment to radical openness to questioning and debate and a
commitment to the idea that those who participate in such practices con-
stitute a community of equals.5® Habermas's discourse ethics is one way of
modeling this latter presumption and the norms of reciprocity and equality
implicit in it.

To the extent that Zerilli's view fails to appreciate this, it generates an-
other problem: What makes a “newly thinkable” imagined formation nor-
matively acceptable, desirable, even feminist? Lf freedom is “the capacity
to wrest something new from an objective state of affairs without being
compelled to do so by a norm or rule” and “a freedom-centered femi-
nism ... is concerned not with knowing (that there are women) as such
but with doing—with transforming, world-building, beginning anew,
this leaves unanswered the difficult question of which newly thinkables
are liberatory and which are not. Zerilli is no doubt right to insist that
this issue cannot be decided in advance, but this does not mean that it is
inherently undecidable, which her approach comes dangerously close to
suggesting. It is here that Habermas's intersubjective, discourse-centered
frame might once again prove promising for feminist theory.

Zerilli is right, [ think, to wonder “if feminine subjects are constituted
as subjected, as feminists of all three waves in their different ways have
held, how are they to engage in the free act of founding something new?"®*
'This is a key unanswered question for feminists, particularly those who
have taken their inspiration from Foucault's and Butler’s analyses of sub-
jection, and it is one of the guiding questions of this book. However,
contra Zerilli, T do not believe we will arrive at an answer to this diffi-
cult question by changing the subject. Rather than attempting, as Zerilli
does, to reject the subject-centered frame altogether, we would be better
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off proceeding by way of determinate negation, shifting from a subjective
to an intersubjective frame, a move that is better accomplished through
Habermas’s normative framework than it is through the agonistic reading
of Arendt that Zerilli favors. Such a framework can help us to see both
that the transformation of the self is an important political question and
that such self-transformation cannot, as Zerilli also understands, be prop-
erly understood absent an account of the intersubjective, political condi-
tions that make it possible.

Tasks for a Feminist Critical Theory

To return to the issue of developing a feminist critical-theoretical account
of the politics of our selves, it seems to me, based on the foregoing con-
siderations, that such a project has three principal aims: first, to analyze
subordination—in particular the subordination of women but also with
an eye toward its intersections with other axes of subordination such as
race, class, and sexuality—in all its depth, complexity, and specificity; sec-
ond, to critique such subordination, and in so doing to offer some insight
into what shape social transformation might take; and third, to consider
how such social transformation might be accomplished, which requires
addressing the difficult questions of how power structures desire and will
and how these structures might be transformed. The first task focuses on
power, the second and third on the twin notions of critique and autonomy,
where the latter is understood to ground and legitimate the former. But
each of these tasks is implicated in the other: the first implicitly appeals
to some conception of critical autonomy inasmuch as presenting a certain
social formation as subordinating already requires reflecting critically on
those social relations; and the second and third tasks implicitly concern
power, inasn_quch as the feminist social critic is him- or herself constituted
as a subject within and through relations of power and the motivational
q.uestiOn cannot avoid confronting the entanglement of power and the de-
sire (or lack thereof) for change.
derstanding powts g s dymton 1l s o oot
at the level of subject formation. And although he i e
Second tack. | gt . ha ough he is less .helpfu-l for the
Habermasi;;n e aul 1sdn01t1 the Fase, as marny ot" his feml'mst and
with the comemrre o Ee a 'ege , that his work undermme.s .or dispenses
gue in chapte[-z bo su ]efctlvury, ag&'ency, éutonomy, and crlthu_e. AsTar-
Kant, Fogn s I;e \}{fe:vzyirso a recon'51derat10n .of Foucal_ﬂt's relatlons:hip to
penses with the subject, but instead he aims to
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uncover the historically, socially, and culturally specific conditions of pos-
sibility for subjectivity. In that sense, his work is a continuation (though
admittedly a radically historicized transformation) of the Kantian critical
project. In chapter 3, [ continue this line of argument by drawing out the
conceptions of autonomy and critique in Foucault’s late work and arguing
that his use of these notions is in fact consistent with his earlier analyses
of power and subjection. Moreover, although Foucault’s work by itself is
not very helpful for the third task, Butler’s fusion of Foucault and Freud
in her more recent work on subjection is; I discuss this work in chapter
4. However, as Fraser argued in her intervention in the Butler-Benhabib
debate, what both Foucault-and Butler lack is attention to the inter- (as
opposed to the intra-) subjective dimensions of the subject and of auton-
omy—in Foucault’s case this seems to result more from lack of attention
than anything else, and in Butler’s it stems from her ambivalent use of the
term “recognition,” but in both cases it leads to problems in their ability
to conceptualize adequately the possiblities for transformation.

Thus, in chapter 5 I turn to Habermas's intersubjective account of sub-
jectivation. This account provides a detailed and robust conception of the
capacity for autonomy, and his early work, at least, addresses both the
cognitive and the motivational aspects of this capacity. However, as I shall
argue in chapter 5, this-account remains a bit too robust. Habermas, for
the most part, overlooks the role that power necessarily plays in the inter-
subjective formation of subjectivity, and even when he does acknowledge
this role, he is overly sanguine about the results. Facing up to the role that
power plays in subjectivation problematizes the separation of power and
validity on which Habermas’s strong notions of autonomy and justifica-
tion rely. In chapter &, | argue that the best way to deal with this problem
is not to endorse a nihilistic relativism but instead to endorse a weaker,
more contextualist, and more pragmatic version of Habermasian critical
theory. In chapter 7, [ consider Benhabib’s attempt to do just this, with her
notion of interactive universalism, a notion that she argues is a fruitful
basis for both feminist and critical theory. 1 argue that despite Benhabib's
attempt to develop a more concrete and situated version of Habermas's
communicative ethics, her own narrative conception of the self falls prey
to the same charge of excessive rationalism that she levels against Haber-
mas. Benhabib’s account presupposes an ungendered core of the self —a
presupposition that is not only incompatible with her own earlier work
on the importance of the concrete other for moral and political theory,
but that also obscures the role that gendered relations of power play in the
constitution of selves. Thus, Benhabib’s account, like Habermas’s, needs
to take more seriously the role that power plays in the constitution of the
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critical capacities of the autonomous self, and the implications of this for
the difficult task of understanding the politics of our selves.

The overall aim of this book is an attempt to accomplish the ambitious
task suggested but left undone by Fraser: to envision subjects as both cul-
turally constructed in and through relations of power and yet capable of
critique, and to think through the implications of this for how we under-
stand subjectivity, power, critique, and autonomy. But this analysis also goes
beyond Fraser to think through the difficult issues of how our cultural con-
struction mires us in modes of subjectivity that attach subjects to their sub-
jection and thus threaten to undermine the motivation for autonomous self-
transformation. In my final chapter, I bring these different strands together
to construct a framework for understanding the politics of our selves.

In what follows, [ take Foucault’s formulation of the politics of our selves
as my point of departure. However, as will become clear, if it is not already,
my position is not that of a doctrinaire Foucaultian, and, although I do at-
tempt to correct some of the more egregious misreadings of Foucault by his
ferninist and Habermasian critics, my primary aim in doing so is to clear
the ground for a more sympathetic and constructive engagement between
Foucault and Habermas. In other words, this book is not an exercise in Fou-
cault interpretation. Because, however, the tension between power and au-
tonomy is one that runs not only between Foucault and Habermas but also
between Foucault’s earlier archaeological and genealogical writings and his
late work, my argument here does have some implications for the difficult
interpretive issue of how to understand Foucault’s oeuvre as a whole.

And yet, there is much more at stake in this discussion than either how
best to interpret Foucault or the outcome of the Foucault-Habermas and
Butler-Benhabib debates. The general conceptual-philosophical problem
that emerges from these debates is the difficulty that we have in thinking
through power and autonomy simultaneously. If we start with power in
all its complexity, including the role it plays in the formation of subjec-
tivity, we end up seeming to embrace determinism and deny autonomy;
conversely, it seems we can only develop a robust enough account of au-
_tonomy by denying or ignoring the depth of power’s influence on the sub-
Ject. 'This book attempts to think through these two concepts—each so
crucially important for feminist theory, for critical theory, and for social
and political theory more generally—simultaneously and integratively, to
figure out how to understand autonomy such that it is compatible with an
understanding of power in all its depth and complexity. A critical theory
that is truly critical, that is able to lluminate the struggles and wishes of

Our age and to chart paths of possible emancipatory transformation, can
settle for no Jess.



2

Foucault, Subjectivity, and the Enlightenment

A CRITICAL REAPPRAISAL

A common theme in both feminist and Habermasian criticisms
Cﬁl of Foucault is his alleged participation in and celebration of the
death of the subject.! Since concepts such as agency, autonomy, and self-
reflexivity seem to be dependent upon there being a subject in which they
are instantiated, the death of the subject threatens to undermine these con-
cepts as well, ultimately threatening, in turn, the project of social critique
itself. As Benhabib puts it, “along with this dissolution of the subject ...
disappear of course concepts of intentionality, accountability, self-reflex-
ivity and autonomy.? Without such concepts, however, social critique is
not only pointless—since meaningful social change would seem to require
agency—but ultimately impossible. Thus, Benhabib argues that the death
of the subject “undermines the possibility of normative criticism at large,’
including feminist critical theory, which allies itself with this notion “only
at the risk of incoherence and self-contradictoriness”® Foucault’s alleged
embrace of the death of the subject has thus been a major stumbling block
to an effective dialogue between Foucault’s work and the work of both crit-
ical social theorists and feminist theorists.
'The strongest textual evidence for Foucault's embracing the death of the
subject is found in his early, archaeological works. Foucault’s substantive
critique of humanism in early works such as The Order of Things, com-
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bined with his methodological bracketing of the concept of subjectivity
from archaeological analysis, seems to many critics to entail a rejection
not just of the substantive conception of subjectivity presupposed by
modern humanism-—the transcendental subject—but of the very concept
of the subject—the “T think"—itself. As Axel Honneth describes Foucault’s
archaeological work: “The human is no longer the experiential center of
a course of action which he encounters and oversees, but the arbitrary
effect of a network of events out of which he can no longer make sense
and which is produced by the rules of language™ If subjectivity is nothing
more than an arbitrary effect of discourse, the argument goes, it is as good
as dead.

In several late interviews and essays, however, there are indications that
the reports of Foucault’s participation in the death of the subject have been
greatly exaggerated. Foucault insists that he never argued for a rejection of
subjectivity per se.” To the contrary, he claims that the goal of his work as
a whole is to “create a history of the different modes by which, in our cul-
ture, human beings are made subjects”; thus, he maintains, the subject—
and not power—is “the general theme of [his] research™ Unfortunately,
Foucault’s critical social theorist and feminist critics have not taken these
claims sericusly. Instead, they have argued that the “return” of subjectiv-
ity in Foucault’s late work is both unsatisfactory in itself and contradicts
his earlier work.” Foucault’s claim that the subject is the general theme of
his research is thus written off as a post hoc attempt to gloss over serious
problems that emerge from his archaeological and genealogical works.

'This dispute raises difficult interpretive and theoretical questions. What
would it mean to take seriously Foucault’s claim that the subject is the
general theme of his research? Is there a way of reading his archaeological
works that allows us to male sense of this claim? What sort of conception
of subjectivity is consistent with his archaeological project? Is this concep-
tion consistent with Foucault’s late work on the practices and techniques
by means of which individuals constitute themselves as subjects? In this
chapter, I offer a way of reading Foucault’s early works that takes seriously
his claim that the subject is the general theme of his research and that
shows how his early work on the subject coheres with his later work on
the self. To be sure; Foucault argues against a particular conception of the
subject— the transcendental (or, as he later comes to call it, transcenden-
tal_-phenomenological) subject. It is a mistake, however, to assume that
this argument is meant to do away with the concept of subjectivity al-
together; instead, the point is to clear a space for new conceptions, new
forms of subjectivity, such as the one he develops in his late work on the
self. My argument for this is based on a reconsideration of Foucault's early
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work on Kant. Contra Habermas, who reads Foucault’s major works as
anti-Enlightenment texts, I argue that Foucault’s work is best understood
as an immanent rather than a total critique of the Kantian Enlightenment
project. Specifically, Foucault, in his early work, transforms Kant’s notion
of the transcendental subject that serves as the condition of possibility
for any experience into a subject that is conditioned by its rootedness in
specific historical, social, and cultural practices. Moreover, he argues that
Kant himself opens the door to this historicophilosophical approach in his
writings on pragmatic anthropology. Far from a rejection of the Kantian
project, Foucault’s inversion of Kant’s notion of transcendental subjectiv-
ity constitutes a critique of critique itself, a continuation-through-trans-
formation of that project.® This suggests that, to the extent that the Fou-
cault-Habermas debate has been understood as compelling us to choose
between rejecting the Kantian Enlightenment project and taking it up in a
transformative way, it has been misunderstood.?

1 begin by considering Foucault’s complex relationship to Kant. I focus
on Habermas's charge that the positive appropriation of Kant in Foucault’s
late work contradicts his earlier work on Kant, and that this is indicative
of deeper, more fundamental contradictions in Foucault’s thought as a
whole. | argue that this criticism can best be met by reconsidering Fou-
cault’s early work, particularly his thése complémentaire on Kant’s Anthro-
pology from a Pragmatic Point of View and the closely related account of
Kant in The Order of Things. My argument is that a careful reading of these
texts demonstrates that Foucault’s early work is best understood not as a
rejection of but as a critical engagement with the Kantian critical project,
specifically, with the Kantian notion of transcendental subjectivity. When
Foucault’s work is interpreted in this way, his claim that the question of
subjectivity is central to his project from the very beginning becomes
plausible. Finally, I defend Foucault’s continuation-through-transforma-
tion of the Kantian critical project against some of the major criticisms
that might be made of it.

Foucault and Kant

In a late discussion of Kant’s essay “What is Enlightenment?” Foucault
credits Kant with posing “the question of his own present” and positions
himself as an inheritor of this Kantian legacy.'” Foucault has high praise for
the critical tradition that emerges from Kant's historical-political reflec-
tions on the Enlightenment and the French Revolution; Kant’s concern in
these writings with “an ontology of the present, an ontology of ourselves”
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is, he says, characteristic of “a form of philosophy, from Hegel, through
Nietzsche and Max Weber, to the Frankfurt school,” a form of philosophy
with which Foucault, perhaps surprisingly, allies his own work."!

In another late essay, Foucault explains in more detail the sense in
which he views his work as a continuation of the Kantian critical tradition.
Foucault claims that what is central in Kant’s discussion of the Enlighten-
ment is not “a theory, a doctrine, nor even a permanent body of knowl-
edge that is accurnulating” but instead a distinctively modern attitude, an
ethos, one in which “the high value of the present is indissociable from a
desperate eagerness to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise than it is, and
to transform it not by destroying it but by grasping it in what it is”? And
although he insists that it is not the case that “one has to be for’ or ‘against’
the Enlightenment;” he nevertheless once again positions his own work
in the Kantian Enlightenment tradition as he understands it, “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?™? From this perspective, Foucault offers a retrospective of his oeu-
vre, understood as a modified form of Kantian critique. Foucault’s critical
project no doubt departs significantly from the letter of Kant’s philosophy,
but not, or so he claims, from its spirit:

Criticism is no longer going to be practiced in the search for formal struc-
tures with universal value but, rather, as a historical investigation into the
events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize curselves
as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying. In that sense, criticism
is not transcendental, and its goal is not that of making a metaphysics pos-
sible: it is genealogical in its design and archaeological in its method. Ar-
chaeological—and ot transcendental—in the sense that it will not seek to
identify the universal structures of all knowledge or of all possible moral ac-
tion, but will seek to treat the instances of discourse that articulate what we
thinl, say, and do as so many historical events. And ... genealogical in the
serse that it will not deduce from the form of what we are what it is impos-
sible for us to do and to know; but it will separate out, from the contingency
that has made us what we are, the possibility of no longer being, doing, or
thinking what we are, do, or think.14

. FO.UCault’s remarks in these late essays about the Enlightenment tradi-
tlonl In general and about the Kantian version of the Enlightenment proj-
ect in particular have perplexed his critics and his supporters alike. After
all, Kant had seemed to be the great villain of Foucault’s account of the
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rise of the human sciences in The Order of Things. In that work, as James
Schmidt and Thomas Wartenberg have put the point, “Kant had the dubi-
ous honor of awakening philosophy from its ‘dogmatic shumber” only to
lull it back into what Foucault dubbed ‘the anthropological sleep. ... Kant's
legacy ... was viewed as decidedly problematic: a philosophical anthro-
pology caught in the bind of treating ‘man’ as both an object of empiri-
cal inquiry and the transcendental ground of all knowledge!™® Moreover,
although Bentham was perhaps the more obvious target of Foucault’s
genealogy of disciplinary power in Discipline and Punish, Kant’s moral
philosophy can just as easily be seen to be implicated in one of the central
claims of that book, namely, that “the soul is the prison of the body™ So
what could Foucault possibly have had in mind when, in these late essays,
he invoked Kant’s critical project and situated his own work within the
Kantian Enlightenment tradition?

One possibility, suggested by Habermas, is that Foucault’s early, archae-
ological writings and his laie reflections on the Enlightenment offer two
different, and ultimately incompatible, readings of Kant. As Habermas
puts it:

In Foucault’s tecture [*What Is Enlightenment?”], we do not meet the Kant
famitiar from The Order of Things, the epistemnologist who thrust open the
door to the age of anthropological thought and the human sciences with
his aralysis of finiteness. Instead we encounter a different Kant—the pre-
cursor of the Young Hegelians, the Kant who was the first to make a seri-
ous break with the metaphysical heritage, who turned philosophy away
from the Eternal Verities and concentrated on what philosophers had until
then considered to be without concept and nonexistent, merely contingent
and transitory.'”

Habermas goes on to argue that these two very different readings of
Kant map onto a fundamental contradiction in Foucault’s own thought.
The question, as Habermas presents it, is “how such an aflirmative un-
derstanding of modern philosophizing ... fits with Foucault’s unyielding
critique of modernity. How can Foucault’s self-understanding as a thinker
in the traditior. of the Enlightenment be compatible with his unmistak-
able critique of precisely this form of knowledge, which is that of moder-
nity?”® In Habermas’s view, Foucault cannot have it both ways; the con-
tradiction between Foucault’s critique of modernity and his embrace of
(an admittedly idiosyncratic interpretation of) the Enlightenment tradi-
tion is inescapable, Thus, Habermas concludes his remembrance, written
on the occasion of Foucault’s death, by suggesting that perhaps Foucault
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recognized and, in a characteristically veiled way, admitted as much in his
final reflections on Kant. As Habermas puts it, “perhaps it is the force of
this contradiction that drew Foucault, in the last of his texts, back into a
sphere of influence he had tried to blast open, that of the philosophical
discourse of modernity”™

In response, Schmidt and Wartenberg have warned against too hasty a
dismissal of Coucault’s late embrace of Kant and the Enlightenment tra-
dition. They suggest, rightly, I think, that Foucault’s “invocation of Kant
should neither be written off as simply an ironic gesture nor turned into
a deathbed concession of defeat. It is instead a remarkably productive in-
terrogation of a thinker who never ceased to ingpire and provoke Tou-
cault”®® However, despite their insistence that Foucault’s embrace of the
Kantian version of the Enlightenment project was no passing fancy but
was instead a persistent theme in Foucault’s writings over his last decade,
and despite their serious attention to Foucault’s different interpretations
of this tradition in these relatively late works, Schmidt and Wartenberg
seem to agree with Habermas that the early and late Foucault contain two
radically different interpretations of Kant. As they put it, “the Kant we
meet in Foucault’s essay differs markedly from the thinker Foucault con-
fronted two decades earlier in The Order of Things.... If the Kant of The
Order of Things marked the advent of an ultimately empty humanism, the
Kant of “What Is Enlightenment?’ was a good deal more interesting and
provocative™ 'Thus, although they are, 1 think, completely right to say
that Foucault’s “stance toward the enlightenment remained a good deal
more nuanced and complex than his critics would lead us to believe,” they
nonetheless leave Habermas'’s charge of a fundamental contradiction in
Foucault’s thought unanswered.?

Whereas Schmidt and Wartenberg'’s defense of Foucault focuses on his
proximity to one of his two Kants—Kant the thinker of his own present—
David Hoy’s defense of Foucault focuses on his distance from the oth-
er—Kant the epistemologist. Hoy argues, contra Habermas, that Foucault
is not an enemy of reason and Enlightenment, though he is, in the end,
a postmodern rather than a modern thinker. Although the jumping-off
point for Hoy's argument is an account of Foucault’s late essays on Kant
and the Enlightenment, much of his argument is devoted to substantiating
Fhe claim that the trajectory of Foucault’s thought is a process of break-
Ing free from Kant-qua-epistemologist. Whereas Foucault's claims about
archaeologjcal methodology in The Archaeology of Knowledge look to Hoy,
Tegrettably, “like Kantian transcendental philosophy” inasmuch as Fou-
cault "posits an a priori that can be deduced or at least indirectly inferred
by this one particular method,” Foucault, by the time he writes Discipline
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and Punish, has seen the error of his ways, and his postmodern “pastiche
emulates Nietzsche more than Kant'?® Both archaeology and genealogy
are, according to Hoy, attempits to think the unthought, which Hoy takes
to be the task of both modern and postmodern thought. But whereas ar-
chaeology, with its “pretensions to epistemology (in the traditional sense
of the privileged discourse about the conditions for the possibility of any
and every form of knowledge).” remains caught in a medern way of think-
ing the unthought, genealogy, with its recognition that it is just one among
many possible ways of thinking the unthought, an unthought which is it-
self also multiple, moves beyond Kantian modernism into Nietzschean
postmodernism.?* As Hoy puts it, in the shift from archaeology to geneal-
ogy, Foucault “moves from a modernist, quasi-transcendental neo-Kan-
tian stance to a postmodern, neo-Nietzschean stance™®

As 1 see it, the significant drawback of this interpretation of Foucault
is that it makes his late embrace of the Kantian critical project even more
mystifying than it was before. If Foucault spent his whole life trying to
break free of Kant, why would he return to him in the end? If Hoy's reading
is correct, how could this return be understood as anything other than the
capitulation that Habermas understands it to be? The problem is not just
that Hoy does not answer this question. He does not even seem to recog-
nize the need to reconcile the two prima facie incompatible versions of
Foucault’s relationship to Kant that are present not only in Foucault's work,
varied and wide ranging as it was, but also in the pages of Hoy's own essay.
Once again, Habermas's charge against Foucault is left unanswered.

Inasmuch as Foucault’s admiration for Kant in his late work is quite
explicit, it seems to me that Habermas’s charge of contradiction can best
be met by a reconsideration of Foucault’s early work on Kant. Contra
Habermas, I do not think that Foucault offers two contradictory readings
of Kant; rather, a careful reading of his early work demonstrates that Fou-
cault’s reading of Kant was never as rejectionist as has been supposed.?
Thus, I also dispute Habermas's claim that Foucault’s seemingly contradic-
tory readings of Kant are indicative of a deeper, more fundamental con-
tradiction in Foucault's thought.?” To the contrary, when Foucault’s later
work is viewed from the perspective of his early work on Kant, a striking
continuity emerges, namely, a central and abiding interest in and critical
engagement with philosophical anthropology. Foucault’s interpretation of
Kant treats the Anthropology as a central rather than a marginal text and
puts the anthropological question—what is man?—-at the center of Kant's
philosophical work. Whether or not this is the best interpretation of Kant,
I shall leave to Kant scholars, who are in a much better position than I
am to decide. However, I shall argue that Foucault’s early discussions of
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Kant demonstrate clearly that the question of subjectivity is central for
Foucault’s project from the very beginning.

‘The Empirical and the Transcendental

Foucault’s first extended discussion of Kant occurs in his thése complé-
mentaire, which consists of a translation into French of Kant’s Authropol-
ogy from a Pragmatic Point of View and a substantial introduction to the
text. In his introduction, Foucault returns again and again to two related
themes: the tension between the empirical and the transcendental in the
account of man offered in the Anthropology itself, and the relationship
between the Anthropology and Kant's critical philosophy. Both themes
ultimately return to the same problematic: the relationship in Kant’s
thought between the human being as historically constituted, on the one
hand, and the structures of the human mind as constitutive of all possible
experience, on the other. These themes set the stage both for Foucault’s
later discussion of Kant in The Order of Things and for my reading of
Foucault’s work.

WWith respect to the tension between the empirical and the transcenden-
tal within the Anthropology itself, the first point to notice is that Foucault
returns repeatedly to Kant’s claim that pragmatic anthropology takes as its
object “what man as a free agent makes, or can and should [kann und soll]
make, of himself?® For instance, Foucault notes that, for Kant, “man is not
simply ‘what he is; but ‘what he males of himself! And is this not precisely
the field that the Antfropology defines for its investigation?”? Foucault
views the conjunction of the descriptive account of man (what man makes
of himself) and the normative account {what man can and should make of
himself) in Kant's Anthropology as absolutely essential to an understand-
ing of the text, and he draws the following implication from it: “man, in
the Anthropology, is neither honio natura, nor pure subject of liberty; he
is caught in the syntheses already brought about by his liaison with the
world™® In other words, Kant's pragmatic anthropology studies human
beings as they are, that is, empirically, but it also makes constant reference
to the use and misuse of the various cognitive powers around which Kant
organizes his empirical discussion, But even to talk of the use and misuse
of those powers is to presuppose a normative notion of humanity {else
what sense could be made of the notion of misuse?), and to presuppose a
normative ideal for humanity is to assume that human beings are autono-
mous, that is, free cither to live up to that norm or not3! On Foucault’s
reading, then, although pragmatic anthropology is presented as a straight-
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forward empirical study,* in reality, its empirical conception of humanity
is only articulated with reference to the normative-transcendental con-
ception, with which it stands in an uneasy tension.

A similar tension emerges from Foucaults discussion of the second
theme mentioned above, that of the relationship between the Anthropol-
ogy and the critical philosophy. An important argument of Foucault’s the-
sis is that the Anthropology, rather than being a marginal text, occupies a
central place in Kant’s thought. He notes that, even though the text was
published only after Kant retired his professorship in 1797, Kant began
lecturing on pragmatic anthropology some twenty-five years earlier, in
1772. Thus, all the while that Kant was developing and refining his criti-
cal praject he was also lecturing every winter on pragmatic anthropol-
ogy. Foucault suggests that this is more than mere coincidence; rather, he
maintains that Kant’s thoughts on anthropology are conceptually bound
up with his critical philosophy. At the very beginning of his introduction,
he asks:

\Was there from 1772, and subsisting perhaps all through the Critigue, 2 cer-
tain concrete image of man ... which is finally formulated, without major
modification, in the last of the texts published by Kant? And if this concrete
image of man was able to gather together the critical experience... is it
not perhaps because it has, until a certain point, if not organized and com-
manded, at least guided and secretly oriented that experience?®?

In other words, Foucault maintains that a concrete or empirical concep-
tion of humanity haunts the critical philosophy, only to step out of the
shadows in Kant's Anthropology. Conversely, he suggests that at the heart
of Kant's anthropological analysis of man lies the central focus of the criti-
cal philosophy, the transcendental subject: “it is also possible that the An-
thropology had been modified in its major elements to the extent that it
developed the critical enterprise: would not the archaeology of the text, if
it were possible, permit us to see the birth of a ‘homo criticus'?"*

Of course, these questions are not meant to suggest an exact equiva-
lence between the Anthropology and the critical philosophy. On the con-
trary, Foucault clearly recognizes the significant differences between these
two parts of Kant’s system. Unlike the First Critigue, the Anthropology is
a strange amalgamation of empirical observations on everything from
relations between men and women to dinner table etiquette to physi-
ognomy and its relationship to character. As such, Foucault admits that
the Anthropology apparently has no “contact” with the main theme of the
First Critigue, namely, the “reflection on the conditions of experience”®
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However, this lack of contact is only apparent; in fact, Foucault suggests
that there is a dlose relation between the two texts inasmuch as we might
view the Anthropology as “the negation of the Critique® For instance,
the conception of man in the Critigue is that of the transcendental sub-
ject; the “T" is presented not as an object, but as the transcendental unity
of apperception that serves as the general condition for the possibility of
the experience of any object whatsoever. By contrast, the conception of
man in the Anthropology is empirical; the Anthropology is, at first glance
anyway, a study of “the region in which observation of the self has access
neither to a subject in-itself, nor to an pure T of synthesis, but to a ‘me’
which is object, and present solely in its phenomenal truth”®” By view-
ing the human being as an object rather than a subject, the Anthropology
negates or inverts the structure of the First Critique. However, Foucault
insists that the empirical conception of humanity is “not ... a stranger to
the determining subject™? In the Anthropology, the “I” “is not given at the
start of the game to man, in a sort of a priori of existence, but when it ap-
pears, inserting itself into the multiplicity of a sensible chronide, it offers
itself as already-there ... : it is in this T that the subject will recognize its
past and the synthesis of its identity”®¥ The subject of the Anthiropology
is both empirical and transcendental: empirically generated rather than
transcendentally given “at the start of the game”; but once generated, it
presents itself to itself as always already there.

Foucault also suggests that the interrelationship between the Anthropol-
ogy and the critical philosophy can be seen in Kant’s claim that pragmatic
anthropology is both popular and systematic. The Anthropology is popular
in that it is “a knowledge of man that man himself could immediately un-
derstand, recognize, and indefinitely prolong”® Indeed, the Anthropolo-
£y's strange combination of anecdotes, advice, and examples renders the
text quite accessible to a popular audience. Yet the Anthropology is also
systematic insofar as it repeats the structure of the critical philosophy; ac-
cording to Foucault, each of the three books in the first part corresponds
to the three Critiques, with the second part echoing the texts on history
and politics. But this is a repetition with a difference: “The Anthropolo-
gy-.. repeat[s] the a priori of the Critique in the originary, that is to say,
ina truly temporal dimension#! By repeating the a priori of the Critique
N a temporal dimension, the Anthropology balances the a priori forms of
possible knowledge, on the one hand, and the principles of an empirically
constituted and historically developed knowledge, on the other42

Thus, Foucault suggests, the Anthropology (perhaps unwittingly) breaks
:)pen' tl?e framework of the critical philosophy, revealing the historical

Pecificity of our a priori categories, their reotedness in historically vari-
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able social and linguistic practices and institutions.** Foucault’s reading
of Kant's Anthropology thus suggests that Kant’s system itself contains the
seeds of its own radical transformation, a transformation that Foucault
will take up in his own work. Specifically, Foucault’s work effects a trans-
formation from the conception of the a priori as universal and necessary
to the historical a priori, and a related transformation from the transcen-
dental subject that serves as the condition of possibility of all experience
to the subject that is conditioned by its rootedness in specific historical,
social, and cultural circumstances.

The End of Man

In the tension between the empirical and the transcendental, which Fou-
cault claims is at the core of both Kant's Amthropology and his critical
philosophy as a whole, Foucault sees “the problematic of contemporary
philosophy”** He suggests, moreover, that “it will be good one day to en-
vision the whole history of post-Kantian and contemporary philosophy
from the point of view of this maintained confusion, that is to say, from
this exposed confusion.** Viewing the whole of post-Kantian Continental
philosophy from the point of view of the tension between the empirical
and the transcendental is perhaps as good a way as any of describing the
dosing chapters of Foucault’s archaeological locus classicus, The Order of
Things. Indeed, Foucault never published his thesis on Kant. What was a
128-page thesis became a 3-page historical preface to Foucault’s transla-
tion of Kant’s Arthropology into French, which ends with this final note:
“The relationship between critical thought and anthropological reflection
will be studied in a later work”* that later work is The Order of Things.
In its closing chapters, Foucault spells out the implications of the tension
between the transcendental and empirical sides of the modern subject.
Here, this tension, which Foucault had first diagnosed in Kant'’s Anthro-
pology, becomes the defining characteristic of the modern episteme: what
is distinctive about the modern age is the concept of man “as the difficult
object and sovereign subject of all possible knowledge™’ The transition
to the modern era is marked by the appearance of man “in his ambigu-
ous position as the object of knowledge and as a subject that knows*
This tension informs each of the three of man’s doublets, most obviously,
the empirical/transcendental doublet, in which man “is a being such that
knowledge will be attained in him of what renders all knowledge possible;’
but also the cogito/unthought doublet (in which man tries to think his
own unthought and thus get free of it) and the retreat-and-return-of-the-
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gin doublet (in which man is viewed as both the source of history and
1.49

ori
an object with a history) as wel

Although Foucault is clearly critical of Kant in these closing pages, he
also makes two points that are all-too-often overlooked. First, Foucault
credits Kant with opening up the possibility of the modern episteme,
which marks a great event in the history of European culture, insofar as
it reveals the classical thought that preceded it to be a dogmatic meta-
physics. Of course, in the end, Kant’s critical philosophy sets up its own
metaphysics, a metaphysics of the subject that takes transcendental sub-
jectivity to be the unquestioned ground of all possible knowledge, but that
does not change the point that Toucault considered the deathblow that
Kant dealt to the classical episteme to be of vast importance. Foucault
makes this even clearer in the essay “A Preface to Transgression,” written
at around the same time as The Order of Things; there, Foucault clear-
ly credits Kant with having “opened the way for the advance of critical
thought™° Although he goes on to criticize Kant for closing off the very
opening that he had created, by substituting a metaphysical notion of the
subject for the dogmatic metaphysics that he so effectively demolished, he
nonetheless indicates Kant’s importance inasmuch as Kant's critical phi-
losophy inaugurates the modern episteme and, in so doing, reorders our
very ways of thinking about things.

Moreover, in this essay, Foucault also notes that Kant gives expression
to “an essential experience for our culture... the experience of finitude
and being, of the limit and transgression.” an experience that Foucault
was himself very interested in examining.® This leads me to the second
point about Foucault’s analysis in The Order of Things that we must take
care not to overlook: as Foucault emphasizes again and again throughout
that text, inasmuch as we are in the modern episteme, and inasmuch as
Foucault takes Kant's thought to be paradigmatic for that episteme, we
can't help but think within a Kantian framework.5? Foucault describes
our episteme as “the thought that is contemporaneous with us, and with
“Thich. willy-nilly, we think”® Qur episteme is our historical a priori. As
historical, it is contingent; thus, he notes, “there is nothing more tentative,
I?Othing more empirical (superficially at least) than the process of estab-
11.Shing an order among things”> But as a priori, the episteme delimits the
historically specific conditions of possibility for being a thinking subject,
conditions that are necessary in the sense that they are binding upon us
whether we want them to be or not {thus, “willy-nilly"). We cannot sim-
PIY l‘t?je-ct these conditions without thereby surrendering our ability to be
ntelligible. As Foucault puts it in his description of archaeology: “What 1
am attempting to bring to light is the epistemological field, the episteme
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in which knowledge, envisaged apart from all criteria having reference
to its rational value or to its objective forms, grounds its positivity and
thereby manifests a history which is not that of its growing perfection, but
rather that of its conditions of possibility*® When this sentence is read
against the background of Foucault’s earlier work on Kant's Anthropology,
Foucault’s claim that the aim of archaeology is to interrogate conditions
of possibility for knowledge takes on added significance. Although he still
hopes at this point for the coming of a new episteme, and indeed hopes
that his work might help to bring it about (hopes that he later views as
overly romantic and utopian), Foucault also recognizes that, for now, his
only choice is to think with the Kantian tools that he has. His articulation
of the historical a priori is perhaps the best example of his early attempt to
take up Kantian categories in a transformative way; this attempt must be
understood against the background of his own reading of Kant's Anthro-
pology, which locates the possibility of just this sort of radical historicizing
and contextualizing transformation in Kant’s own work. In light of these
considerations, however, the interpretation of The Order of Things as a
straightforward rejection of Kant seems overly simplistic.

This way of interpreting the historical a priori provides a response to
Béatrice Han's charge, in her thorough and insightful exploration of the
notion of the historical a priori in Foucault's archaeology, that Foucault’s
project ultimately founders on the irresolvable tension between the his-
torical and the transcendental that he unwittingly inherits from Kant.
Indeed, as a result of her reading of Foucault’s critique of Kant—a read-
ing that assumes that Foucault’s work aims at a rejection of Kant—Han
finds his continual adoption of Kantian terminology extremely puzzling.
Thus, she wonders, “given the extreme ambivalence of the Kantian her-
itage and the shadow that it throws over modernity, why borrow from
Kant the problematization as well as the necessary concepts to formulate
the archaeological analysis?"*® Han acknowledges that “one might suggest
that by virtue of Foucault’s very inscription within the modernity that he
historically criticizes, he must be defined as a post-Kantian,” but she goes
on to argue that “the hypothesis of the historical necessity of the Kantian
inheritance seems insufficient to explain the fact that Foucault recasts the
critical question in the very terms that according to him doomed it to
fail”> First, I would argue that it is too strong to say that Foucault argues
that the Kantian critical project is doomed to failure. The reading [ have
offered here suggests instead that Foucault maintains that Kant’s critical
project contains within itself the seeds of its own transformation, that it
points beyond itself to historicized conceptions of subjectivity and of cri-
tique, conceptions that Foucault spent the rest of his life articulating and
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defending. Second, if Foucault believes, as 1 have suggested, that rejecting
our historical a priori means surrendering intelligibility, then this would
seem to be sufficient to explain why Foucault recasts his critical project in
Kantian terms. We have no choice, after all, but to start from where we are.
Reading Foucault’s early work on Kant in this way also permits us to
rethink the infamous heralding of the end of man with which 7he Order
of Things concludes. Although Foucault emphasizes that we cannot know
what the next episteme will be like or how the transition will come to pass,
he nonetheless hopes that posing questions about it “may well open the
way to a future thought,” and he hopes that this opening will take us be-
yond “man’; “man,” he calculates, is “an invention of recent date. And one
perhaps nearing its end”*® This statement is well known, even infamous;
the question is, how should we understand it? Foucault’s Kant thesis sheds
some light on this question, since the call for the “end of man” at the end of
The Order of Things echoes Foucault's call for a “true critique” of the “an-
thropological illusion” in the closing pages of his thése complémentaire.
Foucault characterizes the anthropological illusion as the illusion that
anthropology is liberated from the “prejudices and inert weights of the a
priori”®® A “true critique” of this illusion involves the recognition that, as
[ discussed above, anthropology is from the beginning caught up in the
tension between empirical and transcendental. The model for this “true
critique” is Nietzschean; thus, the closing line of Foucault’s thesis on Kant
is as follows: “The trajectory of the question: what is man? in the field of
philesophy is achieved in the response which challenges it and disarms it:
the Ubermensch”! However, what [ want to emphasize here is Foucault’s
choice of the word “critique” What Foucault is calling for is a critique of
critique, which means not only a criticism of Kant’s project for the way
in which it closes off the very opening for thought that it had created but
also a critique in the Kantian sense of the term—that is, an interrogation of
the limits and conditions of possibility of that which Kant himself took as
his own starting point, namely, the transcendental subject. Such a critique
is, in a sense, “transcendental” inasmuch as the historical a priori sets the
necessary conditions of possibility that are constitutive for being a think-
ing subject in a particular epistemne and, as such, are indirectly the condi-
tions of possibility for all of that subject’s experiences. However, such an
account is obviously not transcendental in the same sense in which Kant
uses that term, inasmuch as our understanding of those “necessary” con-
ditions is grounded empirically in an analysis of the contingent historical
conditions that give rise to them and in which they remain embedded. As
Paul Veyne argues, although many commentatars have failed to recognize
the transcendental element of Toucault's project:
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All these practices have in common the fact that they are both empirical
and transcendental: empirical and thus always surpassable, transcendenta]
and thus constitutive as long as they are not effaced (and only the devil
knows with what force these ‘discourses’ then impose themselves, since
they are the conditions of possibility of all action). Foucault did not object
to being made to say that the transcendental was historical.®2

The end of man thus amounts to the revelation that human subjects are
always constituted by and embedded in contingently evolved (and thus
transformable) linguistic, historical, and cultural conditions. As Foucault
himself put the point in a 1978 interview: “Men are perpetually engaged
in a process that, in constituting objects, at the same time displaces man,
deforms, transforms, and transfigures him as subject. In speaking of the
death of man {in The Order of Things]. in a confused, simplifying way, that
is what [ meant to say”®?

As such, the call for the end of man is not a rejection of the concept of
the subject per se, if by that we mean the notion of consciousness or the “I
think” Instead, it is a call for a critical interrogation and transformation of
the particular notion of transcendental subjectivity first formulated by Kant
and later taken up by phenomenology. The paradoxes and instabilities to
which the modern age of man gives rise emerge only if man is taken to be
both a finite object and a transcendental subject that serves as the condition
" of possibility of all experience. Thus, the claim that Foucault argues for the
death of the subject appears plausible only if we conflate this transcendental
conception of subjectivity with the concept of subjectivity itsell. Not sur-
prisingly, just such a conflation is evident in many criticisms of Foucault’s
account of subjectivity. Consider, for example, Linda Alcoff’s influential es-
say on feminism and Foucault. Alcoff cites the following passage from an
interview with Foucault conducted in the middle of the 1970s:

One has to dispense with the constituent subject, to get rid of the subject
itself, that's to say, to arrive at an analysis which can account for the con-
stitution of the subject within a historical framework. And this is what I
would call genealogy, that is, a form of history which can account for the
constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of objects, etc., without
having to make reference to a subject which is either transcendental in re-
lation to the field of events or runs in its empty sameness throughout the
course of history.6%

As Alcoff reads this passage, Foucault is arguing that “we need to elimi-
nate and not merely situate the subject”; thus, this passage shows that,
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for Foucault, “subjectivity is causally inefficacious, historically con-
structed, even a kind of epiphenomenon of power/ knowledge®® In
short, she interprets this passage as evidence that Foucault rejects the
concept of subjectivity.

Alcoft’s reading is certainly understandable given Foucault’s claim that
we have to “get rid of the subject itself” However, if we look more closely
at the context for this remark, we can see that her interpretation does
not tell the whole story. First, Foucault says that what he wants to get rid
of is the “constituent subject,” which is to say the transcendental subject,
the subject understood as constitutive of the very possibility of its experi-
ence. And although he goes on to say that this involves getting rid of “the
subject itself;” the explicitly stated purpose of doing so is to “arrive at an
analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject within a
historical framework” In other words, Foucault does not aim to eliminate
the concept of subjectivity altogether; instead, he rejects the conception
of the subject as constituent in favor of a conception of subjectivity as
constituted in and through its historical, cultural, and social particularity.
Indeed, one might interpret this passage as making the rather innocuous
claim that one does not need to conceive of the subject in terms of strong
Kantian notions of transcendental subjectivity in order to be able to con-
ceive of the subject as a thinking being., Maoreover, as [ argued above, Fou-
cault argues that Kant’s own writings on anthropology point beyond this
transcendental conception and pave the way for the fully historicized con-
ception of the subject that Foucault later develops.

On this interpretation, Foucault’s call for the end of man is perfectly
consistent with the project of reconceptualizing subjectivity carried out
in Foucault's later work. Foucault’s critique of critique, his interrogation of
the conditions of possibility of subjectivity itself, leads him to explore first
the modes by which the subject is constituted via discourse (archaeclogy)
and social practices (genealogy) and later the subject’s modes of self-consti-
tution through practices or technologies of the self (ethics). Although the
Question of whether Foucault’s account of the self is satisfactory remains
Open, this shift from genealogy to ethics should be seen as a shift in em-
PhaSiS and perspective, not as a radical break or a contradiction. The sub-
Ject, as Foucault conceives it, is constituted by forces that can be analyzed
empirically in the sense that the discursive and sociocultural conditions of
possibility for subjectivity in a given historically specific location can be un-
covered through an analysis of power/knowledge regimes. But the subject
has always to take up those conditions, and it is in the taking up of them
g.ifzotilemi (;an (PC_'tentially) be transformed. An episteme, a set of rules for

Ormations, or a power/knowledge regime sets the limits within
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which I can think, deliberate about ends, and act, but it does not prescribe
the specific content of any particular thought or of any particular action (ex-
cept perhaps in the most extreme cases of domination).*® The subject takes
up these conditions and in and through that taking up constitutes itself as a
subject through what Foucault later comes to call “technologies of the self”
or “practices of the self” [ discuss Foucault’s account of these technologies
in more detail in chapter 3; for now, my point is that there is no conceptual
reason why his archaeological and genealogical insights cannot be integrat-
ed with those of his ethics. The charge that these two aspects of Foucault’s
work contradict each other typically rests on the claim that the notion of
practices of the self relies on the very concept of subjectivity eliminated in
Foucault’s early work ¢ If my interpretation is plausible and Foucault’s early
work does not eliminate the concept of subjectivity per se, then this claim
can only be made good if his notion of practices of the self can be shown to
rely upon the particular conception of transcendental subjectivity that he
critically interrogates in his earlier work. However, as 1 will argue in chapter
3, although Foucault does rely in his late work on notions of subjectivity and
autonomy, he radically reformulates these concepts; thus, they are not the
same as the strictly Kantian and phenomenoloegical notions that are taken
up in and transformed by his early work.

This line of interpretation suggests that Foucault’s critique of critique is
an immanent rather than a total critique of modernity. If this is the case,
then Habermas’s charge that Foucault “follows Heidegger and Derrida in the
abstract negation of the seli-referential subject, inasmuch as, put briefly, he
declares 'man’ to be nonexistent can be seen to miss the mark.%® To say
that Foucault offers an abstract negation of the self-referential subject is to
suggest that he rejects the Kantian subject tout court while remaining unwit-
tingly caught in the very same aporias and paradoxes that he himself had
diagnosed as endemic to Kantian thought in particular and to the modern
era in general. I would argue that instead of abstractly negating the self-refer-
ential subject, Foucault interrogates its conditions of possibility. That inter-
rogation is designed to show the historical and cultural specificity and, thus,
contingency of this conception of subjectivity, which in turn makes possible
new mades of subjectification. In carrying out this interrogation, Foucault
does not reject the Kantian critical framework; instead, he takes it up in a
radically transformative way. As he puts it in “What Is Enlightenment?”:

Criticism indeed consists of analyzing and reflecting upon limits. But if
the Kantian question was that of knowing what limits knowledge must re-
nounce exceeding, it seems to me that the critical question today has to be
turned back into a positive one: In what is given to us as universal, neces-
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sary, obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent,
and the product of arbitrary constraints? The point, in brief, is to transform
the critique concucted in the form of necessary limitation into a practical
critique that takes the form of a possible crossing-over.®

Moreover, as | argued above, Foucault finds inspiration for this trans-
formative project in Kant’s own work, specifically, in the Anthropology,
which, on Foucault’s reading, contains the seeds for just such a radical
transformation of the Kantian critical project.

Foucault’s critical transformation of Kant—a transformation based in
the recognition that Kant set the terms of the debate within which phi-
losophy still moves and grounded in Foucault’s early reading of Kant's
Anthropology—informs the whole of Foucault’s oeuvre. The following pas-
sage from “What Is Enlightenment?” offers an excellent characterization
of the guiding impulse of Foucault’s work as a whole:

We must try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are
historically determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment. Such an
analysis implies a series of historical inquiries that are as precise as possible;
and these inquires will not be oriented retrospectively toward the “essential
kernel of rationality” that can be found in the Enlightenment, which would
have to be preserved in any event; they will be oriented toward the “con-
termporary limits of the necessary;” that is, toward what is not or is no longer
indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects.”?

In other words, Foucault’s works offer historically specific analyses of the
present—of our experience of madness, health, punishment, sexuality, and
so on. These histories of the present are designed to lay out the contingent
conditions of possibility of our modern selves; pointing out the contingency
of these conditions, moreover, harmonizes with the practical aim of en-
abling us to transform ourselves. For Kant, the courage to know that was
characteristic of the Enlightenment was, as Schmidt and Wartenberg put
the point, “ultimately the courage to recognize the limits of our conscious-
UES§?7 ! For Foucault, the oourage to know is ultimately the courage to rec-
Ognize the contingency of those limits and to begin to think beyond them.

The Impurity of Reason and the Possibility of Critique

The ; , .
od tliﬂterpretatmn of Foucault's relationship to Kant that T have defend-
us far, if it is convincing, offers a response to Habermas's criticism



40 FOUCAULT, SUBJECTIVITY, AND THE ENLIGHTENMEN'T

of Foucault discussed above. Contra Habermas, Foucault does not offer
two contradictory readings of Kant; his early work is misunderstood if we
interpret it as a straightforward rejection or abstract negation of Kant’s
Enlightenment project. 'The early work is better understood as a critique
of critique, an interrogation of the conditions of possibility of that which
Kant tock as his starting point, namely, the transcendental subject. If this
is how we interpret Foucault’s early work, then Habermas is also wrong to
suggest that Foucault's relationship to Kant points to a fundamental con-
tradiction in Foucault’s own thought. Instead, I would argue precisely the
opposite: Foucault’s relationship to Kant suggests a way of viewing Fou-
cault’s work as a continuous whole. One might even suggest that Foucault
spent his entire career reworking Kant’s famous four questions, historiciz-
ing and contextualizing them as he went.”? “What can I know?” becomes,
in Foucault’s archaeologies, “how have discursive structures positioned
me as a speaking and knowing subject?” “What ought [ do?” becomes,
in Toucault’s genealogies, “how have norms functicned insidiously to po-
sition me as a normalized, disciplined individual?” “What may I hope?”’
becomes, in his late work, “how can [ attempt to turn myself into an ethi-
cal subject and my life into a work of art via practices and techniques of
the self?” And, as with Kant, it is the fourth and final question—"“what
is man?” which we might recast in Foucaultian terms as “what has hu-
man subjectivity been and what might it become?"—that sums up the first
three and provides the guiding thread that runs throughout Foucault’s
work as a whole.

However, these general similarities between Foucault’s and Kant's proj-
ects notwithstanding, one might push Habermas's point by arguing that
Foucault's transformation of Kantian critical philosophy is so radical that
it might as well be a negation. [n other words, what sense can be made of
transcendental inquiry that locates the grounds of our subjectivity in his-
torical, social, and cultural contingencies? Why does such a move not void
the concept of the transcendental and, in so doing, constitute a negation
rather than a continuation of Kantian critical philosophy? In one sense,
as I mentioned above, Foucault’s move to this historical a priori does void
Kants conception of the transcendental, inasmuch as Kant's use of this
term is exclusively tied to nonempirical reflection on the limits and condi-
tions of possibility for experience, whereas Foucault’s account of the con-
ditions of possibility for subjectivity is decidedly empirical and historical.
However, | have also argued that Foucault arrives at this account by a dis-
tinctively Kantian move, namely, by asking after the limits and conditions
of possibility of subjectivity itself, which, in turn, serve as the condition of
possibility for subjective experience.
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By making such a move, Foucault no doubt radicalizes the Kantian ap-
roach to critique by presenting the subject as constituted by historical, so-
cial, and cultural conditions. As L have argued above, given the development
of Foucault’s thought, I think that this move is best understood as a transfor-
mation of, rather than a negation of, Kantian critical philosophy. Moreover,
and this is the important point for my argument, on this point about the
embeddedness of the subject in historical, social, and cultural conditions,
Habermas and Toucault are actually largely in agreement. I will explore this
issue in Habermas’s work in more detail in chapter 6. For now, let me simply
note that, as Thomas McCarthy has convincingly argued, both Foucault and
Habermas accept what McCarthy calls “the impurity of reason™ “its embed-
dedness in culture and society, its entanglement with power and interest,
the historical variability of its categories and criteria, the embodied, sensu-
ous and practically engaged character of its bearers.?3 Furthermore, as Mc-
Carthy claims, both thinkers “call for a transformation cum radicalization
of the Kantian approach to critique’” Moreover, as McCarthy points out,
for both Foucault and Habermas, this “desublimation of reason goes hand
in hand with the decentering of the rational subject”” Thus, if historicizing
and contextualizing Kant’s transcendental subject makes Foucault guilty of
negating rather than transforming (or negating by radically transforming)
Kant’s critical project, then Habermas would seem to be equally guilty. At
the end of the day, what I am most concerned with is showing that Fou-
cault and Habermas are both engaged in a radicalization from within of the
Kantian critical project; it is this basic similarity that Habermas seems un-
willing to recognize when he interprets Foucault’s early position on Kant
as straightforwardly rejectionist and, on the basis of this reading, claims to
uncover a deep contradiction between this reading of Kant and Foucault’s
late embrace of the Kantian project of Enlightenment.

To be sure, Habermas’s attempt to formulate a universal pragmatics
that rationally reconstructs the counterfactual idealizations that all com-
petent speakers must presuppose when they engage in discourse—the
ideal speech situation—indicates that his willingness to historicize and
contextualize the Kantian transcendental subject only goes so far. In the
end, though, even more pragmatic and contextualist Habermasians such
::v EI:[C(}:;NW are unwilling to recognize the depth of the similarity be-
iz tIL ) Eber;-]ass and Foucault’s critical projects. McCarthy character-
theis acmey lfferen?e b'etlween Foucault and Habermas with respect to

unts of subjectivity as follows:

While both approaches seek to get beyond the subject-centeredness of
modern Western thought, Foucault understands this as the “end of man”
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and of the retinue of humanist conceptions following upon it, whereas
[Habermas] attempt]|s] to reconstruct notions of subjectivity anc autonormy
that are consistent with both the social dimensions of individual identity
and the situated character of social action.”®

However, as I argued above, Foucault’s talk of the end of man is best un-
derstood as the call for a critique of critique and thus as the revelation that
human subjects are always embedded in contingently emergent (and thus
transformable) linguistic, historical, and cultural conditions. As such, the
end of man is not at all incompatible with the project of reconstructing
subjectivity and autonomy. As a matter of fact, this is precisely the project
with which Foucault concerned himself in his late account of “practices
of the self] which are defined as “those intentional and voluntary actions
by which men not only set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to
transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular being, and
to make their life into an oewvre that carries certain aesthetic values and
meets certain stylistic criteria””” Now, obviously, there are crucial differ-
ences between Habermas’s intersubjective and communicative account
of subjectivity and autonomy and Foucault’s aestheticized account. How-
ever, my point is that the differences between Habermas’s and Foucault's
projects have been seriously overstated, with Habermas cast as the pro-
Enlightenment heir to the Kantian critical tradition and Foucault cast as
the anti-Enlightenment, antimodern, anti-Kantian. To the extent that the
Foucault-Habermas debate has been presented in this way, the possibili-
ties for articulating a middle ground between Foucault’s and Habermas's
critical projects have been obscured.

Even if we grant this response to the reformulated version of Haber-
mas’s charge, it might nonetheless seem that this reading of Foucault has
raised more questions than it has answered. Assuming that Foucault’s aim
is an interrogation of the conditions of possibility of subjectivity, how is
such a project even possible? From what perspective can he claim to have
access to these conditions? Does not the claim that he can have access
to them require Foucault to jump over his own shadow? Ex hypothesi,
would not Foucault himself, qua individual who has been conditioned by
the current power/knowledge regime, necessarily be influenced (perhaps
even determined) by these conditions to such a degree as to make criti-
cal reflection upon them impossible? Where exactly does the Foucaultian
archaeologist or genealogist stand? If he purports to stand outside of his
own epistemne, then he seems to contradict his claim that the episteme
sets the necessary conditions of possibility for being a subject in a partic-
ular time and place. If, on the contrary, he admits to standing inside his
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episteme, then he no longer seems able to achieve the kind of critical
distance that make reflection on ones own episteme possible, thus his
claims about it and how it sets conditions of possibility for subjectivity
are called into question.

Foucault himself vacillated on this issue over the course of his career. In
his early work, he seems to have assumed that it was possible for the ar-
chaeologist to stand outside of her own episteme and reflect on it—whence
his characterization of himself as a happy positivist. However, by the time
he wrote “What Is Enlightenment?” he offered a different response:

It is true that we have to give up hope of ever acceding to a point of view
that could give us access Lo any complete and definitive knowledge of what
may constitute our historical limits. And from this point of view, the theo-
retical and practical experience we have of our limits, and of the possibility
of moving beyond them, is always limited and determined; thus, we are
always in the position of beginning again.”®

In other words, Foucault now recognizes that the genealogist stands with-
in the powerfknowledge regime that she analyzes; thus, Foucault himself
and, by extension, his thought are conditioned by the very conditions of
possibility for subjectivity that he is trying to elucidate. Whereas this way
of thinking saves Foucault from the apparent contradiction involved in as-
suming that it was possible to step outside of one’s own episteme, it does
so at the risk of undermining the critical force of Foucault’s interrogations.
However, this difficulty need not be intractable. Perhaps it is the case that
epistemes or power/knowledge regimes are more open and supple than
Foucault’s rhetoric (particularly with respect to the former) tended to sug-
gest. If this is the case, then it is a mistake to think that the only available
Options are being either wholly inside or wholly outside the episteme in
(hllestion_ Perhaps epistemes or power/knowledge regimes even contain
within themselves resources that enable their own critique and transfor-
.mation, which once again suggests that they are not completely closed
lm_lsmu-ch as they point beyond themselves.”® Foucault’s later work malkes
;l:zmli’ziilt 'explicit, bw.ut it is already implicit in his early work. Indeed,
! § Interpretation of Kant rests on precisely this point: the Kantian
E}Zﬁ;s;ne, though i‘t sets the conditions of possibility for subjectivity in the
of the Ej:tl:,' parlovldes I'ES'O'UI‘CES for_ i.ts own transformation, in the form
of the critic:f hz:lnd emplrlcallcondltlons ‘that Foucault finds at the heart
5, p Oslo!;)hy and its c.ore notu?n, tI'}e trans'cendental subject.
that ery g T.lp a CI‘lth:—?l perspectlve. on this eplsteme is possible, though
Que is necessarily grounded in that episteme; as a result, critique,
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for Foucault, is of necessity historically, socially, and culturally specific,
and pragmatic rather than universal and ahistorical.

I have endeavored to establish three interrelated points: First, Foucault does
not offer two radically different and incompatible interpretations of Kant:
his early work is misunderstood if it is interpreted as a straightforward re-
jection of Kantian thought. Instead, I have argued that Foucault’s relation-
ship to Kant is remarkably consistent throughout his life; from his earliest
work on Kant up to and including his late essays on the Kantian version of
the Enlightenment project, Foucault is engaged in a continuation-through-
transformation of Kantian critical thought. Second, clarifying his stance
vis-3-vis Kant reveals a fundamental continuity in Foucault’s philosophical
project as a whole; as Foucault himself claimed, the subject is the general
theme of his research. There is no inconsistency between his early call for
the end of man—which is indicative not of a rejection of subjectivity tout
court but of an interrogation of its conditions of pessibility—and his late re-
conceptualization of subjectivity and autonomy in his account of practices
of the self. Thus, Feucault’s feminist and Habermasian critics have been
too quick to dismiss his work on the grounds that it participates in or cele-
brates the death of the subject. Third, and finally, if the previous two points
are convincing, then Foucault can no lenger be positicned as the counter-
Enlightenment foil to Habermas's Enlightenment hero, or vice versa, de-
pending on your views on “postmodernism.” Foucault and Habermas no
doubt offer two different ways of completing the project of the Enlighten-
ment, two alternative continuations-through-transformation of the Kant-
ian critical project, but there is much more common ground between their
philosophical projects than has been recognized up to now by either side of
the Foucault-Habermas debate.?”

Howevet, in order to move this debate forward, particularly with re-
spect to the relationships between power, autonomy, and the self, it is
not enough to establish that Foucault does not argue for the death of the
subject, nor is it enough to show that, like Habermas, he is engaged in
transforming the Kantian critical project from within. We will also have to
examine closely, as I do in the next chapter, how Foucault’s work on tech-
nologies of the self reformulates the notions of subjectivity and autonomy
and how these reformulated notions relate to his extremely important and
influential analyses of power and subjection.

3

The Impurity of Practical Reason

POWER AND AUTONOMY IN FOUCAULT

% IN 4 set of lectures delivered at Dartmouth College in 1980, titled
“About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self” Foucault
characterizes his research as a “genealogy of the modern subject™ Such a
genealogy provides a way out of “the philosaphy of the subject.” a philo-
sophical project that “sets as its task par excellence the foundation of all
knowledge and the principle of all signification as stemming from the
meaningful subject!? Foucault’s principal targets here are Husserlian phe-
nomenology—which he mentions explicitly in the lecture—and Sartrean
existentialism—which, although not mentioned by name, is clearly on
Foucault's mind when he notes that the appeal of the philosophy of the
subject was enhanced by the political climate of the twentieth century.? In
the twentieth century, the philosophy of the subject increasingly came un-
der attack from two very different directions: analytic epistemology and
Sttucturalism. As Foucault notes with characteristic wit:

These were not the directions I took. Let me announce once and for all
that T am not a structuralist, and I confess with the appropriate chagrin
that I am not an analytic philosopher—nobody is perfect. I have tried to
¢xplore another direction. 1 have tried to get out of the philosophy of the
subject through a genealogy of the subject, by studying the constitution of
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the subject across history which has led us up to the modern concept of
the self.*

Note that Foucault does not suggest the eradication of the concept of
subjectivity, nor does he claim that the subject is a fiction or an illusion,
Instead, he proposes a historical investigation of the ways in which the
subject has been constituted. Thus, his complaint against the philoso-
phy of the subject is not that it holds on to the concept of subjectivity,
but that it gives the subject a foundational and constitutive role vis-a-vis
knowledge and meaning. Therefore, as I argued in the previous chapter,
his critique is directed not at the concept of subjectivity per se, but at a
particular conception of it, namely, the transcendental-phenomenologi-
cal subject.

Foucault characterizes this genealogy of the subject as “another kind of
critical philosophy ... a critical philosophy that seeks the conditions and
the indefinite possibility of transforming the subject, of transforming our-
selves"® Foucault distinguishes two components of this critical-genealogi-
cal project: technologies (or techniques) of domination and technologies
(or techniques) of the self. The former are “techniques which permit cne
to determine the conduct of individuals, to impose certain wills on them,
and to submit them to certain ends or objectives,” whereas the latter are
“techniques which permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a cer-
tain number of operations on their own bodies, on their own souls, on
their own thoughts, on their own conduct, and this in a manner so as
to transform themselves, modify themselves, and to attain a certain state
of perfection, of happiness, of purity, of supernatural power, and so on
Foucault argues that a critical genealogy of the modern subject must take
into account both of these technologies and their interrelation and sug-
gests that “the contact point, where the [way] individuals are driven by
others is tied to the way they conduct themselves, is what we can call, 1
think, government’” Whereas he admits that his earlier work focused too
narrowly on technologies of domination, he indicates that he intends in
his later work to highlight technologies of the self and governmentality®

In this discussion, Foucault seems to presuppose the possibility of au-
tonomy in at least two senses of that term. First, he presupposes that indi-
viduals are capable of taking up a critical perspective on the technologies
of domination and the self that are currently in use. Second, he presuppos-
es that individuals have the capacity for deliberate transformation of these
technologies. In light of Foucault’s earlier work on discourse and power,
however, this presupposition of autonomy has struck many of Foucault’s
Habermasian and feminist critics as problematic.” These critics maintain
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that Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical works undermine the ide-
al of autonomy, by showing that, as Fraser has put it, “the conception of
freedom as autonomy is a formula for domination towut court” 10 McCarthy
pushes this point further, arguing that this undermining of the ideal of
autonomy poses problems not only at the level of Foucault’s description of
social practices but also at the metalevel of his genealogical methodology:
“If the self-reflecting subject is nothing but the effect of power relations
under the pressure of observation, judgment, control, and discipline, how
are we to understand the reflection that takes the form of genealogy?” !!
McCarthy acknowledges that Foucault's late work views individuals as ca-
pable of reflecting critically on the cultural and institutional systems that
organize their practices and, within limits, transforming these systems.
As such, his late work “corrects the holistic bias we found in his work of
the 1970s”; however, McCarthy continues, “the question now is whether
he hasn't gone too far in the opposite direction and replaced it with an
individualistic bias" The implication is that Foucault cannot have it both
ways: if his analyses of power and subjection are compelling, then auton-
omy is illusory (and genealogy itself is impossible); if the self is autono-
mous in the ways Foucault’s late work suggests, then his earlier analyses of
power and subjection must be wrong.

McCarthy places Foucault in this double bind in part because he mis-
construes the relationship between power and subjectivity in Foucault.
He assumes that Foucault's middle-period works argue that the subject
is merely or nothing more than an effect of power.® If this were true, then
the presupposition of an autonomous subject in his late work would in-
deed be contradictory to that project; a subject that is merely or nothing
more than an effect of power would obviously be incapable of reflecting
critically on relations of power and acting deliberately so as to transform
them. However, as 1 have argued elsewhere, critics who interpret Fou-
cault’s claim that the subject is an effect of power in such strong terms
have overreacted to what he actually did say.* In what follows, [ offer a
more faithful and fruitful reading of Foucault’s analyses of power and sub-
Jection. Although it is no doubt true that some ways of conceiving of au-
tonomy would contradict Foucault's analysis of power and subjection, 1
argue that the conception of autonomy presented in his late work does not
do so. The main reason for this is that Foucault conceives of autonemy—
both in the sense of the capacity for critical reflection and in the sense of
the capacity for deliberate self-transformation—as always bound up with
Power. The result may be a somewhat less robust and more ambivalent
f30.ncept10n of autonomy than some of Foucault's critics would prefer, but
Itis compatible with his analyses of power and subjection.
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In order to make this case, I begin by reviewing Foucaull’s analyses of
power and subjection. Next, [ focus on the concept of governmentality,
which serves as a theoretical bridge between Foucault’s analysis of power
and his later work on the self. When I turn to the later work, my aim is to
reconstruct the implicit conception of autonomy in Foucault’s late work
and argue, contra his feminist and Habermasian critics, that this concep-
tion is not only compatible with but also extends in interesting and im-
portant ways his analyses of power and subjection. However, this does not
mean that Foucault’s conception of autonomy and the self is fully satisfac-
tory. In the end, I argue that what is missing from Foucault’s account is
an appreciation for the role played by nonstrategic relations with others
in the constitution of autonomous selves. Although it is common to read
Foucault as denying the very possibility of reciprocity, I argue that this is
not the case. Nevertheless, this idea is very underdeveloped in Foucault’s
work; thus, in order to develop a fully satisfactory account of power, au-
tonomy, and the self, we will have to go beyond Foucault.

Technologies of Domination

Fraser, in her influential article on Foucault’s conception of power, accuses
Foucault of “call[ing] too many different sorts of things power and simply
leav[ing] it at that> It is undoubtedly true that Foucault does not distin-
guish in a careful or consistent manner between power and such related
notions as domination, force, and violence. Indeed, he admits as much in
a late interview, when he says that “all these concepts have been ill defined,
so that one hardly knows what one is talking about. 1 am not even sure if 1
made myself clear, or used the right words, when I first became interested
in the problem of power!® Foucault’s tendency to be imprecise with his
terminology poses some problems for the commentator. For example, in
many of his discussions of power, including the Dartmouth lectures, Fou-
cault uses the terms “power” and “domination” interchangeably.”” How-
ever, in one of his late interviews, he takes care to distinguish between
power and domination, using the term “power” to refer to unstable, re-
versible, microlevel force relations and “domination” to refer to broader,
systemic, macrolevel asymmetries of power.® When Foucault speaks of
“technologies of domination,” he seems to be understanding “domination”
in the wider sense of the term, the sense in which it is interchangeable
with “power” Thus, for now, L will follow Foucault in this usage."

'The best way to approach Foucault’s notion of technologies of domi-
nation, then, is through his conception of power. The first thing to note
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about this conception is that Foucault understands power not as a sub-
gtance, but as 2 relation. In his 1975-1976 lecture course, Society Must Be
Defended, Foucault credits the eighteenth-century French historian Henri
Comte de Boulainvilliers with this insight. He claims that Boulainvilliers
wdefined the principle of what might be called the relational character of
power: power is not something that can be possessed, and it is not a form
of might; power is never anything more than a relationship that can, and
must, be studied only by looking at the interplay between the terms of
that relationship?° Like Arendt, then, Foucault maintains that “[power] is
something that is exercised and that it exists only in action?

So power is a relation, but what kind of relation is it? Initially, one
might think of power as a relation of repression in which one individual
or group of individuals thwarts or blocks the desires and aims of another
individual or group of individuals. Foucault, by contrast, argues that “the
widespread notion of repression cannot provide an adequate description
of the mechanisms and effects of power, cannot define them?2 Foucault
males this case in detail in volume 1 of The History of Sexuality, where he
argues that the extraordinary proliferation of discourses concerning sexu-
ality during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reveals the falsity of
the hypothesis that sexuality in contemporary Western societies is simply
or straightforwardly repressed. And yet it seems obvious that power and
sexuality are intricately intertwined in such societies, so it must be the
case that with respect to sexuality, power cannot be explained solely or
even primarily in terms of repression. Foucault views sexuality as a privi-
leged example, “since power seemed in this instance, more than anywhere
else, to function as prohibition”;? thus, the debunking of the repressive
hypothesis with respect to sexuality is enough to compel us to search for
new ways of analyzing power that do not understand it as a relation of
fePI‘ession. Power, for Foucault, is a relation of production; as ke puts it,

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative
terms: it ‘excludes; it ‘represses, it ‘censors, it ‘abstracts; it ‘masks’ In fact,
Power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and
Fituals of truth”2* Foucault's critique of the repressive hypothesis should
::;;:Szxgén be taken to mean that.he thinks that power never functions

¥: he acknowledges that it often does so. He insists, however,

tha ion i ;
t repression is not the sole or even the primary form that relations of

Power take 25
Ral ; ; i
. ther than analyzing power in terms of repression, Foucault conceives
i , - ) \
be EflS a strategic relation; hence, his account might most appropriately
re :
o erred to as the strategic model of power.? When Foucault defines
e ) ,
r1n terms of strategic relations, he seems to have at least two points

of
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in mind: first, that power relations involve a confrontation or struggle be.
tween opposing forces: second, that there is an instrumentalist logic to
these confrontations or struggles, such that each party to the struggle is
concerned with getting the other to do what he/she wants. The strate
gic nature of power is evident in Foucault’s definition of “technologies of
domination”; as I noted above, technologies of domination "permit one
to determine the conduct of individuals, to impose certain wills on them,
and to submit them to certain ends ar objectives” This emphasis on strat-
egy, force, and struggle is alsc evident in the definition of “power relations”
that Foucault offers in volume 1 of The Fistory of Sexualily:

Power must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force
relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which con-
stitute their own organization; as the process which, through ceaseless
struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them; as
the support which these force relations find in one another, thus forming
a chain or a systerr, or on the contrary, the disjunctions or contradictions
which isclate them from one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which
they tale effect, whose general design or institutional crystallization is em-
bodied in the state apparatus, in the formulation of the law, in the various

social hegemonies, 27

Despite the other shifts in emphasis and approach between the middle
and the late Foucault, the definition of power in terms of strategic rela-
tions remains constant. For instance, in an interview conducted in Janu-
ary 1984, just a few months before his death, Foucault defines “power” as
“the strategies by which individuals try to direct and control the conduct
of others™

In Society Must Be Defended, Foucault articulates his strategic model
of power by contrasting it with the juridical model of power, the pre-
dominant conception of power in traditional political philosophy. In this
conception, power is understood in terms of law, and the main question
is whether an exercise of power by the sovereign is legitimate or illegiti-
mate. According to Foucault, the juridical conception presents power “as
a right which can be possessed in the way one possesses a commodity.
and which can therefore be transferred or alienated, either completely or
partly, through a juridical act or an act that founds a right—it does not
matter which, for the moment—thanks to the surrender of something of
thanks to a contract”® Foucault rejects the juridical conception of power
on canceptual, normative, and historical grounds. His conceptual point
is simply that it is a mistake to conceive of power as something that can
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be possessed, transferred, or withheld. His normative poeint is that talk of
[egitimate and illegitimate uses of power by the sovereign cbscures the
relations of domination that underwrite and make possible sovereignty.

As he pU.tS it,

[ have been trying ... to stress the fact of domination in all its brutality
and its secrecy, and then to show not only that right is an instrument of
that domination—that is self-evident—but also how, to what extent, and
in what form right (and when ! say right, I am not thinking just of the law,
but of all the apparatuses, institutions, and rules that apply it) serves as a
vehicle for and implements relations that are not relations of sovereignty,
but relations of domination.*

Foucault’s point here is not the obvious one that sovereign or juridical
power can be used in the service of domination; instead, he is making the
more radical claim that sovereignty itself—that is to say, the law and the
institutions that apply and enforce it—is a mechanism of domination. Tra-
ditional political philosophy, with its discourses of right and sovereignty
and its adherence to the juridical model of power, obscures this fact.
Foucault’s justification for these conceptual and normative claims is
connected to his historical argument, which centers on his contention
that although the juridical conception may have been an appropriate
way of conceiving of power relations in premodern, feudal societies, it is
nol appropriate for conceptualizing the power relations that are central
to modern societies.?! Foucault argues that “an important phenomenon
occurred in the 17th and 18th centuries: the appearance—one should say
the invention—of a new mechanism of power which had very specific
procedures, completely new instruments, and very different equipment.
It was, I believe, absolutely incompatible with relations of sovereignty”32
Foucault calls this new mechanism “disciplinary power,’ and he main-
tains that it “cannot bé described or justified in terms of the theory of
Sovereignty. It is radically heterogeneous and should logically have led to
the complete disappearance of the great juridical edifice of the theory of
sovereignty”® Curiously, however, the emergence of disciplinary power
has not had this result; instead, in the modern era, sovereignty has been
flup‘_?rimposed on disciplinary power. According to Foucault, modern
l:)li::(i;ci systems, no matter whether they were theories or codes, al-
2 publs e. demociratlzation of sovereignty, and the establishment of
ot ¢ right articulated with collective sovereignty, at the very time
€Il 10 the extent that, and because the democratization of soveteign-
ty was heavily ballasted by the mechanisms of disciplinary coercion*
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Simply put, in the modern era, sovereignty and discipline “necessarﬂy
go together”®

But what exactly is the relation between sovereignty and disciplinary
power? In what way is the democratization of sovereignty stabilized and
supported by mechanisms of disciplinary coercion? Why, in other words,
does sovereignty need disciplinary power in order to function in the mod-
ern era? Foucaults answer is that disciplinary power provides the social
cohesion necessary for sovereignty to function. As he puts it, “we have
then in modern societies, on the one hand, a legislation, a discourse, and
an organization of public right articulated around the principle of sov-
ereignty of the social body and the delegation of individual sovereignty
to the State; and we also have a tight grid of disciplinary coercions that
actually guarantees the cohesion of that social body*¢ Without disciplin-
ary power, Foucault suggests, there would be no cohesive social body that
could either delegate its rights to self-governance to a sovereign, as in
Hobbesian social contract theory, or engage in the practice of collective
will formation and self-governance, as in Rousseauian theories of popular
sovereignty. In both cases, Foucault maintains:

The general juridical form that guaranteed a system of rights that were
egalitarian in principle was supported by these tiny, everyday, physical
mechanisms, by all those systems of micro-power that are essentially non-
egalitarian and asymmetrical that we call the disciplines.... The disciplines
provide, at the base, a guarantee of submission of forces and bodies. The
real, corporal disciplines constituted the foundation of the formal, juridi-
cal liberties.%

Despite this synergy of disciplinary power and sovereign power in the
modern era, Foucault insists that the juridical conception of power is use-
less for illuminating disciplinary power inasmuch as it is “utterly incon-
gruous with the new methods of power whose operation is not ensured
by right but by technique, not by law but by normalization, not by punish-
ment but by control, methods that are employed on all levels and in forms
that go beyond the state and its apparatus”?® If we are to understand and
critique disciplinary power telations, we must break free of the concep-
tion of power as sovereignty; we must, as Foucault famously put it, cut oft
the head of the king,

Of these three criticisms of the juridical conception of powet, the his-
torical point is the most decisive, for both the conceptual and normative
arguments rest upon it. Foucault’s normative criticism makes sense only
in conjunction with his historical claim, since the plausibility of his not
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ative critique of the quasi-ideological function played by the juridical
conception of power rests on that of the historical story that he tells about
the emergence of disciplinary power in the modern era. Foucaull’s con-
ceptual claim that power should be thought of as a relation rather than
4 substance rests on his historical story as well, though in a less obvious
way. In the abstract, it is hard to imagine how the conceptual dispute over
whether power is a substance or a relation could be settled. One might be
tempted to settle it by appealing to metaphysical claims about the nature
of power; indeed, Toucault has an unfortunate tendency to succumb to
this temptation and to make overly broad claims about the nature of pow-
er that leave him vulnerable to this reading. However, such metaphysical
laims obviously go against his general postmetaphysical commitments.
Moreover, an ahistorical, metaphysical claim about the relational nature
of power would be difficult to reconcile with Foucault’s acknowledgment
that the juridical model of power is appropriate for theorizing premodern
forms of power. If, however, we connect the conceptual claim to the his-
torical one, then it becomes clear that Foucault's point is not metaphysical
but methodological: in light of certain historical developments, power is
best understood as a relation rather than as a thing; conceiving of it in this
way allows us to understand aspects of the modern world that would oth-
erwise remain obscure. Of course there is a substantive component to this
methodology in the sense that it rests on certain assumptions about how
power in fact functions in modern Western societies—presumably what
makes certain methodclogies more appropriate than others is that they
do a better job of making sense of the way the social world is—but these
“ssumptions are grounded sociohistorically, not metaphysically. As Fou-
ault puts it, in response to the question of whether we need a “theory”
of power: “since a theory assumes a prior objectification, it cannot be as-
werted as a basis for analytical work. But this analytical work cannot pro-
<eed without an ongoing conceptualization. And this conceptualization
tmplies critical thought--a constant checking® An appeal to the nature
of power would likewise assume a “prior objectification”; instead, Foucault
ifi:;iﬂ analy.fsis of power that is informed by the social world that it aims
eptualize.

us;l:ll[e sz:itl)wing conceptual 'and methodological propositi?m provide a
not restrict:iary of Poucau!ts account of modern power. First, power is
(U the sou; lt](; the sovereign or the state but is instead spread through-
it 2t the ¢ x*:: _(iny. Thus, whe'n we study power, we ought Fo look for
hcapﬂlary’"lﬂ Semltles of the social body, at the pon'.lts \».vhere it becomes
reﬂerate(.i - tltjcot‘u:],-pm»ver c.omes from below, which is to say that it is
e myriad mobile force relations that are spread throughout
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the social body.*! Thus, when we study power, we should not view it, 5
least not initially, as “a phenomenon of mass and homogeneous dom;-
% or as a “binary and all-encompassing opposition between ryler
and ruled”? Foucault does not deny that wide-ranging, systematic rela.
tions of domination exist;* indeed, the more restricted use of the term
“domination” that [ discussed above is an attempt to capture such broad,
structural asymmetries of power. However, he does insist that these are
best understood not as the causes but as the results of the power relations
that are spread throughout the social body; thus, our analysis of power
should be ascending rather than descending.** Finally, power relations are
“intentional and m:an—subje(:tive."‘l6 By “intentional,” Foucault means that
power relations have a point or an aim, that they are directed toward a
certain end, by “non-subjective,” that they are neither possessed nor con-
trolled by individual subjects.#” Thus, rather than attempting to discern
the intentions of the one who “has” power, an attempt that would lead
us “into a labyrinth from which there is no way out,” we should investi-
gate “the multiple peripheral bodies, the bodies that are constituted as
subjects by power-effects’*® In other words, rather than viewing power
as subjective—as possessed by a subject—we should view the subject as
constituted by power.

This last point brings us to Foucault’s account of subjection (assujet-
tissement). Whereas the juridical conception of power presupposes "an
individual who is naturally endowed ... with rights, capabilities, and so
on™ and then asks under what circumstances it is legitimate for such a
subject to be subjugated by the state, Foucault, by contrast, proposes to
“begin with the power relationship itself, with the actual or effective re-
lationship of domination, and see how that relationship itself determines
the elements ta which it is applied. We should not, therefore, be asking
subjects how, why, and by what right they can agree to being subjugated,
but showing how actual relations of subjugation manufacture subjects’®
Foucault’s aim is to uncover the “immense labor to which the West has

submitted generations in order to produce ... men’s subjection: their con-
nh)

nation”¥

stitution as subjects in both senses of the word

As I discussed in the introduction to this chapter, many of Foucault’s
critics have interpreted the claim that subjects are constituted by or ar¢
effects of power as implying that autenomy is a mere illusion. Thus, more
than any other, it is this claim that raises the specter of a contradiction
between Foucault’s analysis of power and his later account of technologies
of the self. But consider the following passage, which offers one of the ear-
liest and most nuarnced of Foucault’s discussions of subjection:
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., Ithink, a mistake to think of the individual as a sort of elementary
ucleus, a primitive atom or some multiple, inert matter to which power
is applied, or which is struck by a power that subordinates or destroys
individuals. [n actual fact, one of the first effects of power is that it allows
bodies, gestures, discourses, and desires to be identified and constituted
as something individual. The individual is not, in other words, power’s op-
posite number; the individual is one of power’s first effects. The individual
is in fact a power-effect, and at the same time, to the extent that he is a
power-effect, the individual is a relay: power passes through the individuals

Itis..

it has constituted.™

On the juridical conception of power, the individual itself is unsullied
by power relations, an “elementary nucleus” or a “primitive atom” on or
against which power is applied. Foucault, by centrast, aims to illuminate
how power shapes our very individuality. However, he insists that this
does not mean that individuals are merely or nothing more than effects
of power; he explicitly rejects this idea when he says that individuals are
not “inert” On the contrary, the notion that the individual is always the
relay” of power suggests that individuals play an active role in the main-
tenance and reproduction of power relations. They convey the power re-
lations that make them who they are; their very individuality is a conduit
for power relations, Foucault is not, then, arguing for the obliteration of
subjectivity and individuality, as many of his critics have assumed. What
he is suggesting is nonetheless potentially disturbing: power is (at least
in part) what individuates us; thus, our individuality provides the perfect
conduit for power relations. But even this disturbing conclusion does not
preclude the existence of a self that is in some sense autonomous, pro-
vided that selfhood and autonomy are propetly understood. Thus, as [
shall discuss in more detail below, it need not contradict his account of
technologies of the self.

.Unfortunately. however, Foucault did not provide an explicit and de-
tailed account of how his work on the self is to be integrated with his
a“flIYSiS of subjection. The closest he comes to giving such an account
I his work on the notion of government, which he describes as the
;fotnhtscsillzoli:nt” bet\:veen technologies of domi_nat.ion and technologies
betwons hl oucaull’s account of govef‘nmentallty is a theoretical bridge
rovid s analyses of power and hls work on the self. As a result, it

mportant clues as to how his analyses of power and subjection

and .
ﬁn the conception of autonomy implicit in his work on the self might
t together,
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Governmentality and Governmentalization

Up to now, [ have discussed only one of the two poles of modern power—.
disciplinary power. The reason for this is that Foucault initially presentg
disciplinary power as the unique form of power invented by modern so.
cieties.>3 Later, however, Foucault identifies two distinct but interrelateq
poles of modern power: disciplinary power and biopower.>* Understand-
ing these two poles and how they are related is crucial for understanding
Foucault’s analysis of governmentality. Disciplinary power emerges first,
in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries; it operates at the ni-
crophysical level and targets individual bodies. Biopower emerges later,
in the latter half of the eighteenth century; it targets not individuals but
populations ot, in the extreme, the species as a whole. Foucault notes that
this new technology of power “does not exclude disciplinary technology,
but it does dovetail into it, integrate it, modify it to some extent, and
above all, use it by sort of infiltrating it, embedding itself in existing disci-
plinary techniques?®® The intertwining of these two technologies results
in a mode of power characteristic of modern societies, a mode that is
simultaneously individualizing and totalizing.

It is precisely this point—that modern power is simultanecusly indi-
vidualizing and totalizing—that Foucault returns to again and again in
his studies of governmentality. According to Foucault, the problematic
of government, which he sees as a question of “how to be ruled, how
strictly, by whom, to what end, by what methads, and so on,” seems “to
explode in the sixteenth century™® The art of government that emerges
in the sixteenth century involves the bottom-up and top-down inte-
gration of three levels of government: self-government, the science of
which is morality; government of family, the science of which is eco-
nomics; and government of the state, the science of which is politics.
These levels are integrated from the bottom up in the idea that only
the individual who governs himself well is fit to govern his family and
his state and from the top down in the idea that a well-run state fosters
well-governed families and individuals. Since both lines of continuity
run through the family, the economic sphere, Foucault suggests that
“the essential issue in the establishment of the art of government” is the
“intreduction of economy into political practice’s” The result is that the
state for the first time takes an interest in “economy” and the economic
well-being of its citizens.

Thus, this sixteenth-century development sets the stage for modern
biopower, which concerns itself with questions of welfare on a grand scale;
eighteenth-century developments, such as the emergence of the new sci-
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ence of demographics, enable biopower to flourish. From that point on,
sgovernment has as its purpose not the act of government itself, but the
welfare of the population, the improvement of its condition, the increase
of its wealth, longevity, health, and so on® Disciplinary power plays a
crucial role in this new art of government; with its myriad techniques for
disciplining individual bodies, disciplinary power makes possible biopow-
er's management of populations. As Foucault puts it, “discipline was never
more impottant or more valorized than at the moment when it became
important to manage a population: the managing of a population not only
concerns the collective mass of phenomena, the level of its aggregate ef-
fects, but it also implies the management of population in its depths and
its details”> The modern state both individualizes—through the use of
disciplinary techniques—and totalizes—through the management and
regulation of populations; Foucault refers to the historical process through
which such a state emerges as a process of governmentalization.
Foucault'’s Tanner Lectures trace the individualizing side of this logic
back to its roots in the ancient notion of pastoral power and show how
this form of power came to be incorporated into modern centralized
states. The paradigm of pastoral power is the shepherd who is respon-
sible for caring for and improving the lives of each and every member of
his flock; the task of pastoral power is “to constantly ensure, sustain, and
improve the lives of each and every one™ Foucault suggests that pastoral
power has its roots in ancient Hebraic texts; much later, Christianity picks
up and radically transforms the themes laid out in these texts. One of
I:hese transformations stands out as particularly significant.®! The Chris-
tian pastoral rests on the shepherd having knowledge of each and every
olne of his' sheep, not only of their material needs and of their sins, but
:;3 ;i;l:;(l; :SUI; (I,I;_I 01]'iier‘ to' gain th-is knowledge, Christianity takes over
the guidarn g -e enistic practlce.s of tht'e self—self-examination and
Self—exan]jnation : sc1ence: For the Stmcs, Epicureans, and Pythagoreans,
iy of o isa Practlce of taking stock of one’s daily activities as a
siding 1 4 ra% ttimes (fJWn p.r(?gress tcTwaI:d self—r.nastery, and conscience
sancee 1, thSChrin- of receiving advice in particularly trying circum-
technique dest nedst 1an pastoral, by contrast, selfAejcamination becomes a
and consgions ;g uid.o open the depths of the sheep’s soul to his shepherd,
result of (i, tragns p ing a .permanent. rather than an occasional state. 'The
fa link beryrer. to‘srlmitlzl-]' according to Foucault, is “the organization
“Oneone ety al obedience, knowledge of oneself, and confession to
Al
ﬂStic:?;il?t F‘?ucault acknowle.dges that pastoral power as an ecclesi-
ltution has heen seriously weakened in the modern era, the
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function of pastoral power has not. [n fact, it has “spread and multiplieq
outside the ecclesiastical institution” in the modern state, which Foucayl
characterizes as “a modern matrix of individualization, or a new form of
pastoral power™3 With this change in institutional context, pastoral pow-
er has once again been transformed. Whereas the objective of Christian
pastoral power is to lead the flock to its salvation in the next world, mod-
ern pastoral power has more mundane objectives. Its goal is to ensure
“health, well-being (that is, sufficient wealth, standard of living), security,
protection against accidents” for the citizens.®* Pastoral power is also
transformed by being incorporated into the globalizing and unified power
of the state over its citizens; seventeenth- and eighteenth-century theo-
ries of the police (Polizeiwissenschaft) provide an example of this process.
VWhereas we might think of the police as "an institution or mechanism
functioning within the state;” in this discourse, the police is viewed as “a
governmental technology peculiar to the state’®® Like the shepherd, the
police is said to concern itself with the welfare of the citizens of the state;
religion, health, roads, public safety, and trade all fall within its purview.
The object of the police, then, is life itself. “That people survive, live, and
even do better than just that: this is what the police has to ensure® In
so doing, the police fosters the happiness of the citizens and, thus, the
unity and strength of the state. Despite an apparent tension between the
aim of improving the lives of individuals and that of fostering the unity of
the state, “the aim of the modern art of government” is “to develop those
elements constitutive of individuals’ lives in such a way that their develop-
ment also fosters the strength of the state”® According to Foucault, this
analysis shows that “right from the start, the state is both individualizing
and totalitarian®® And the lesson ta be learned by anyone who wishes lo
critique or oppose the modern state is that “opposing the individual and
his interests to it is just as hazardous as opposing it with the community
and its requirements. ... Liberation can come only from attacking not just
one of these two effects but political rationality’s very roots™

If Foucault’s diagnosis of the individualizing and totalizing logic of mod-
ern state power is compelling, then every demand for state recognition ©
our individuality only invites the state to extend its reach even further
into our lives while simultaneously consolidating its strength and power.
But if liberation is not to be won through an appeal to the individual and
his interests, (how) is it to be won? What would an attack on the very
roots of modern political rationality look like? And, given what Foucault
says about the individualizing side of the logic, (how) is such an attack
even possible? Foucault provides some answers to the first two questions
in the essay “The Subject and Power; where he describes contemporaty
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il movements as “struggles against subjection””® and distinguishes
soct from struggles against religious or ethnic domination and economic
E)h:;?;itation- Although he acknowledges that struggles against domina-
tion and exploitation have not disappeared, Foucault maintains that in the
contemporary wotld, struggles against subjection have taken center stage.
The reason for this is that the incorporation of pastoral power into the
modern Western states has resulted in a “government of individualiza-
tion.” a form of power that “applies itself to immediate everyday life which
categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches
himn to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must
recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power
which makes individuals subjects””! Struggles against subjection “are not
exactly for or against the ‘individual”; instead, they are struggles against
the logic of subjection and the government of individualization itself.”?

But how are such struggles against subjection themselves possible, es-
pecially in light of Foucault’s account of the individualizing side of mod-
rn powet? In other words, if modern power functions through the very
shaping of individuality, then how is resistance to such power possible at
all, given that this resistance will of necessity be carried out by individu-
als who have been constituted by power? In the essay “What Is Critique?”
Foucault provides the beginnings of an answer to this question and, at the
same time, anticipates the direction of his later work on technologies of
the self. Although the modern era is one of progressive governmentaliza-
tior, it is also the age of the symmetrical but inverse notion of critique; de-
spite—indeed because of—the explosion of discourse concerning the art
of government in the modern period, there also emerges a discourse that
asks how not to be governed, a discourse of critique. As Foucault puts it:

If governmentalization is really this movement concerned with subjugating
individuals in the very reality of a social practice by mechanisms of power
that appeal to a truth, 1 will say that critique is the movement through
which the subject gives itself the right to question truth concerning its
p(?wer effects and to question power about its discourses of truth, Critique
will be the art of voluntary inservitude, or reflective indocility. The essential
function of critique would be that of desubjectification in the game of what
one could call, in a word, the politics of truth.”3

gi?c?le:;lt:;n (assujettissement) is one of the principal .mech;.mism's through

8 "t refusem hp;ower Opfrates, then to stl"uggle for hberat-mn will require

to engage ie w -t.we are,” to refuse t? capitulate to the logic of subjection,

N a critical desubjectification.”
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Does Foucault’s call for a critical desubjectification imply a wholesale
rejection of the concept of subjectivity? Is he then guilty of embracing
the death of the subject after all? The answer to both of these ques-
tions, I think, is no. “Desubjectification;” for Foucault, does not imply
a wholesale rejection of the concept of subjectivity. Indeed, the word
that is translated “desubjectification” in the passage quoted above s
désassujettisserment, a mote consistent translation of which might be
“desubjection?® With this notion, Foucault calls instead for breaking
the link between subjectivity and subjection, disconnecting “the growth
of capabilities” from “the intensification of power relations” In other
words, he calls for a radical reconceptualization of individuality and
subjectivity. As he puts it, “we have to promote new forms of subjec-
tivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which has been
imposed on us for several centuries”” Foucault’s work on practices or
technologies of the self constitutes his attempt to reconceptualize, not
eradicate, subjectivity.”® As Foucault says in response to an interviewer
who asks, “But you have always ‘forbidden’ people to talk to you about
the subject in general?”:

No, I have not “forbidden” them. Perhaps ! did not explain myself ad-
equately. What I rejected was the idea of starting out with a theory of the
subject—as is done, for example, in phenomenology and existentialism—
and, on the basis of this theory, asking how a given form of knowledge was
possible. ... Ihad to reject a priori theories of the subject in order to analyze
the relationships that may exist between the constitution of the subject ...
and games of truth, practices of power, and so on. 7

In the sixteenth-century discourses that inspired Foucault’s notion of
governmentality, government “did not refer only to political structures or
to the management of states; rather it designated the way in which the
conduct of individuals might be directed: the government of children, of
souls, of communities, of families, of the sick. ... To govern, in this sense,
is to structure the possible field of action of others? Governmentality
in this broad sense thus provides a way of understanding power—which
involves determining the conduct of others—while preserving a space
for freedom—which is implicit in the idea of technologies of the self. A
Foucault puts it, “those who Lry Lo control, determine, and limit the free-
dom of others are themselves free individuals who have at their disposﬂl
certain instruments they can use to govern others. Thus, the basis for é}ll
this is freedom, the relationship of the self to itself and the relationship
to the ather™®
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Technologies of the Self

Foucault’s aim in developing his account of technologies of the self, which
consists of detailed explorations of the notions of practices and care of the
celf in ancient Greek and Greco-Roman ethical texts, is to provide some
resources for challenging the government of individualization that holds
sway in contemporary Western societies. But we must tread lightly here;
Foucault is not suggesting that those engaged in contemporary struggles
against subjection should live their lives by or organize their social move-
ments around the precepts of ancient Greek ethics. As Foucault empha-
sizes in a late interview, “I am not looking for an alternative; you can't find
the solution of a problem in the solution of another preblem raised at
another moment by other people™ However, as Veyne explains, Foucault
“-onsidered one of [Greek ethics’] elements, namely, the idea of a worl of
the self on the self, to be capable of reacquiring a contemporary meaning,
in the manner of one of those pagan temple columns that one occasionally
sees reutilized in more recent structures.”®® Greek ethics holds a particular
appeal to Foucault because, unlike contemporary morality, it is not bound
up with normalization. The emphasis in Greek ethics is on living a beauti-
ful, noble, and memarable life; as a result. Greek ethics does not, indeed
cannot, serve a normalizing function.?* As Foucault puts it, “the idea of
the bios as a material for an aesthetic piece of art is something that fasci-
nates me. ‘The idea also that ethics can be a very strong structure of exis-
tence, without any relation with the juridical per se, with an authoritarian
system, with a disciplinary structure. All that is very interesting”®®
Foucault begins his study of ancient ethics by distinguishing between
mioral codes, or rules for right action, and ethical forms of subjectivation,
which concern “the manner in which one ought to form oneself as an ethi-
cal subject acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that make up
the code”® Foucault maintains that every morality (in the broad sense
of that term) consists of these two elements, either one of which might
take precedence in a particular culture. Whereas moral experience in con-
temporary Western societies tends to be more juridified or code oriented,
moral experience in ancient Greek and Rome tends to be oriented more
toward forms of ethical subjectivation or practices of the self. Although
the. relative impertance of maoral codes has increased over time, Foucault
Flalm.s that there is a striking continuity in the content of those codes. He
gi:;;ﬁs three mlora¥ codes rele-lte'd to s-exuality common to Greek and
Societie:man ?clnlt{qulty, th.e Chrlstlar} Middle Ages, anc%l modern Western
sexual r- Pl“.Ohlbltlons against excessive sexual expenditure, extramarital
elations, and homosexual acts. Despite the continuity of these
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moral codes, however, there are significant shifts from artiquity through
Christianity up to the present in the forms of ethical subjectivation, Wij-
umes 2 and 3 of The History of Sexvedity chart these shifts. focusing o
the “rich and complex Reld of historicity in the way the individual is sum-
moned to recognize himself as an ethical subject of sexual conduct?8?

Foucault identifies four aspects of these forms of ethical subjectivanon,
The first is the ethical substance, or “the part of ourselves, or of our behay-
ior. which is relevant for ethical judgment™®® During Greek and Greco-
Romian antiquity, the ethical substance is aphrodista, “the act linked with
pleasure and desire”?® thus, etucal judgment concerns what une does.
This aspect of ethics undergoes a significant shift i the Christian era from
aphrodisia ko desire; ethical ;udgment comes to foros not on what ane
does but on what—or whom—one desires. The second aspect is the mode
of subjection, or “the way in which the ndividual establishes his relation
to the {moral] rule and recognizes himself as abliged to put it into prac-
tice® For the Greeks, the mode of subjection is both zesthetic and po-
litical: one is obliged to follow the moral codes regarding sexuality if one
wants to live a beautiful life, where living a beautiful life is necessary for
those who want to rule over others. During the Hellenustic perfiod, the
muode of subjection shifts as the Stoics, for example, appeal Lo rationality
as the source of moral obligation. And in the Christian period, the rode
of subjection shifts again, from ratianzlity to divine law. ‘The third aspect is
the ascetic practices, or practices of the self*that one performs on oneself,
not only in order to bring one's conduct Into comipliance with a given rule,
but ro attempt ko transform oneself into the ethical subject of one’s behav-
ior™! For the Greels, this ascetic practice is bound up with the general
gozls of self-conirol and self-mastery. Greco-Roman antiquity introduces
specific techniques such as self-examination and conscience guiding that
are later taken up in the Christian era and transformed inm sell-decipher-
ing technigues that strengthen pastoral power. The final aspect is the tebos
of ethics, or “the kind of being to which we aspire when we behave in a
moral way'*? For Greel and Greco-Roman antiguity, the telos of ethics is
self-mastery, thaugh for the Greeks this is associzted with mastery of oth-
ers, whereas for later antiquity it is associated with reciprocity. For Chris-
tianity, the telos of ethics is moral purity and immaortality

What does this account of the rranstormations of forms of ethical sub-
jectivation in the anrient world and the Middle Ages have to do with bou-
cault’s analysis of cantemporary power relations? Foucault nodes that the
emphasis in ancient ethics on creating the self as a work of art makes the
arcients’ concepticn of the self very different fram our own.® Christianity
replaces self-creation with a self-renunciation designed to enable one 10
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attain spiritual purity ard immortality. This, “the problem of ethics as an
aesthetics of existenice is covered over by the problem of purification. This
, ew Christian self had bo be constantly examined because in this self wers
lodged concupiscence and desires of the flesh. From that moment on, the
oolf was no longer something to be made butt something to be rencunced
- deciphered”® After the Enlightenment. despite the relatve decline in
e influence of Christianiry, these thernes of self-renunciabon and self:
deciphering do not disappear; insead, they are incorporated into the ex-
nding juridical and disciplinary apparaius of the human sciences and
the modern secular state. As a result, our cown practices of the self remain
narked’y different from ancent aesthetics of exustence.
These practices are different but not unrelated. Indeed, Foucauls does
at think that “the 'classical] culture of the self disappeared or was cow-
er «d up. You find many elements that have simply been integrated, dis-
placed, reutilized in Chrristianity™* For example, Christianity takes up the
notion of care aof the self and puss it to worck in pastoral power, which
«er.ers on the care of athers. Similarky. as 1 discussed above, the Christian
psteral adopts technigues of seli-examiination and consience guidimg
frem “he Steics, Epicureans, and Pythagoreans, and it ansforms these
19 tec! miques for deciphering the souls of 1tx Aack and ensuring their
bedence. Samething akin to these self-exammation techniques survives
ur awn confessional practices, for example, in contemporary psycho-
therzpy ™ These techniques or practioes are neitier liberatory nor oppres-
sive in themselves; what maiters is how they are used, b what ends, and
in what sorts of circumstances. Thus, they can be turned aganst them-
5, taken up in a transtormative way. Indeed. if, as Foucault argues,
~--T€.5 N0 outride o power, then resistance has to take the fiorm of taking
~P € sting relations of power and subiection in a transforroabve way, As
Foucaust puts this point, “we cannot jump outsice the sinuation, and. thhere
thE'PﬂLJﬂ,; ;ﬂfhﬂe ¥ou are free from all power relations. But you can alwars
e 3¢ 7 Thus, resistance to the government of individualzation has ta
N Efzﬂfn lgirem bﬁ;ranmfmmimg hthe. meﬁchanisms of subjection from within,
ot G,f : ; rung self-examinarion from a practice of sibjection iinta
pm-.md.e-a.@ . .i:m ;'mast_erpr ang. frenE‘de:_‘lm. On Foucault’s view, the Greeks
techmgoe, § ::n: tl:’llS sort of practice, and the continuity between their
: ar attaining self-mastery and modern techruques of subjec-
Of Supgests anether reason that he furm: ics
etz g : | turms to Greek ethics for resaurces
§ tesistance. It & not just that Greek: ethics is monnormalizing; it
an ;n ﬁ:&gﬁ; 1c;w.‘n m?:ﬂles gf.s;ubi?ctﬂnn are I‘FImEE“d’ howevir distantly,
Drs g m:mf gle:'sm' the self It is thes mntnmuuv::v that malkes it possible
Br certain elements of ancient practires of the self. Because
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of this continuity, madern techniques of subjection contain tie resourceg
for their own overcoming.

Now, it would seem that in order for individuals to be capable of de-
liberately transforming practices of subjectivation in more emancipatory
o, if you prefer, less normalizing directions, they have to be autenomous
in some sense. Minimally, resistance as Foucault understands it seems to
require both the capacity to reflect critically on existing technologies of
the sell and the capacity to transform deliberately such technologies. In-
deed, in his late work. Foucault frequently invokes the capacitty for critical
reflection, in the context of his understanding of thought. For example, he
defines “thought” as “freedom in relation to what one does, the motion by
which one detaches aneself from it, establishes it as an object, and reflects
on it as a problem®® Moreover, Foucault also invokes the concept of au-
tonomy in his late wark, though how precisely he understands autonomy
and how this notion fits with his analysis of power and subjection is not
made explicit. For example, in “What Is Enlightenment?” Foucault charac-
terizes his own work as “oriented toward the ‘tontemporary limits of the
necessary, that is, toward what is not or is no longer indispensable for the
constitution of curselves as autonomaous subjects™® Here, the constitution
of ourselves as autonomous subjects is taken as a desideratum; archaeo-
logical and genealogical work aims to identify the arbitrary constraints
that we falsely take ta be necessary to achieve that goal. Foucault goes on
to artculate the principle that is “at the heart of the historical conscious-
ness that the Enlightenment has of itself™; “the principle of a critique and
a permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy'®? Autonomy thus
plays a double role in this essay: it is both the precondition for and the
goal of critique. The permanent critique of ourselves that is characteristic
of what Foucault calls the “attitude of modernity” presupposes autonomy
in the sense that, following Kant, one must be mature encugh to use one’s
own Teason in order to engage in such a critique; but critique also aims
toward autonomy in the sense that critique opens up the space for what
Foucault calls the “permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy.” Lt
is this latter point that connects Foucault's reflections on autonomy, cri-
tique, and the Enlightenment with his ethics. The practices of the self that
Foucault uncovered in ancient Greece and Rome were practices of free-
dom, znd this is precisely why Foucault was interested in them.

It is worth noting that many of Foucault’s references to autonomy cccur
in the context of his discussions of Kant, which suggests that Foucault is
deliberately invoking the Kantian conception of autonomy while simulta-
neously transforming it. Indeed, just as it was for Kant's, autonomy is cen-
tral to Foucault’s conception of critique and to his ethics.!™ Of course there
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are obvious differences between Foucault’s and Kant’s uses of the notion
of autonomy, the most chvious being that, for Kant, autonormy is equiva-
Jent to conformity ta the categorical imperative, whereas, for Foucault,
athe search for a form of morality acceptable to everybody in the sense
that everybody should submit to it" is “catastrophic’'®? However, placing
¢ 10 much emphasis on this and other obvious differences might lead us to
overlook the peculiarly Kantian flavor of autonomy in Foucault’s work and
thus to misunderstand Foucaull’s ethics. Indeed, I contend that Foucaulrs
conception of autenomy sheuld be understood—in much the same way as
 interpreted his conception of subjectivity in the previous chapter—as a
transformation from within, an inversion of the Kantian conception. Kant
defines "autonomy” as “the property the will has of being a law to itself: ™™
Central to Kant’s understanding of autonomy is the interplay of necessity
and freedom. This is evident both in the First Critigue, in which Kant ar-
gues that the idea of freedom is compatible with the causal necessity that
ooverhis the phenomenal world, and in the Grozndwork and the Second
Critigue, in which autonomy is defined In terms of the will's freely binding
itself to universal laws. The interplay of necessity and freedom is likewise
ntral to Foucault’s conception of autonomy, but Foucault turns this re-
lationship on its head. For Foucault, autonomy does not consist in freely
binding oneself to a necessity in the form of the movral law; instead, it con-
in freely calling into question that which is presented to us as neces-
ary, thus opening up the space for a possible transgression of those limits
that turn out to be both contingent and linked to abjectionable forms of
cunstraint. This critique is practical in the sense that it is oriented toward
peisible action, action that goes beyond the limits of the atbitrary corn-
-faints imposed upon us by the power/knowledge regimes that structure
our social world,
. But there is another, more radical, sense in which this reconceptualiza-
tion of autonomy is tied to the idea of a practical critique, as it contains
 frnplicit critique of Kants very notion, of pure practical reason. Once
Autonomy is understood as the calling into question of those limits and
Dstraints that we have previgusly taken to be nccessary, the impurity
)l‘i-iCticaI reason, its embeddedness in contingent, historically specific
P“‘CU.CES, and its rootedness in relations of power, come to the fore. The
?:I]?S}T:? t%len becomes: ."Forn;gglat excesses of power... is this reason it-
bout K‘;’l'ﬂclall}’ reSpqps1ble? Fc-ucau.lt, echoing his t?ar]ier argument
door for trlllt's pragn“latgc. anthropcrlog_y, hints that Kgnt himself opens the
teflectin is move in ‘this own reflections on th.e.Enlmghtenment, for these
S IS are }::)cated at the crossroads of critical reflection and reflec-
story™®® Foucault even goes so far as to suggest that Kant's text
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represents the first time a philosopher has articulated the connections by,_
tween his philosophical work and what is going on in his contemporary
historical moment. In so doing, Foucault supggests, Kant made possible
the kind of historicophilosophical method of inquiry into the historic
emergent, contingent conditions of possibility for knowledge and actiop
that Foucault later perfected, ¢

What are the implications of the impurity of practical reason, its ep-
beddedness in contingent, historically and culturally specific relations of
power? Does this impurity mean that we should reject reason, even sup-
posing that to be possible? Foucault’s Habermasian critics have accused
him of drawing precisely this conclusion. For example, although McCar-
thy acknowledges that Habermas is also committed to the intrinsic im-
purity of reason, he argues that Foucault and Habermas draw crucially
different inferences from this fact:

While both approaches seek to transform the critique of reasen through
shifting the level of analysis to social practice, Foucault, like Nietzsche,
sees this as leading to a critique that is radical in the etymologiczl sense
of that term, one that attacks rationalism at its very roots, whereas critical
social theorists, following Hegel and Marx, understand critique rather in
the sense of a determinate negation that aims ar a more adequate concep-

tion of reason.’®”

Foucault, by contrast, denies that his critique of reason is radical in this sense.
He considers three possible reactions to the entanglement of reason with
power. The first response is to reject. reason, but Foucault rejects this possi-
bility out of hand, saying that “nothing would be more sterile™°® The second
option is to investigate the link between rationalization and the growth of
domination in modernity; this, according to Foucault, is the approach taken
by the Frankfurt School. Foucault expresses sympathy with this approach,
but worries that “the word rationalization is dangerous. What we have to
do iis analyze specific rationalities rather than always invoking the progress
of rationalization in general”'® Foucault favors the third response, which
involves examining the specific modes of rationalization and forms of resis-
tance that have taken shape in specific experiences, for example, madness,
death, crime, or sexuality. Recognizing the impurity of practical reason,
then, does not commit us to rejecting reason altogether; instead, it commits
us to an interrogation of specific forms of rationality and the ways in which
they are connected to relations of power and modes of subjection.
Accordingly, Foucault casts the difference between himself and Haber-
mas in somewhat different terms. Since Kant and perhaps because of
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hum, the question of Enlightenment has typically been posed as one of
Jnowledge: the crucial question is, “what false idea digf knowledge make
of itself, and to what excessive use was it found exposed, to what domina-
on consequently was it found. tied? ™ Foucault understands Habermas's
_onception of Enlightenment in this way. Foucault, by contrast, wants to
envision a different procedure. It could take as an eniry into the ques-
rion of Auflddrung, not the problem of knowledge, but that of power! "
“[his does not entail reducing all forms of knowledge or rationality to relz-
tions of domination, though: it does entail being attentwe to the complex
relationships between knowledge and power. If we follow this shift, the
crtical question is no [longer that of how to determine, through either a
transcendental or a quasi-transcendertal argument, the legitimate limits
{reason Instead, the critical questiom is this:

How can the inseparability of knowledge and power in the game of multiple
interactions and strategies induce at once singularities that fix themselves
on the bbasis of their conditions of acceptability and a field of possibilities,
of openings, of indecisions, of reversals, and of eventual dislocations thak
make them fragile, that make them impermanent, that make of these ef-
fects events—nothing more, nothing less than events?!'*

Hw, in ather words, do relations of knowledge and powsr both structure
our experience of ourselves and of the world while providing resources
for their own overcoming? Asking this question involves taking what Fou-
wlt calls an “inverse path” to the one taken by Kant and post-Kantian
«r tical theorists, though it preserves what Foucault calls the “ciitical at-
titude™ “if it is necessary to pose the question of knowledge in its relation
to domination, it would be first and foremost on the basis of a certain
cisive will not to be governed, this decisive will, an attitude at once in-
dividual and collective of emerging, as Kant said, from one’s immaturity.
A question of attitude113
If practical reason is impure, then it follows that autonomy in both of
the senses that I delineated above—the capacity for critical reflection or
what Foucault calls simply “thought™ and the capacity for deliberate self-
tf“i'L“SfOrmationﬁis necessarily linked to power relations. Critical reflec-
Han, as a function of practicil reason ttself, is always inflected with power.
Thus, we have to give up hope of acceding to a point of view outside of
fh':":e;::iﬂm \f\.:hich we can critique pﬂwen; But from this it does not follow
thus, e q;;e 151 flltlle., even thO}I-gh it is alx.\fayjs lnmte:djjbrid .det.ermmed;
liberage S‘E[fe; ways in t]:]e p'a‘s;tu?n of beginning again Slr-mlarly, de-
-transformation is guided by the faculty of practical reascn
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and informed by critique; as such, although Foucault understands thig g
a practice of freedom, such practices are always connected to relationg
of power in at least two ways. First of all, power presupposes freedom
As Foucault puts it, “power is exercised only over free subjects, and only
insofar as they are free™> Moreover, since there is no outside to power,
freedom always involves strategically reworking the power relations g
which we are subjected. Thus, Foucault speaks of an “agonism” between
power and freedom, “of a relationship which is at the same time reciproca]
incitation and struggle; less of a face-to-face confrontation which para-
lyzes both sides than a permanent provocation™ 16

Foucault’s reconceptualization of autonomy, in light of its emphasis on
the relationships between critique, freedom, and power, does not contra-
dict his analysis of power; instead, it complements and extends it. As a
result, however, his conception of autonomy is admittedly less robust and
more ambivalent than Kant’s and, as we shall see, Habermas’s. Foucault
understands critique as always internal to power relations, but it is not
for this reason doomed to failure, especially if we emphasize the open-
ness and suppleness of power/knowledge regimes, the ways in which
they contain the resources for their own transtormation. As for freedom,
it always operates within the horizon of power relationships. As a result,
deliberate self-transformation in Foucault’s sense necessarily involves
taking up in a transformative way the relations of subjection that have
made us who we are.!"”

Resistance, Strategy, and Reciprocity

Although the preceding discussion does show that Foucault’s account of
autonomy is compatible with his analyses of power and subjection, it nev-
ertheless leaves unanswered the question of what it is that enables us t0
take up relations of subjection in a transformative way. How can selves
who have been constituted by relations of power and subiection take up 2
self-constituting relation to themselves that is empowering and transfor-
mative? How can resistance to prevailing modes of subjection be accom-
plished in a context of subjection? In other words, as Jean Grimshaw put
this point, the crucial question is “when forms of self-discipline or self-
surveillance can with any justification be seen as exercises of autonomy Of
self-creation, or when they should be seen, rather, as forms of discipline to
which the self is subjected, and by which autonomy is constrained™® For
exarnple, Grimshaw wonders, “when should we see a concern for one’s
body, a programme of monitoring of one’s fitness or concern for one’s ap-
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poarance, as an exercise of creative self-mastery rather than as a result of
the internalisation of norms of bodily appearance which serve to under-
mine other norms of autonomy?” Does Foucault offer us the resources
¢ distinguishing disciplinary practices or technologies of the self that
,eproduce and reinforce existing relations of power from those that resist
\nd transform such relations?
Here we run up against the limits of Foucault’s account of the politics
our selves. As I discussed above, Foucault consistently defines power in
rms of strategic relations, and he suggests that the exercise of freedom
always involves engaging with power in this sense. As a result, he seems
ymmitted to a rather narrow and impoverished conceprion of social
~teraction, according to which all such interaction is strategic. If this is
the case, ther, his conception of the self will necessarily overlock the role
played by nonstrategic sccial relations, relations based on communication,
reciprocity, and mutual recognition, in the development of autonomy and
the self. Indeed, many of Foucault’s Habermasian and ferminist critics have
iticized his account of the self on just this point. For example, McCarthy
arques that Foucault's “one-dimensional view of social interaction as stra-
gic interaction displaces autonomy outside of the social network. ... Fou-
ault’s aesthetic individualism is no more adequate to [the] social dimen-
.on of autonomy than was the possessive individualism of early modern
political theory?C Lois McNay identifies a similar problem with Foucault's
weount of the self and argues that Foucault’s account of resistance to the
overnment of individualization is unsatisfactory for this reason. As she
puts it, “without an interactional notion of the self ... the individual cannot
di tinguish between what constitutes a radical exploration of identity and
what ig simply an arbitrary stylization of life?! Absent some understand-
in of social interaction in nonstrategic terins, Foucault cannot make sense
f?f how individuals cooperate with one another in collective social and po-
liical action to agitate for progressive change, nor can he make sense of
w the resulting collective sacial and political fmovernents generate the
¢Inceptual and normative resources on which individuals draw in their
Own efforts to transform subjection into liberation.
Fogéilt[l:er words, a br—ozllder vietw of so_cial relations than that offered by
—one that envisions social relations as not just strategic but also as
Otfen_tia“}’) communicative and reciprocal—is needed if we are to be able
tl‘;i(rilff:;l?iiits-h Ciligitul?ti(_)n to I-;he logic of sul::jection f['()l’l'-l subversi\./e self-
for taenin tlﬂll This llmltatlor-l of Fou(?aul.t s work provides a motivation
tonon, g o Habermast wthse mtersu.b;ectwe account. of sﬂu]nj ectivity and
”Weverysls graunded in his conception of communicative interaction.
» such a turn will only malce sense if it is the case that Foucault’s
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work does not preclude the possibility of nonstrategic interaction, Afie,
ali, if Foucault’s conception of power undermines any possible account of
nonstrategic social interaction, then the project of integrating his insight
into power, autonemy, and the self with those of Habermas will be difficyt,
if not impossible, to achieve. There is certainly a plausible strong reading
of some of Foucault’s remarks about power according to which any talk of
nonstrategic, reciprocal interactions is strictly ruled out. Undergraduateg
who are in the grip of this interpretation are particularly adept at rede-
scribing any candidate for a nonstrategic interaction in strategic terms (for
example, the baby’s smile is actually her way of manipulating her mother
into giving her more juice). Tortunately, Foucault himself did not seem to
hold such a reductive view of social relations. In fact, in several late inter-
views and essays, he gestures, albeit tentatively, toward what seems like
a normative conception of reciprocity. For example, he distinguishes be-
tween friendship and sexual relations by pointing out that “friendship is
reciprocal, and sexual relations are not reciprocal: in sexual relations, you
can penetrate or you are penetrated™?® His criticisms of Greek sexual eth-
ics appeal implicitly to a normative canception of reciprocity: “The Greek
ethics of pleasure is linked to a virile society, to dissymmetry, exclusion
of the other, an obsession with penetration, and a kind of threat of being
dispossessed of your own energy, and so on. All that is quite disgusting!™?*
And he wonders out loud whether it is possible to develop an ethics of
sexual pleasure that is governed by this implicit norm of reciprocity: “Are
we able to have an ethics of acts and their pleasures which would be able
to take into account the pleasure of the other? Is the pleasure of the other
something that can be integrated in our pleasure, without reference to law,
to marriage, to 1 don’t know what?"12

To be sure, Foucault remains hesitant about embracing such a norma-
tive ideal of reciprocity. In a late interview, for example, in response to a
question about whether he is willing to endorse the normative nation of
consensus offered in the work of Habermas and Arendt, Foucault says:
“Ihe Farthest I would go is to say that perhaps one must not be for con-
sensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality”?26 Still, comments
such as this one indicate that although the ideal of reciprocity is far fror.n
sufficiently developed in Foucault’s work, his strategic analysis of pawer 1S
not meant to preélude such a notion, Perhaps this is why Foucault is will-
ing to say, “T am interested in what Habermas is doing. [ know that he does

. - . #127
not agree with what I say—I am a little more in agreement with him. t

My averall aim has been to reconstruct the implicit conception of au-
tonomy in Foucault’s work on technologies of the self and to argue that
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this conception is not only compatible with but also extends in interesting
and important ways his analyses of power and subjection. As I argued
with respect to subjectivity in the previous chapter, Kant provides the in-
piration for Foucault’s reconceptualization of autonomy. Not only does
Foucault argue that Kant’s writings on the Enlightenment open the door
r the historicized version of critique that Foucault practices, his con-
ption of autonomy also inverts the relationship between freedom and
wessity that is at the heart of the Kantian conception. Given Foucault’s
cummitment to the impurity of practical reason, his analysis focuses on
the connections between autonomy—both in the sense of the capacity for
thaught or critical reflection and in the sense of the capacity for deliber-
te self-transformation—and power. However, in order to distinguish be-
cen the reinscription of modes of subjection and their transformation,
Foucaull needs some nonstrategic account of social interaction. Although
~ere are gestures toward such a notion in some of Foucault’s late inter-
sws, they are tentative and undeveloped. For a fully developed account
1 reciprocal, communicative interaction and the role that it plays in the
nstitution of autonomous selves, we will have to look beyond Foucault
» Habermas. Before turning to a consideration of Habermas, however, 1
ll first consider Butler's recent analysis of subjection; as we shall see in
« next chapter, although this analysis extends Foucault's account in im-
portant and productive ways, it ultimately suffers from a similar lack of an
-count of the intersubjective dimension of subjectivity.



4

Dependency, Subordination, and Recognition

BUTLER ON SUBJECTION

“as a form of power] Judith Butler writes in the opening of her book
% The Psychic Life of Power, “subjection is paradoxical™ “Subjection”
refers to the ambivalent process whereby one is constituted as a subject in
and through the process of being subjected to disciplinary norms. It is one
thing to think of power as an external force that dominates us; as painful
as it can be to be subjected o power in this sense, there is nothing partic-
ularly paradoxical about it. “But if, following Foucault,” Butler continues,
“we understand power as forming the subject as well, as providing the very
condition of its existence.... then power is not simply what we oppose
but also, in a strong sense, what we depend on for our existence and what
we harbor and preserve in the beings that we are” Foucault’s analysis of
subjection brilliantly captures the ways in which power constitutes forms
of identity that both constrain subordinated subjects by compelling them
to take up subordinating norms, practices, and so on while simultane-
ously enabling them to be subjects with the capacity to act. This analysis
has proved enormously useful for feminist theorists analyzing the ways in
which gender subordination is maintained and reproduced via compelling
adherence to disciplinary norms of femininity.?
And vet, as Butler argues, Foucault’s analysis of subjection is incom-
plete. Although he says many tirmes that power constitutes the subject,
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"he does not elaborate on the specific mechanisms of how the subject is
formed in submission* Specifically, and here his complicated relationship
to psychoanalysis is no doubt to blame, he does not address the issue of
the “psychic form that power takes™ As Butler shows clearly in her earlier
worlk, the notion of subjection does not deny agency; to the contrary, it
presupposes agency, for the disciplinary norms to which we are subject
cannot reproduce themselves, they must be cited or performed by in-
dividuals.® However, this raises the question of why individuals subject
themselves to those norms, what motivates them to take up disciplinary
norms in the first place. As I suggested in chapter 1, following Brown,
Foucault might be thought to gives us Nietzsche’s will to power minus the
will; Butler’s analysis of subjection, by contrast, explores the complicated
relationships between will, desire, and power. Drawing on both Foucault
and psychoanalysis, Butler's account in The Psychic Life of Power expands
the notion of subjection by analyzing the ways in which subordinated in-
dividuals become passionately attached to, and thus come to desire, their
own subordination.

The resulting account of the passionate and stubborn attachment to
subjection offers a compelling diagnosis of an otherwise quite puzezling
phenomenon, one that has been particularly puzzling to feminist theo-
rists. It is not at all uncommon for those who are subordinated to remain
attached to pernicious and appressive norms, practices, or institutions
even after they have been “rationally demystified)” to repeat the phrase
from Fraser that 1 quoted in chapter 1.7 For example, Sandra Bartky, in
her recent book, tells the story of a student who complimented her for
teaching a controversial class on the maral and political implications of
_Sex- r.(]les “without sacrificing [her] femininity”® Bartky, who has written
Incisive and influential feminist critiques of normative femininity,” was
dismayed, not because the student had misinterpreted her, but because
she realized that this student was right. She writes:

.So why am 1 writing polemics against femininity, yet comporting myself
N ways that fall more into the "feminine” than the "masculine” slot? Now
on the face of it, my little inconsistencies or even my vanities, are hardl):r
of gt.eneral interest. But is there perhaps an interesting theoretical problem
lflrklng here somewhere? The feminist critique of many aspects of “norma-
tive fernininity” is ane of the glories of Second Wave feminist theory and
Tam happy 10 have made some small contribution to it. The question that
;:r? “.’Ell be lurking behind the contradictions in my own life is this: have
Maists produced a theory (here a critique of normative femininity) for
Wwhich (for reasons not yet articulated) there is no effective practice?!
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In other words, Bartky wonders, how and why does an attachment tg
pernicious and subordinating norms—of femininity, for example—persist
alongside a rational critique of those very norms in one and the same self?
And does this persistence mean, as Bartky suggests, that feminist theorists
have produced a theory for which there is no effective practice? What
can such persistence tell us about what a feminist practice of resistance
(individual and collective) to and transformation of subjection of this sort
should look like? What sorts of social and political conditions would make
such resistance and transformation possible, let alone effective?

In what follows, I argue that Butler’s theory of subjection provides a
useful starting point for thinking through these questions. Butler’s psy-
choanalytic extension of Foucault’s account of subjection offers a compel-
ling diagnosis of the sort of phenomenon that Bartky describes and thus
helps to illuminate the peculiar recalcitrance of certain modes of gender
subordination to feminist critique. With respect to the task of clarifying
the necessary conditions for an effective feminist practice of individual
and collective resistance to subjection, however, Butler’s account is more
limited in its usefulness. Her account of resistance in The Psychic Life of
Power is plagued both by familiar problems concerning normative cri-
teria and the motivation for resistance that emerge in new and arguably
more intractable forms and by new concerns about her conceptions of
dependency, subordination, and recognition. Butler fails to distinguish
adequately between dependency and subordination, and she remains am-
bivalent about the possibility of mutual recognition, at some times implic-
itly invoking this possibility, at other times, disavowing it. Her account of
resistance—specifically, her ability to differentiate critical and subversive
reinscriptions of subordinating norms from faithful ones—suffers as a re-
sult of this ambivalence.

My overall aim, then, is to assess the strengths and weaknesses of
Butler’s account of subjection both for diagnosing subjection to norma-
tive femininity and for thinking about how it can be effectively resisted
and transformed at the individual and collective levels. My first task will
be to reconstruct Butler’s account of the psychic grounds for subjection.
Although her account provides a provocative set of answers to the ques-
tion of why and how subjects become psychically attached to their own
subordination, it also generates some problems. I focus on two such prob-
lems: first, the conceptual and normative difficulties that result from her
conflation of dependency and subordination, and second, her lack of an
account of the role that mutual recognition plays in subjectivation. In sev-
eral recent essays, Butler has begun to expand her account of the relation-
ship between power and recognition. I argue that Butler’s recent work is
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marked by 2 fundamental ambivalence about recognition; her critique of
subjection implicitly depends on the possibility of mutual recognition. a
possﬂbility that she has explicitly denied and disavowed. I conclude that
an account of mutual recognition, along the lines of the account offered
by Jessica Benjamin, is needed if Butler is to bridge the gap between her
theoretical critique of subjection and the political practices of resistance
10 and transformation of subjection.

Subjection

The general question that mativates Butler’s account of subjection is this:
How does a “power that at first appears external, pressed upon the sub-
ject, pressing the subject into subordination, assurne[] a psychic form that
constitutes the subject’s self-identity"?!! The initial answer to this question
is that the subordinated subject is formed by power turning back on itself;
as Butler puts it, “the subject is the effect of power in recoil”™? This means
that the very identity of the subordinated subject is dependent upon the
relations of power that shape it. The dismantling of those relations of
power, then, threatens the subject’s identity and sense of self. Because
these relations of power both sustain the subject’s identity and subordi-
nate her—and sustain her identity by subordinating her—she develops an
attachment to them, despite the damage done by subordination. Faced
with a choice between an identity based on subordination and no identity
at all, the subordinated subject chooses the former.

This way of understanding subjection brings Butler back to a problem
that she has grappled with throughout her work: namely, if subordination
is uncerstood as the condition of possibility for the subject, then how are
agency and resistance to subordination possible? In an attempt to address
this problem, Butler makes a distinction between two uses or modalities
of power: on the one hand, power as the condition of possibility for the
Vvery existence of the subject; on the other hand, power as it is wielded
through the subject’s own actions.® “As a subject of power {where ‘of” cot-
l‘fUtes both ‘belonging to’ and ‘wielding’), the subject eclipses the condi-
tions of its own emergence; it eclipses power with power’™ This eclipsing
of pawer with power is the site of agency and, thus, resistance to pawer.
However, since this agency is made possible by subjection to power in
the first place, it is a “radically conditioned” and inherently ambivalent
form of agency.!® Thus, Butler understands the subject as “neither fully

determined by power nor fully determining of power (but significantly
and partially both)e
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YWhereas Butler’s earlier work tended to focus exclusively on the socig]
norms, practices, and discourses that individuals are compelled to cite or
reiterate through their own performative utterances, in 1%e Psychic Life of
Power, she draws on Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud, Althusser, and Foucault 1o
trace “the peculiar turning of a subject against itself that takes place in acts
of self-reproach, conscience, and melancholia that work in tandem with”
such “processes of social regulation” On Butler's account, a prohibition
turns the subject back on itself, creating the very interiority of the subject.
This turning back on itself is the condition for the reflexivity of the sub-
ject; moreover, inasmuch as the capacity for reflexivity or self-conscious-
ness is taken to be one of the hallmarks of subjectivity, it becomes the
condition of possibility for subjectivity itself.!® Following Foucault, Butler
understands this turning of a subject against itself that generates reflexiv-
ity as a “self-incarcerating movement® The subject is founded, when it
turns (what will corne to be seen as) an “external” prohibition back against
itself, when it imprisons itself in its own gestures of self-reproach or self-
beratement, that is to say, in its own conscience.

Butler traces the roots of this idea back to the section on “The Unhappy
Consciousness” in Hegel's Phenormenology.® In this discussion, which im-
mediately follows the famous “Lordship and Bondage” section that has
been so influential for the French reception of Hegel,? the ethical sphere
emerges as a defensive reaction to consciousness’s fear of death, thus, by
extension, fear of the bady, which is finite in character. Without going
into the details of Butler’s inventive reading of Hegel, the central insight
that emerges from it is this: “If wretchedness, agony, and pain are sites or
modes of stubbornness, ways of attaching to oneself, negatively articu-
lated modes of reflexivity, then that is because they are given by regulatory
regimes as the sites available for attachment, and a subject will attach to
pain rather than not attach at all”*? According to Butler, this insight re-
emerges in Freud's claims that the infant can form an attachment to any
excitation, even a painful or traumatic one, and in Nietzsche's famous
one-liner: the will “will rather will nothingness than not will™3 Hegel, Ni-
etzsche, and Freud, as Butler reads them, all point to the rootedness of re-
flexivity in the subject’s repetitive self-beratement, a structure that comes
to be called “conscience™ for all three thinkers, “there is no formation of
the subject without a passionate attachment to subjection?*

According to Butler, regulatory regimes exploit the subject’s willing-
ness to attach to pain rather than not attach by compelling subjects to at-
tach to structures of subordination. The resulting “disciplinary cultivation
of an attachment to subjection” is possible because regulatory regimes
are constructed in such a way that “the terms by which we gain social
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recognition for ourselves are those by which we are regulated gud gain
social existence”?® Thus, “to affirm one’s existence is to capitulate to one’s
subc,r.jinatictm."26 If the subject would rather attach to pain and subordi-
nation than not attach, then even if the terms of our sacial existence in-
volve incorporating into our sense of ourselves norms or social categories
that subordinate us, we will still prefer this to lacking any social existence
whatsoever. The structures by which social recognition are conferred thus
exploit our narcissistic attachment to our own continued existence.

Although this might seem to paint a rather dark picture of the pos-
sibilities for agency and resistance, Butler maintains that “the attachment
that a regulatory regime requires prove[s] to be both its comstitutive
failure and the potential site of resistance’™’ Regulatory regimes cannot
maintain and reproduce themselves; instead, they must be maintained
and upheld by the individuals whom they regulate. The cultivation of an
attachment to those regimes is an extremely effective and economical
tool for getting individuals to maintain and uphold such regimes; in that
sense, the regime needs the attachment of the individuals it regulates in
arder to persist. It is this inability of the regulatory regime to determine
completely the behavior of its subjects, its dependence on the continued
allegiance of those who adhere to it, that accounts for the constitutive
failure of such regimes. Because regulatory regimes rely upon not only
the compliance of the individuals whom they regulate but also their desire
to comply, that desire itself becomes the site of possible resistance to and
subversion of such regimes. As Butler puts it, “if desire has as its final aim
the continuation of itself ... then the capacity of desire to be withdrawn
and to reattach will constitute something like the vulnerability of every
strategy of subjection??8

In contrast with some interpretations of psychoanalysis that would
locate resistance in an extradiscursive psychic domain, Butler, following
Foucault, understands resistance as internal to the very power that it op-
poses.® Subjects are the kinds of creatures who actively take up and enact
their own position as subjects, who rearticulate and reiterate the norms to
which they are subjected; thus, when disciplinary regimes produce sub-
jects, they thereby also produce the possibility of their own subversion.
The key to successful resistance, then, Is figuring out how to “work the
Power relations by which we are worked, and in what direction™C As was
the case for Foucault, however, the crucial question for Butler is this: “If
We refect theoretically the source of resistance in a psychic domain that is
Salld to precede or exceed the social, as we must, can we reformulate psy-
chic resistance i terms of the social without that reformulation becoming
3 domestication or normalization?"® In other words, if resistance always
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comes from within the relations of power to which it is opposed, then
how can we differentiate subversive reiterations or reenactments of the
law from those that reinforce and uphold it?

Butler attempts to distinguish faithful from subversive reenactments of
the law through her reconsideration of Althusser’s account of interpella-
tion. Her discussion of the famous Althusserian scene in which the subject
of the law is hailed into existence by the call of the policeman who shouts
“Hey, you there!” focuses on the question of what motivates the subject to
turn and thus to capitulate to the interpellating power. In other words, the
crucial questions are: “Who is speaking? Why should I turn around? Why
should I accept the terms by which I am hailed?”3? The answer turns out
to be deceptively simple: 1 am compelled to turn toward the law because it
promises me my identity and thus my sacial existence. In other wards, my
desire for my own existence, my desire to desire, provides the motivation
for my acceptance of the term by which 1am hailed. As before, Butler sug-
gests that this very attachment, this very desire that makes interpellation
possible also accounts for its constitutive failure. If this is true, however,
then it is a mistake to view the law as a monolithic force that comgletely
determines the possibilities for human existence; indeed, Butler suggests
that this way of thinking of the law represents a “theological fantasy of the
law® Once we realize that this is a fantasy, we might discover “a possibil-
ity of being elsewhere or otherwise.... Such a possibility would require a
different kind of turn, one that, enabled by the law, turns away from the
law, resisting its lure of identity.... Such a turn demands a willingness
ot to be—a critical desubjectivation—in order to expose the law as less
powerful than it seermns®* Butler does not say much about what this de-
subjectivation entails, though it clearly has something to do with escaping
the constraints of self-identity: “Such a failure of interpellation may well
undermine the capacity of the subject to ‘be’ in a self-identical sense, but
it may also mark the path toward a more open, even more ethical, kind of
being, one of or for the future I shall return to this point below.

Having developed this conception of the psychic attachment to subjec-
tion, Butler turns to a rethinking of gender identity, now understood
through the framework of Freud’s notion of melancholia. Following Freud,
Butler understands melancholia as the unfinished process of grieving a lost
object. Because this process is unfinished, the attachment to the lost object
is never fully broken; instead, the object is installed within the psyche
through a process of identification, preserving the object as part of the
psyche itself. By the time he wrote Tie Ego and the Id, Freud had come to
realize that this process of regressive identification is actually quite com-
mon; as he pul it in a well-known passage, “we have come to understand
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that this kind of substitution has a great share in determining the form
taken by the ego and that it makes an essential contribution towards build-
ing up what is called its ‘character’ ™ Butler maintains that Freud’s account
of melancholia leads to an understanding of the ego as “the sedimentation
of abjects loved and lost, the archaeological remainder, as it were, of unre-
solved grief™” More important, Freud also came to realize that the process
of regressive identification that he identified in his analysis of melancholia
is responsible for the formation of the superego; the superego emerges as
a result of the process of identification that takes place after the resolution
of the Oedipus complex. Whereas Freud readily admits the similarity be-
tween the processes of identification involved in melancholia and in the
formation of the superego, Butler inventively reads the latter in terms of
the former, interpreting the superego as itself a site of the unresolved grief
felt by the child for the loss of the Oedipal attachments prohibited by the
incest taboa. As Butler describes this process:

The ego splits into the critical agency and the ego as object of criticism and
judgment. Thus the relation to the object reappears “in” the ego, not merely
as a mental event or singular representation, but as a scene of self-berate-
ment that reconfigures the topography of the ego, a fantasy of internal par-
tition and judgment that comes to structure the representation of psychic
life tout court. The ego now stands for the object, and the critical agency
comes to represenit the ego’s disowned rage, reified as a psychic agency
separate from the ego itself 38

The superego vents its ambivalence and rage aver the loss of the object by
cruelly attacking and berating the ego, which has becorne a substitute, but
always an inferior one, for the lost object.

Butler reads gender identification in terms of melancholic identifica-
tior, which means that “masculine” and “feminine” identity are estab-
lished by means of “prohibitions which demand the loss of certain sexual
attachments, and demand as well that those losses rof be avowed, and noz
Pe grieved™ Because the accomplishment of masculinity and feminin-
tty is linked culturally with the attainment of a heterosexual orientation,
gender identification demands “the abandonment of homosexual attach-
ments or, perhaps mare trenchantly, preerpt(s] the possibility of homo-
sexual attachment, a foreclosure of possibility which produces a domain
of thGsexuality understood as unlivable passion and ungrievable loss"*
The result is that heterosexist societies are marked by a constitutive mel-
ancholy . Having a coherent gender identity is, in a society such as ours,
necessary for social recognition and thus for having a social existence at
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all. In this sense, given that the attainment of a coherent gender iclentity
is predicated upon the disavowal of homosexual attachment, the subjects
very identity is constituted by the disavowal of homosexual attachment,
Thus, the avowal of homosexual attachment threatens to undermine the
identity of the subject. As Stephen White notes, “this pervasive threat of
dissolution of self, when combined with the aggressiveness spawned by the
melancholic reaction, creates a potent mix in terms of social power. For
the aggressiveness that is initially self-directed in the symptoms of height-
ened self-beratement of conscience can be turned outward as well™2 The
image of an enraged superego turning its self-beratement outward against
those whose avowal of homosexual love it finds threatening provides a
powerful lens for analyzing the extreme violence and aggression exhibited
toward gays and lesbians in our culture, the continuing panic caused by
the prospect of state recognition of gay marriages, and the unwillingness
to acknowledge and grieve the loss of life caused by AIDS.

Although this not Butler's explicit aim, her analysis of the psychic
raots of subjection also provides clues to a plausible diagnosis of the re-
calcitrance of women'’s subordination in the wake of decades of femninist
critique and political activism. Simone de Beauvoir inaugurated second-
wave feminism by arguing in The Second Sex that gender is not a natural
but a social kind and that it is socially constructed in such a way that
gender is never merely difference but always also implies a relationship of
dominance and subordination. [n the 1990s, feminists turned this social
constructionist argument on biological sex as well.*® As a result of these
social constructionist critiques of gender and sex, feminists have tended
to adopt what Zerilli has called a “gender-troublerian” view, which as-
sumes that once we have recognized that our beliefs about gender and sex
have been exposed as contingent, it will be easy to dismantle these belief
systems, thus undermining the systems of dominance and subordination
with which they are intertwined.** But doing so has proved to be much
more difficult than the social constructionist view of gender and sex would
suggest. Drawing on Butler’s analysis of subjection in The Psychic Life of
Power, we might venture a possible reasan for this difficulty: as useful as it
can be to see gender and sex categories as social rather than natural kinds,
doing so leaves unexplained the ambivalent attachments that we all form
to our sex and gender identity (which Beauvoir analyzed in terms of bad
faith). As a result of these attachments, the mere realization that sex and
gender are contingent, historically emergent social categories that serve
ta subordinate some people to others is nat enough to unseat the sexed
and gendered expectations, narms, and ideals that structure our lives. lid
we can remain stubbornly attached to the fantasies of sex and gender
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ntity even as we accept the validity of feminist critiques of these very
concepts, then genuine transformation of the sex/gender system will re-
quire still more radical changes than feminists have tended to envision up
1o this point.** It will not be enough to change how we think about gender
and sex. Critical reflection on gender subordination may be necessary for
engaging in practices of resistance and self-transformation, but, if Butler’s
account of subjection is plausible, clearly it is not sufficient,

ide

Dependency, Subordination, and Recognition

Consider the following passage from Butler’s introduction to The Psychic
Life of Power:

No subject emerges without a passionate attachment to those on whom he
or she is fundamentally dependent (ever if that passion is “negative” in the
psychoanalytic sense). Although the dependency of the child is not politi-
eal subordination in any usual sense, the formation of primary passion in
deperndency renders the child vulnerable to subordination and exploita-
tior.... Moreover, this situation of primary dependency conditions the
political formation and regulation of subjects and becornes the means of
their subjection. If there is no formation of the subject without a passionate
attachment to those by whom she or he is subordinated, then subordina-
tion praves central to the becoming of the subject.*®

What is troublesome about this passage is Butler’s subtle slide from the
vulnerability to subordination that results from the situation of primary
dependency to subardination itself. Her claim that subjectivation requires
@ passionate attachment to those on whom we are fundamentally depen-
dent, even if this attachment is a subordinating one, is both plausible and
mepelling. She notes that “the infant as well as the child must attach
In order to persist in and as itself that is, that emotional attachment
o a caregiver is a necessary condition for the infant’s and the child’s
Physical survival and psychalogical and cognitive development.*” But
the child does not and indeed cannot discriminate between healthy and
unhealthy (subordinating) attachments. The fact of primary dependency
thus renders all human beings vulnerable to subordination by compelling
Is.lsbt:r:ftﬂe- for whatever form of attachment is available to us, whether

hating or not. However, from this it does not follow, as Butler
concludes, that subjectivation is always subordinating. Butler makes this
Move, [ think, because she equates dependency with power, and power
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with subordination; thus, she is led to conflate dependency with suborg;.
nation. The fact of primary dependency shows, according to Butler, thyt
“one is dependent on power for one’s very formation, that that formation,
is impossible without dependency™® To be sure, it makes sense to think
of dependency as a power relation; those on whom we are dependent age
in a position of power over us because they can either foster or thwart oy
aims, desires, and overali well-being. But is dependence necessarily a re]a-
tion of subordination? Butler seems to suggest that it is; as she puts it, “to
desire the conditions of one’s own subordination is thus required to per-
sist as oneself™® Tt would make perfect sense if Butler had concluded this
discussion by claiming that “to desire the conditions of one’s dependency
is required to persist as oneself” Or, to put it more precisely, she might
have said: “to desire the conditions of one’s dependency even though this
dependency makes one vulnerable to subordination” or even “to desire the
conditions of one’s dependency even when that dependency takes the form
of subordination” But to say that desiring the conditions of one’s own sub-
ordinatiot is required to persist as oneself is something else altogether.
Perhaps one could just say that Butler defines dependency as a form
of subordination and leave it at that. But this would still not solve the
problem, because the conflation of dependency and subordination points,
I think, to a fundamental ambiguity in Butler's account of subjection. Is
this account offered as an explanation of the formation of the subject sim-
pliciter? Is she suggesting that subjection is always subordinating? Or is it
an account of what can go wrong in the formation of subjectivity, of the
ways in which the process of subjection necessarily leaves us vulnerable to
particular pathological modes of subordination? Sometimes it seems as if
Butler understands her view in the former way, for example, when she says
things like “subordination proves central to the becaming of the subject;
“subordination provides the subject’s continuing condition of possibility,
and “to desire the conditions of one’s own subordination is ... required to
persist as oneself”% At other times, however, such as in her discussion of
gender melancholia, it seems as if Butler understands her view in the lat-
ter sort of way; gender melancholia is presented as a pathological form of
subject formation, one that results from the processes of social regulation
that uphold compulsary heterasexuality and from the familial and kinship
structures that reinforce heterosexism taking on a psychic form.”
Granted, these two ways of understanding Butler’s project are not in-
compatible. Perhaps her view is both that becoming a subject always in-
volves submitting to subordination (and the concomitant psychic attach-
ment to such subordination) and that the formation of gender identity
through the process of melancholic identification is one of the particu
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Jar forms that this process can take. There would be no inconsistency in
holding such a position, as far as I can see. However, the problem is that
whereas we might have good reasons for accepting the view that gender
\dentity under current social and cultural conditions requires some in-
dividuals to become attached to their own subordination, there do not
seem to be good reasons for accepting the view that becoming a subject
necessarily invalves such an attachment to subordination. Although in
The Psychic Life of Power Butler seems unwilling to admit or perhaps un-
able to imagine the possibility of nonsubordinating modes of dependency
ar of relations of power that do not involve subordination, this does not
mean that such relations to others are impossible. I will return to this
issue below. If it establishes anything about subject formation in general,
then, Butler’s view establishes the somewhat weaker claim that desiring
the conditions of one’s dependency even when that dependency takes the
form of subordination is required in order to persist as oneself.

To put the point another way, even the central insight that Butler gleans
from Hegel that proves to be a recurring motif in the book—that the sub-
ject would rather attach to pain than not attach—leaves open the pos-
sibility of an attachment to painless or nonsubordinating (or, at least, less
painful and less subordinating) modes of subjectivity. The question is, does
Butler’s view really provide for this possibility? The account of resistarice
that Butler offers in The Psychic Life of Power suggests that it does not. As
in her earlier work, here Butler understands resistance primarily in terms
of resignification; resistance is a matter of reworking “the power relations
by which we are worked; a process that involves “occupying—being oc-
cupied by—that injurious term [by which I am called] ... , recasting the
Power that constitutes me as the power 1 oppose™? In addition to this
familiar notion of resistance, however, there is another account of resis-
tance at work in this text, an account that figures resistance as “a critical
desubjectivation” ar an embrace of the “incohierence of identity”™3 If we
follow the strict logic of Butler's argument, then it makes perfect sense
that she would be drawn toward such a conception of resistance. After all,
if becoming a subject necessarily involves capitulating to subordination,
then resistance to subordination would ultimately require the refusal to be
a subject, the refusal to capitulate to the logic of subjection.”* However,
tf, as Butler has argued, our only alternatives are either submitting to the
logic of subjection or having no social existence whatsoever, then such
rEf'US.al threatens a form of social suicide that is both undesirable in itself
and incompatible with Butler’s own claims about our primary narcissism,
;E‘;ﬂdlf-‘»ire for recognition, whatever the price.’® Following the lagic of

€r's analysis of subjection to its natural conclusion thus seems to lead
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us to a theoretical and political dead end. To avoid this dead end, we myg;
resist Butler’s conflation of dependence and subordination. If we resjg
the idea that subjection is per se subordinating, then this opens up the
possibility of conceptualizing forms of dependency, attachment, and rec-
ognition that are nonsubordinating, or at the very least less subordinating;
only relationships such as these can support the development of forms of
subjectivity that are not mired in subordination.

Such a move would also allow us to make sense of the motivation to re-
sist the particular forms of psychic attachment to subordination (such ag
gender melancholia) in which Butler is interested. After all, if becoming a
subject always already invalves becoming attached to subordination, then
why resist any particular form that such subordinating subjection takes;
why seek out different forms of attachment, if they all lead to subordina-
tion? This point echoes a familiar criticism of Butler’s earlier work and of
the Foucaultian account of power that inspired it.>® But, in light of Butler’s
emphasis on the psychic attachment to subordination, this familiar prob-
lem appears here in a new, and arguably mare intractable, form. In order
to recast the power that constitutes me as the power I oppose, I must be
motivated to do so. If I am psychically invested in and attached to my
own subordination, if my very sense of myself as a coherent individual is a
function of my subordination, then [ will need to have a fairly strong mo-
tivation to give that investment up. But we can only make sense of such
a motivation against the backdrop of a normative distinction between
“better and worse subjectivating practices.” to barrow Fraser’s phrase.®”
In this context, what is required is a distinction between subordination as
a normatively problematic relationship and dependency as a normatively
neutral one, albeit a relationship that is fraught with danger insofar as it
renders us vilnerable to subordination. Such a distinction would enable
us to envision alternative modes of attachment that are painless and non-
subordinating, or at least less painful and less subordinating,

This alternative vision must be filled out with a more detailed account
of nonsubordinating modes of dependency and attachment; such an ac
count could be provided by an analysis of the concept of mutual recogni-
tion. Butler’s Psychic Life of Power, however, not only lacks an account of
mutual recognition, it seems to deny that such a form of recognition is
possible. Following Hegel’s account of the master/slave dialectic in The
Pheromenology of Spirit, Butler presents recognition at the individual
level as a weapon in the subject’s struggle to the death with the Other.
At the social level, recognition is figured as a mechanism of subordina-
tion and condemnation wielded by disciplinary regimes. withheld unless
and until individuals comply with their normative demands. In this text,
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Butler se€ms implicitly to deny the possibility of nonsubordinating forms
of mutual recognition and, thus, of nonsubordinating forms of social rela-
tions.? All social relations implicate us in the struggle for recognition, and
thus all social relations are ultimately relations of power.5® With this move,
Butler denies herself the theoretical resaurces—specifically, an account
of nonsubordinating maodes of dependency and attachment grounded in
the notion of mutual recognition—that she needs to make her analysis of
resistance to subjection work.

Butler is no doubt right to assume that human beings so crave recog-
nition that we will take whatever kind of recognition we can get, even
when that recognition is predicated upon capitulating to our own sub-
ordination. But from this it does not follow that subordinating modes of

2cognition are the best we can hope for. In order to give some shape and
direction to that hope, however, we will have to move beyond Butler’s

Psycliic Life of Power.

Ambivalent Recognition

In the recent essay “Bodies and Power Revisited,” Butler speculates that
‘the moment of resistance, of opposition, emerges precisely when we
find ourselves attached to our constraint, and so constrained in our very
attachment. To the extent that we gquestion the promise of those norms
that constrain our recagnizability, we open the way for attachment itself
to live in some less constrained way?®® Here, Butler explicitly invokes
the distinction between better and worse subjectivating practices and
envisions the possibility of less constraining modes of subjectivity. She
goes on in the next sentence to link this vision to the problematic of
recognition, claiming that “for attachment to live in a less constrained
‘ay is for it to risk unrecognizability?8! As in The Psychic Life of Power,
she locates less constraining modes of subjectivity outside of the logic
uf recognition. The implication is that recognition itself is a form of sub-
ordination. However, Butler also maintains in this essay that Foucault’s
ethical work opens up the crucial question of “how desire might became
Produced beyond the norms of recognition, even as it makes a new
demand for recognition. And here he seems to find the seeds of trans-
Prmation in the life of a passion that lives and thrives at the borders
of recognizability”®? In this passage, even as Butler posits recognition
” El‘iiiethical ideal {by articulating a new demand for it), her reference
bg beyond or at the borders of recognizability simultaneously
18gests a rejection of recognition as an ideal on the grounds that it is
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intrinsically bound up with subjection (understood as a Sl.lb()l"dinaﬁng
mode of subjectivation}.

‘The conflicting tendencies evident in this essay are symptomatic of 4
broader ambivalence in Butler’s recent work toward the notion of recog-
nition. Such ambivalence should perhaps not be surprising. After all, one
might argue that Butler’s work necessarily presupposes the possibility of
unantagonistic, positive social relations, relations structured by reciproci-
ty and mutual recognition. Absent such a presupposition, why would Byt
ler think, as she clearly does, that the denial or withholding of recognition
to those socially abjected others who fail to conform to regulatory power
is objectionable?6® It would seem that Butler needs a positive account of
recognition in order to give her account of subjection its critical force. As
I will argue here, at times, her recent work acknowledges this need, more
or less explicitly. And yet she is thoroughly convinced by her reading of
Hegel’s Phenomenology that such a positive account of recognition is im-
possible. As a result, in her most recent discussion of recognition, she dis-
avows her own gestures toward recognition as an ideal. In the end, [ will
argue, she rejects precisely the sort of notion of mutual or nonsubordinat-
ing recognition that her account of subjection and resistance requires.

Butler’s most explicit gestures toward the possibility of nonsubordinat-
ing modes of relationship and recognition are to be found in the essay
“Violence, Mourning, Politics” and the baok Giving an Account of Oneself.
In these two texts, Butler begins to develop a canception of the human—if
not a new basis for humanism—predicated upon our primary vulnerabil-
ity to and dependence upon others. This vulnerability and dependency
means that we are from the very start “given over to the other?®* [ndeed,
she writes, “if, at the beginning ... [ am only in the address to you, then
the T’ that I am is nothing without this ‘you; and cannot even begin to
refer to itself outside the relation to the other by which its capacity for
sell-reference emerges. 1 am mired, given over, and even the word depen-
dency cannot do the job here®® Butler notes that “this conception means
that we are vulnerable to those we are too young to know and to judge
and, hence, vulnerable to violence; but also vulnerable to anather range
of touch, a range that includes the eradication of our being at the one
end, and the physical support for our lives at the other™® Unlike in The
Psychic Life of Power, Butler is now careful to distinguish subordination
from dependency as a feature of our humanity that renders us vulnerable
to subordination. Indeed, she now admits that in that book she “perhaps
too quickly accepted [Nietzsche's] punitive scene of inauguration for the
subject;” the scene that led her to understand subjectivation in terms of
subordination.?” Indeed, she now goes so far as to claim that
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the Nietzschean postulation of the self as a “cause” has a genealogy that
must be understoad as part of the reduction of ethical philosophy to the
inward mutilations of conscience. Such a move not only severs the task
of ethics from the matter of social life and the historically revisable grids
of intelligibility within which any of us emerge, if we do, but it fails to un-
derstand the resource of primary and irreducible relations to others as a
precondition of ethical responsiveness.t®

In other words, Butler now wishes to identify a range of vulnerability and
dependency that has, at one end, the destructive withholding of recogni-
tion and, at the other end, a fundamental relationality that supports and
nurtures us as physical (not to mention psychic) beings.

Thus. these recent texts also suggest a new understanding of the range
of what is possible in social relationships. Whereas earlier Butler seemed
tv understand social relations in antagonistic and oppositional terms, in
this essay she articulates a conception of attachmenits to others as sustain-
ing forms of connection. “Jt is not as if an ‘T exists independently over
here and then simply loses a ‘you’ over there;” she writes, “especially if
the attachment to 'you’ is part of what composes who T am. If I lose you,
under these conditions, then I not only mourn the loss, but I become
inscrutable to myself. Who ‘am’ I, without you?"®” Although Butler claims
that we are marked by a “fundamental” or “primary sociality,™ she also

autions that such a claim should not be understood as a straightforward
endorsement of a relational view of the self. “We may need other language
to approach the issue that concerns us, a way of thinking about how we
are not only constituted by our relations but also dispossessed by them

- well”! Other language seems necessary because our primary vulner-
ability reveals two social dimensions of the self: on the one hand, “at the
most intimate levels, we are social; we are comported toward a ‘you’”; on
the other hand, we are outside ourselves in another sense, “constituted in
cultural norms that precede and exceed us, given over to a set of cultural
norms and a field of power that condition us fundamentally?”2

The mare nuanced account of sociality offered in these texts also leads
Butlel' Lo gesture toward a broader notion of recognition, As she writes
' “Violence, Mourning, Politics” “we are not separate identities in the
struggle for recognition but are already involved in a reciprocal exchange,
an exchange that dislocates us from our positions, our subject-positions,
:[;d;l‘:o":ls us tf) see that commt.,u?ity itself requi—n.fs tl:e recognition that
Butler ii , 1l(n different \:Vflys, striving for recogmtlor}. 73 In this passage,
commm Vokes a recognition of our common humanity, grounded in our

N corporeal vulnerability, that structures the individual pursuit
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of recognition. Furthermore, Butler suggests that our common humgy,
vulnerability is the basis for both political community and collective re.
sistance. The fact of our primary sociality thus calls attention to the “op,.
going normative dimension of our social and political lives, one in which,
we are compelled to take stock of our interdependence’™ 'This leadg
Butler to pose the following question: “Can this insight lead to a norma-
tive reorientation for politics?"”> Later on in the essay, Butler discusses
the need to expand and render more inclusive our cultural assumptions
about whose physical vulnerability matters and ought to be ameliorated
and about whose lives are livable and whose deaths grievable. This sug-
gests that the normative reorientation that Butler has in mind consists
in an ethical obligation to foster and promote nonsubordinating forms
of recognition, to try, to the extent that this is possible, to disentangle
recognition from subordination. Such a vision clearly implies that non-
subordinating or, at least, less subordinating, forms of recognition are
possible, at least in principle, at least as a regulative ideal.”

However, it is precisely this ideal that Butler seems to disavow in her
recent critique of Benjamin’s intersubjective psychoanalytic theory. Butler
claims that “although Benjamin clearly makes the point that recognition
risks falling into destruction, it seems to me that she still holds out for an
ideal of recognition in which destruction is an occasional and lamentable
occurrence, one that is reversed and overcome in the therapeutic situation,
and which does not turn out to constitute recognition essentially”” The
implication is that Butler believes that destruction does constitute recog-
nition essentially. Similarly, she complains that, when reading Benjamin,
one gets the sense “that recognition is something other than aggression or
that, minimally, recognition can do without aggression””® On Benjamin’s
view, “misrecognition is occasional, but not a constitutive or unsurpass-
able feature of psychic reality, as Lacan has argued, and that recognition,
conceived as free of misrecognition, not only ought to triumph, but can’™
Although “Violence, Mourning, Politics” and Giving an Account of Oneself
seem to hold out the possibility of nondestructive, nonaggressive forms of
recognition, here Butler is highly skeptical about such hope. As she puts
it, “what I hope to do in what follows is less to counter this exemplar of
happiness than to offer a few rejoinders from the ranks of ambivalence
where some of us continue to dwell 780

Ambivalence strikes me as an appropriate word choice. On the one
hand, Butler writes: “I do not have a problem with the norm of recogni-
tion as it functions in Benjamin’s work, and I think, in fact, that it is an
appropriate norm for psychoanalysis. But I do wonder whether an un-
tenable hopefulness has entered into her descriptions of what is possible
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under the rubric of recognition.” 8 On the other hand, what Butler seems
to find untenable is not so much the description of what is possible under
the rubric of recognition, but the idea of recognition as a norm or ideal
itself, On Butler’s reading, Benjamin presupposes the possibility of an in-
tersubjective space that is free of destruction. “My question is whether
intersubjective space, in its ‘authentic’ mode, is really ever free of destruc-
tion? And if it is free of destruction, utterly, is it also beyond the psyche in
away that is no longer of use for psychoanalysis?” As Butler understands
it, Benjamin’s work implies that destruction can be overcome, but she
wonders “is this ever really possible—for humans, that is? And would we
trust those who claimed to have overcome destructiveness for the harmo-
nious dyad once and for all? I, for one, would be wary”®® On Butler’s view
of the psyche, “destructiveness poses itself continually as a risk. That risk
is a perennial and irresolvable aspect of human psychic life. As a resul,
any therapeutic norm that seeks to overcome destructiveness seems to be
basing itself on an impossible premise?

Unfortunately, however, this critique misconstrues Benjamin's work;
moreovel, it does so in ways that reveal inadequacies in Butler’s own ac-
count of recognition. First, Benjamin agrees with Butler that destructive-
ness is a continual risk. Indeed, she argues throughout her recent work that
“destruction is recognition’s other side;® that “destruction is the Other
of recognition™® Following Winnicott, Benjamin maintains that recogni-
tion depends upon the psyche's ability to symbolically process destruction,
understood as “the mental refusal to recognize the other, the negation of
the external™®’ It is in this sense that destruction or negation is—neces-
-arily and ineradicably—the other side of recognition. But there is another

ense in which Benjamin acknowledges the destructive capabilities of the
human psyche. In her view, the ideal toward which we should strive—both
psychically and socially—is not the overcoming of negation or destructive-
ness, but the maintaining of a tension between recognition and destruc-
tion. Benjamin acknowledges, however, that breakdowns of this tension
are inevitable, As she puts it, “alienated forms of complementarity, based
on the idealization and repudiation created by splitting, are inevitable. In
the best of circumstances, these alternate with recognition!®

In other words, Benjamin does not suggest that recognition can tri-
'_-‘mPh once and for all, nor does she posit an intersubjective space that
;Si’vfefiz of destruction.®? Ir_:stead, she argues that the negative, destruc-

Ispect of human relationships does not undermine or eliminate the
i[;ist?::ﬂity of recognition. The l.<ey is that Benjamin theorizes intersub-
For BetY. 88 a temporally dy_namlc process, not as a static state of affairs.

f)amin, recognition is possible only as a moment within ongoing,
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temporally unfolding, dynamic human relationships. Recognition cop.
tinually leads to breakdown, which, on Benjamin's view, is what leadg
to domination.*® But breakdown, in turn, can lead to repair. Butler's
critique completely overlocks the way in which Benjamin understandg
human intersubjectivity to be fundamentally dynamic. Butler’s view,
by contrast, seems curiously static. For Butler, relations with others,
however they may appear on the surface, always take the same form: a
struggle to the death in which the veneer of recognition covers over the
fundamental psychic destructiveness of human beings. The other con-
tinually threatens the self with misrecognition, if not outright annihila-
tion. Even in one of her most hopeful moments, in “Violence, Mourning,
Politics,” the primary lesson that Butler draws from the fundamental
sociality of the self is how vulnerable this makes us to the apparently
dangerous, threatening Other.

What Butler seems to be missing in the context of her critique of Benja-
min is the insight that she acknowledges elsewhere: that if we are undone
by others, this is only because we are “done” by them as well. Whereas
Butler’s view tends to emphasize one side of this tension—the ways in
which we are vulnerable to the negativity, destructiveness, and aggression
of the other—Benjamin’s view captures both sides. As Benjamin puts it:

If the clash of two wills is an inherent part of intersubjective relations,
then no perfect environment can teke the sting from the encounter with
otherness. The question becomes how the inevitable elements of negation
are processed. It is “good enough” that the inward moverment of negating
reality and creating fantasy should eventually be counterbalanced by an
outward movement of recognizing the outside.... A relational psycho-
analysis should leave room for the messy, intrapsychic side of creativity and
aggression; it is the contribution of the intersubjective view that may give
these elements a more hopeful cast, showing destruction to be the Other
of recognition.”!

Benjamin, already in her first book, The Bonds of Love, argued for the
necessity of both intrapsychic and intersubjective perspectives in psy
choanalysis. Butler’s work, by contrast, focuses primarily on the intrapsy-
chic—on incorporation, fantasy, splitting, abjection, melancholia, and s0
forth.92 As a result, Butler risks conflating the fantasied and the concrete
other. Benjamin diagnoses this tendency in Butler’s early critiques of iden-
tity,’ but it is arguably even more pronounced in her work on subjection-
For instance, as Butler notes in her discussion of gender melancholia,
“the effect of melancholia ... appears to be the loss of the social world,
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the substitution of psychic parts and antagonisms for external relations
among social actors.®* Instead of having relationships with actual, con-
crete others, the melancholic has relationships with the internal, fantasied
others that she has installed in her own psyche. In effect, the melancholic
subject is a monad. Benjamin, by contrast, proposes that the intrapsychic
account be complemented with her intersubjective account. The inter-
subjective view emphasizes “that the individual grows in and through the
relationship to other subjects.... The idea of intersubjectivity reorients
the conception of the psychic world from a subject’s relation to its object
toward a subject meeting another subject™” Although our relationships
with actual others are no doubt complicated by our fantasied projections
of them, these relationships are nonetheless possible and constitute a sus-
taining source of connection.

I do not doubt Butler’s claim that recognition is bound up with power
in many ways, as her recent work has brilliantly exposed, nor do T ques-
tion her claim that the achievement of a state of human intersubjectivity
that is completely free of power relations and is structured entirely by mu-
tual recognition is an illusion, and a pernicicus one at that. As I will argue
in chapters 5 and 6, Habermas has an unfortunate tendency to be seduced
by this illusion. And yet, it is possible to articulate a more pragmatic and
contextualist version of Habermasian critical theory that is not vulnerable
to this criticism. If we take more seriously than Butler does the temporal
and dynamic aspects of social refationships, we can theorize mutual rec-
ognition as a permanent, though temporally fleeting, possibility within
social life. Doing so does not require us to posit a possible social world
that is completely free of power; Butler is right, I think, to insist that even
if it were possible to envision such a world, such a world would not be
recognizably human. 1 raise this point against Habermas's theory of com-
Municative action in chapter 6. But claiming that power is a permanent
and ineradicable feature of human social life does not commit one to the
idea that all human social relationships are at all times nothing more than
the expression of power. We could agree with Foucault and Butler that
there is no outside to power, in the sense that there is no possible human
social world from which power has been completely eliminated, without
depying that moments of mutual recognition remain possible within on-
going, dynamically unfolding, social relationships.

Thinking of the relationship between power and recognition in this way
Ellll‘;";’:;s to theorize—in a more coherent and less ambivalent way than
ing o oes-—the florms of 1ntersubjectivi?y tl‘.lat provide the kind of sustain-
e o?eCtIOH with others that, as l?enjamm argues, allows us to form a

self and to navigate our social world. Understanding the politics
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of our selves requires understanding not only the inscription of disciplir,.
ary norins but also this positive moment of recognition as well, As Benja-
min emphasizes, understanding intersubjectivity in this way does not en-
tail denying aggression, destruction, and negativity and the important role
that they play in both the individual psyche and relationships with others,
Whereas Benjamin seeks to do justice to the ambivalent nature of intersyp-
jectivity, Butler just seems ambivalent about it: on the one hand, her cri-
tique of subjection seems to depend upon a positive conception of recogni-
tion, and at times in her recent work she acknowledges this dependency;
on the other hand, in her critique of Benjamin, she explicitly denies and
disavows recognition as a normative ideal. Although she claims that our
common human vulnerability provides the basis for political community
and collective resistance, she denies the possibility of a mutual recognition
of such commonality. Although she claims that human relationships are
fundamentally ambivalent,? in fact, she has the tendency to collapse this
ambivalence into a one-sided negativity. As I argued above, in doing so,
she disavows precisely that normative notion of recognition on which her
critique of subjection implicitly depends.

Perhaps Butler's ambivalence can be explained as a failure to reconcile
her progressive political agenda with her theoretical commitments. If this
is the right explanation, then this brings us back to Bartky’s worry about
the split between theory and practice. What good, we might wonder, is a
theory that fails to line up with our practice? What good is a theory for
which, indeed, there may be no possible practice? And, conversely, what
good is a political practice that cannot be adequately explained and justi-
fied by our best theories?

Concluding Political Postscript

Butler, in one of her contributions to Contingency, Hegemony, Universality:
Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, broaches this question of theory and
practice. “Tt seems important,” she writes, “to be able to move as intel-
lectuals between the kinds of questions that predominate these pages,
in which the conditions of possibility for the political are debated, and
the struggles that constitute the present life of hegemonic struggle: the
development and universalization of various new social movements, the
concrete workings of coalitional efforts, and especially, those alfiances that
tend to cross-cut identitarian politics”” The question is, what enables us
to bridge this gap? I would argue that in order for Butler to link up her
political-theoretical reflections with a critical account of contemporary
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social movemnents, she needs a theoretical understanding of solidarity or
collective resistance, and for that she requires some notion of what binds
individuals together in social and political movements, namely, nonsub-
ordinating, mutual recognition. As Benjamin argues, such recognition
does not entail the denial or the obliteration of difference; recognizing the
other does not entail seeing her as just like me. Instead, it entails recog-
nizing her as like me inasmuch as we are both totally unique, irreplace-
able subjects.’® As Benjamin puts it, “real recognition of the other entails
being able to perceive commonality through difference”®® With this idea,
Benjamin evokes Arendt’s notion of plurality, according to which “we are
all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same
as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live™™ Plurality, for Arendt,
is the condition of possibility of action and, thus, of pelitics. Without a
more fully developed and lfess ambivalent notion of recognition, Butler is
left unable to explain the possibility of collective or, ultimately, individual
resistance. Instead, she writes, “it is not simply that the psyche invests in
its oppression, but that the very terms that bring the subject into politi-
cal viability orchestrate the trajectory of identification and become, with
luck, the site for a disidentificatory resistance’® Without an account of
how the recognition of our commonality provides the basis for political
community and collective resistance, Butler is left suggesting that the
transformation from identification to disidentification, from signification
to resignification, from subjectivation te a critical desubjectivation, is
nothing more than a matter of luck.

Surely good luck and good timing are a part of any act of individual or
collective resistance, but I think theory can and should give us more to go
on than this. If we accept, as I think we shoutd, Butler’s diagnosis of the
psychic attachment to subordination, the pressing practical question is
this: How can members of subordinated groups form nonsubordinating or
at least less oppressive attachments? This is a deep and difficult question,
and | suspect that there is more than one way of answering it, but I want
to at least suggest one passible answer. One of the ways in which mem-
bers of oppressed groups form less oppressive attachments is by drawing
on the resources of social and political movements that create alternative
Modes of attachment and structures of social recognition. Collective so-
“al movements, such as the ferinist and the queer movements, gener-
8te conceptual and normative resources, create networks of psychologi-
c_al 2nd emotional support, and foster counterpublic spaces, all of which
2id individuals in their efforts to resist regulatory regimes by providing
New modes of recognition, new possibilities for attachment, and thus new
ways of becoming subjects. The existence of these alternative sources of



94 DEPENDENCY, SUBORDINATiON. AND RECOGNITION

recognition, in turn, makes it possible for individuals to risk becoming

unrecognizable in the terms set by regulatory regimes. Understood in this

way, resistance does not require the overly demanding suspension of oy
primary narcissism, our fundamental desire for recognition; instead, it en-
tails the creation, within the context of social movements, of alternative
sources of recognition that sustain us in our struggle. Butler’s view faig to
account fully for this fact, and her disavowal of recognition as a normative
ideal in the context of her critique of Benjamin makes it difficult to see
how she could acknowledge it.

The crucial question is: What kinds of social conditions foster resis-
tance to the modes of psychic subjection that Butler’s work so helpfully
diagnoses? Conceiving of resistance in terms of a refusal to be a subject,
or of an embrace of unrecognizability, does not seem particularly promis-
ing, both because it is unclear what this would mean and because such a
refusal denies the subordinated the recognition that, ex hypothesi, we all
crave. Butler’s conception of resistance in terms of reworking subjection
from within via a subversive performance is much more promising. How-
ever, that conception of resistance is plagued by the difficulty of seeing
how we might distinguish resistance from reinscription without making
some distinction between subordinating and nonsubordinating forms of
attachment, which would seem to require a more developed, less ambiva-
lent conception of recognition than Butler has to offer.

To be sure, even if we were armed with such a distinction, this task
would remain a difficult, perhaps impossible, ane. However, even if we
assume that, for example, what appears at first glance to be faithfulness to
gender norms can also be understood as a way of reworking, for example,
feminine subjection from within, the important question is, what sorts
of social conditions foster such a reworking? Answering this question
will involve articulating the social conditions of recognition that allow
subordinated individuals to overcome their internalized self-hatred. One
such social condition might be the kind of consciousness raising that early
second-wave feminist groups practiced and that still goes on, to some
extent, in women’s and gender studies classrooms. Another might be the
formation and preservation of public and private spaces in which girls and
women are granted recognition for their intelligence, wit, humor, talent,
ambition, athletic prowess, accomplishments, and so forth rather than for
how closely they adhere to normative femininity, and/or in which every-
one is encouraged to critically examine and experiment with their gender
performance, to explore and enact the full range of gendered experience-
Another might be the existence of a vibrant community of feminist and
queer activists and scholars who are engaged in a project of challenging
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and questioning existing gender norms and reworking social patterns of
recognition. Thinking through these possibilities and their implications
requires, in turn, acknowledging recognition as an ethical ideal and un-
derstanding it as 2 permanent—though temporally fleeting—possibility in

human relationships.
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Empowering the Lifeworld?

AUTONOMY AND POWER IN HABERMASg

autonNomy Has long held a central place in Habermas's critical so-
@“, cial theory. As he argues in his inaugural Frankfurt lecture in 1965,
“the human interest in autonomy and respensibility is not mere fancy,
for it can be apprehended a priori. What raises us out of nature is the
only thing whose nature we can know: language. Through its structure,
autonomy and responsibility are posited for us” Although Habermas
later rejected marny aspects of his account of knowledge and human in-
terests, about which more in the next chapter, the ideas of the rootedness
of autonomy in the communicative use of language and of its definitive
role in the development of the human person remain central to his ma-
ture social theory. Indeed, in 2 lecture given on the occasion of the fiftieth
anniversary of the Institute for Social Research, in July 1974, Habermas
argues that the notion of the autonomous ego is a crucial one for critical
social theory, despite the gloomy and, in Habermas’s view, overly pes-
simistic pronouncements of the end of the individual that were popular
at the time.2
Despite the importance of the notion of autonomy to Habermas's
thought,3 his account of autonomy is complex and the various concep-
tions of autonomy that he employs are not always clearly differentiated.
In his early work, for example, he seems to use autonomy more or less
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-mterchangeably with freedom from unjust soc‘ial consFraint; thl‘ls, the hu-
man interest in autonomy is connected to the interest in emancipation. In
his mature social theory, however, the focus shifts to a notion of moral au-
tonomy that s both derived from and importantly distinct from the Kan-
tian notion of autonomy. As he puts it: “Discourse ethics reformulates the
concept of autonomy. In Kant, autonomy was conceived as freedom under
self-given laws, which involves an element of coercive subordination of
subjective nature. In discourse ethics, the idea of autonomy is intersubjec-
tive. It takes into account that the free actualization of the personality of
one individual depends on the actualization of freedom for all™ As Cooke
has argued, Habermas’s morally autonomous self gives herself the moral
law, judges and acts morally, but does so with the expectation that her ac-
tions would be approved of by an unlimited communication community.®
Thus, like Kant, Habermas holds that the "autonomous self is the self who
chooses freely not what she or he wants to do but what it is right for her or
him to do”® However, two important differences result from Habermas's
intersubjective reading of Kant: first, Habermas disagrees with Kant’s claim
that autonomy requires the denial or suppression of inclination, though it
does presuppose the capacity to distance oneself temporarily from one’s
needs and desires; second, claims to the rightness of one’s actions are not
settled monologically, by the internal deliberations of the autenomous in-
dividual, but only dialogically, in actual moral discourses.”

The difficulty with this account of moral autonomy, as Cooke argues, is
that, in pluralistic societies, agreement on the rightness of moral norms
is likely to be exceedingly rare and the domain of properly moral issues
highly circumseribed; thus, “if autononty is tied to such a rationally moti-
vated consensus, then autonomy will be, at the very least, increasingly diffi-
cult”™ Given that Habermas sees the achievement of autonomy as a crucial
constitutive feature of ego identity in postconventional societies, the diffi-
culty of rational consensus poses a serious problem for his account. Cooke
suggests, therefore, that rather than seeing Habermas's overly stringent
onception of moral autonomy as the centerpiece of his theory, we should
focus instead on the notion of personal autonomy that she sees implicit
n his work. Autonomy in this sense is defined as rational accountability;
on this conception, “the autonomy of a person would be measured against
her_or his ability to support what she or he says with reasons, as well as
3gainst her or his willingness to enter into argumentation and against his
or her openness to criticism™ Although Cooke maintains that this account
of autonomy remains fargely implicit in Habermas's worls, in a subsecuent
. 32Y. Habermas refers explicitly to a notion of rational accountability that

Presupposes a reflected self-relation on the part of the person to what she
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believes, says, and does™® The key is the capacity for reflexivity, the ¢a-
pacity to take up reflective distance on one’s beliefs, activities, norm-goy.
erned actions, and existential life projects (both individual and collective),
Although Habermas does not discuss this capacity under the heading of
personal autonomy, he does maintain that “a person’s ability to distance
himself in this way in these various dimensions from himself and his ex.
pressions-is a necessary condition of his freedom ™!

In what follows, my focus will be primarily on this notion of personal
autonomy, understood as the capacity for rational accountability or criti-
cal reflexivity with respect to existing norms, beliefs, practices, institu-
tions, cultural forms, and so on. My aim is to sort out the complicated
but largely undertheorized relationship between autonomy in this sense
and power in Habermas’s account of the intersubjective constitution of
the self, and to begin to think through the implications of this relationship
for developing a critical-theoretical analysis of gender subordination.12

On the face of it, it might seem as though there is not much interest-
ing to say about the relationship between power and autonomy in Haber-
mas’s work. His central distinction between system integration (contexts
in which agents’ actions are functionally integrated, for example, in the
economic and administrative/political domains by the steering media of
money and power, respectively) and social integration {contexts in which
agents coordinate their interactions on the basis of either implicit or
explicit consensus about shared norms, values, or goals and reproduce
their lifeworld in the dimensions of culture, society, and personality) has
seemed to many critics to entail the problematic conclusion that there is
no power in the lifeworld and thus no power involved in the socialization
of autonemous individuals (since such socialization takes place within the
lifeworld)."? For example, Fraser has criticized Habermas along precisely
these lines, arguing that by confining his discussion of power to system
contexts, Habermas effectively screens power out of the lifeworld, the so-
cial domain that is structured by symbolically mediated forms of social
integration. Fraser argues that this move threatens to make Haberma-
sian critical theory blind to forms of dominance and subordination that
are rooted in the lifeworld, including masculine domination, which is to
a large extent reproduced and maintained in lifeworld contexts such as
the family, cultural traditions and understandings of gender, and social
norms. This leads Fraser to suggest that, when it comes to gender, Haber-
masian critical theory may not be nearly critical encugh. Although Haber-
mas does distinguish between normatively secured consensus——merely de
facto consensus that may or may not be legitimate—and communicatively
achieved consensus—consensus that is secured through fair and rational
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deliberation—as Fraser points out, “what is insufficiently stressed ... is
that actions coordinated by normatively secured consensus in the male-
headed nuclear family are actions regulated by power. It seems to me a

rave mistake to restrict the use of the term ‘power’ to bureaucratic con-
texts"* As McNay puts it, summarizing Fraser’s critique, “Habermas re-
gards the famnily solely as an institution of the lifeworld and thereby.misses
its ‘dual aspect; that is, that the family perpetuates systemic relations of
oppression as much as it reproduces values and cultural norms"* Fraser
insists that, in order to be truly critical, critical theory must provide “a
framework capable of foregrounding the evil of dominance and subordi-
nation"6 which Habermas's dualistic social-theoretic framework seems
incapable of deing.

In a sense, Fraser’s criticism is the inverse of one of the more incisive
criticisms of Foucault that Habermas was developing at about the same
time. In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas complains
that Foucault’s “genealogical historiography deals with an object domain
from which the theory of power has erased all traces of communicative
action entangled in lifeworld contexts’” According to Habermas, this
makes it difficult if not impossible for Foucault to explain how social order
is possible at all, and yet Foucault’s own work is premised on the assump-
tion that power is institutionalized in more or less stable social orders.
Moreover, Habermas argues that “if one admits only the model of empow-
erment, the socialization of succeeding generations can also be presented
only in the image of wily confrontation. Then, however, the socialization of
subjects capable of speech and action cannot be simultaneously conceived
as individuation, but only as the progressive subsumption of bodies and
of all vital substrata under technologies of power™® Traser’s contention
that Habermas screens power out of the lifeworld can be interpreted as
suggesting that Habermas's conception of the lifeworld presents an object
domain from which all traces of power have been erased. If Habermas is
guilty of this erasure, then his theory will have a difficult time conceiving
of the socialization of subjects simultaneously as subjection, as a mecha-
nism for the maintenance and reproduction of social structures of domi-
hance and subordination.

In response to charges that he erases power from the fifewortd, Haber-
mas maintains categorically that he never intended to claim that the life-
world is free of power relations. “The lifeworld,” he insists, “by no means of-
fers an innocent image of 'power-free spheres of communication: ™ To the
contrary, Habermas specifies two ways in which his social theory acknowl-
edges and analyzes the potential influence of power on the lifeworld. The
first is  result of his colonization of the lifeworld thesis, which highlights
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the ways in which increasingly complex systems-theoreticat forms of pow-
er intrude upon lifeworld contexts, producing pathologies that “de-world”
the lifeworld.® The second is his analysis of the ways in which power ig
capable of penetrating the structures of communicative action themselves;
in such cases, “macrosociological power relations are mirrored in that mj-
crophysics of power which is built into the structures of distorted com-
munication.? Habermas’s analysis of systematically distorted communica-
tion explores this process and its implications. Beyond these two ways in
which Habermas explicitly situates power in the lifeworld, I maintain that
there is a third, and potentially more interesting, account of power in the
lifeworld that is implicit yet undertheorized in Habermas's work. This ac-
count is rooted in his discussion of individuation through socialization, a
lifeworld process that Habermas acknowledges is necessarily structured by
asymmetrical relations of power, even as he remains utterly sanguine about
the consequences of this necessity.

In this chapter, [ propose to reconsider the role that power plays in the
Habermasian lifeworld, particularly in the socialization processes that
give rise to autonomous individuals.?? This somewhat narrow focus is jus-
tified by the key role that socialization plays in Habermas's mature social
theory. It is, after all, the account of individuation through socialization
that explains the possibility of autonomy, which Habermas regards to be
the normative core of his philosophical project. Habermas's robust ac-
count of autonomy as rational accountability, if convincing, would prove
extremely usefu! for thinking through how subordinated individuals can
achieve critical and reflective distance on the power relations to which
they are subject. However, one might worry that Habermas purchases this
robust account of autonomy at the price of his ability to do justice to the
depth and complexity of power relations, particularly to the complicated
and ambivalent phenomenon of subjection that our discussion of Fou-
cault and Butler has focused upon. My overall aim in what follows is to
consider whether this is the case.

I begin by considering the two ways in which Habermas explicitly lets
power into the lifeworld—via the colonization of the lifeworld thesis
and the analysis of systematically distorted communication—and asking
whether either of these moves enables him to make sense of subjection.
Even though Habermas is right to insist that he doesn't totally screen pow-
er out of the lifeworld, he appears to admit it only in very circumscribed
ways; as a result, neither of these analyses gives Habermas a way of ana-
lyzing subjection as a form of power. However, implicit in Habermas's ac-
count of individuation through socialization is an acknowledgment of the
role that power necessarily plays in socialization processes, an acknowl-
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edgment that brings him closer to Foucault’s and Butler’s accounts of sub-
iection than he might care to admit.

systematically Distorted Subjectivity?

As ] mentioned above, Habermas maintains that his social-theory illumi-
nates the role that power plays in the lifeworld in two main ways. First, via
the colonization of the lifeworld thesis, Habermas explores the ways in
which the system-steering medium of power can encroach upon the life-
world, producing pathological side effects. As Habermas explains: “The
thesis of internal colonization states that the subsystems of the economy
and state [steered by the media of money and power, respectively] become
more and more complex as a consequence of capitalist growth, and pen-
etrate ever deeper into the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld? The
_ritical aim of The Theory of Communicative Action, particularly volume
2 of this worl, is precisely a diagnosis of this encroachment and an insis-
tence on the need “to protect areas of life that are functionally dependent
on social integration through values, norms, and consensus formation, to
preserve them from falling prey to the systemic imperatives of economic
and administrative subsystems growing with dynamics of their own, and
to defend them from becoming converted over, through the steering me-
dium of law, to a principle of sociation that is, for them, dysfunctional "2
The pathologies that emerge when money- and power-laden systemic im-
peratives colonize the lifeworld are explained in terms of the de-worlding
effects of such colonization. “Normally, the strategic actor retains his/her
lifeworld at least as a fallback even if this has lost its coordinating efficacy;
switching over to media-steered interactions, however, is accompanied by
a specific de-worlding’ effect which is experienced in the form of an ob-

Jectification of social relations”2
f'\lthough it is true that this is a way of acknowledging that there is pow-
<fin the lifeworld, it does not seem to meet the full force of the original
Objection. After all, as Fraser had originally put the point, the problem
had to do with Habermas's reserving the use of the word “power” to refer
to at.iministrative or bureaucratic contexts, a usage that the colonization
thesis clearly preserves. Although with this thesis Habermas admits that
;lfims of power and the lifeworld can and do interpenetrate, this does
lifew:lﬂzunt to a recognition of the ways in whic?h core domains of the
erves o :Iie them‘selves struc.:m.redlby power relatlor_lsfthe family, which
As Moy e Cru(j,lbIe for socialization processes, beu*fg just one example.
rthy points out, such a recognition is crucial for developing a
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critical-theoretical analysis of gender and racial oppression, both of whicy,
must be understood “not only in terms of economic inequalities and poljt.
ical dependencies, but also in terms of cultural patterns of interpretatioy,
and evaluation, social roles and normative expectations, socialization pre.-
cesses and ascriptive identities—and, of course, in terms of their myriaq
interconnections. ... For these purposes the ‘colonization of the lifewor]g’
perspective will not suffice?€ In order to make sense of these phenomena
and, thus, to make sense of the complexities of racial and gender subor-
dination, power will have to be admitted into the lifeworld in a much lesg
circumscribed fashion.

Habermas's most developed attempt to think through the relationship
between power and the communicative fabric of the lifeworld can be
found in his analysis of systematically distorted communication. As he
suggests at the end of the second volume of The Theory of Communica-
tive Action, it is this concept that serves as the reference point for diag-
nosing pathologies of individual development.?? Although he has mental
illness in mind here, commentators have shown that his account of sys-
tematically distorted communication can serve as the reference point
for a critique of ideology and ideological forms of consciousness and
reflection.?® Thus, this account seems like the natural place to turn to
investigate the theoretical resources that Habermas makes available for
analyzing subordinating modes of subjectivation. So the question be-
comes, does Habermas’s account of systematically distorted communi-
cation offer us a way of understanding what I will call systematically dis-
torted subjectivity? By this | mean not that afl forms of subjectivity are
systematically distorted; my main criticism of Butler in the preceding
chapter turned on the idea that her view of subjection seems to imply
that afl forms of subjectivity are subordinating, and that this implication
is problematic. Instead, I use this phrase to highlight the ways in which
subordinated or oppressed subjectivities are not just distorted, but sys-
tematically distorted, in that they are constituted in and through social
relations of power that have been systematically distorted into relations
of dominance and subordination.

In his 1974 essay “Reflections on Communicative Pathology,’ Habermas
defines systematically distorted communication with reference to a dis-
tinction between the external organization of speech—roughly, its social
context—and the internal organization—the universal and necessary pre-
suppositions of communication. Communication becomes systematically
distorted when the external organization of speech is overburdened, and
this burden is shifted onto the internal organization of speech.?’ Thus,
systematically distorted communication does not simply disrupt the social
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context in which speech acts take place; it disrupts the very “validity basis
of sp cech” itself.3® The disruption arises because in cases such as this,

the validity basis of linguistic communication is curtailed surreptitiousty;
that is, without leading to & break in communication or to the transition
to openly declared and permissible strategic action. The validity basis of
speech is curtailed surreptitiously if at least one of the three universal va-
lidity claims to intelligibility (of the expression), sincerity {of the intention
expressed by the speaker), and normative rightness (of the expression rela-
tive to a normative background) is violated and communication nonethe-
less continues on the presumption of communicative (not strategic) action
oriented toward reaching mutual understanding.!

Thus, there is a sense in which systematically distorted communication is
not really communicative at all, because it is defined as Iatent strategic ac-
tion. However, because the strategic element is latent, there is no break in
communication, giving distorted communication the contradictory sense
of being communicative after all. Although Habermas insists that “even
a flawed communication is a communication,” he also notes that system-
atic distortions are “confounding” in that “the same validity claims that
are being violated ... at the same time serve to keep up the appearance of
consensual action."3?

When Habermas relates the concept of systematically distorted commu-
nication to the formation of identity, this tension deepens into a paradox.
Because identity can only be secured through intersubjective recognition,
Habermas explains, “if an identity is threatened by the withholding of rec-
ognition, it is often defended in a paradoxical manner. On the one hand,
every defense is a strategic action; it can be optimized only under the max-
ims of purposive action. On the other hand, the goal of the defense cannot
be attained strategically, that is, by winning a fight or a game by defeating
One's opponent—recognition ultimately cannot be won by force? In such
vases, the individual is oriented strategically toward the aim of defending
her identity, and vet she must at the same time suppress the conflictual na-
ture of this relationship, else the communicative foundation necessary for
glte;fecogfr.l:iﬁor{ will be un'dermined. .Habermas suggests that the family, as
i e u: t; entity formation (fc?r children) and management (fc?r adult_s),
torteg idn y (thougl.‘l not exc.h.lswely) the focus of su“ch systemauc:.ally d?s—
mbuﬁonen;lty conﬂlch. Farmyes that are -marked by an ‘asymmetn.cal dis-
well e bYO power, W.lth dom.mance. relations and Coa-htlon for‘matlons, as
recation corresponmg tensions, discrepant expectations, reciprocal dep-

»and so on” tend to generate symptoms of systematically distorted
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communication.?* In such families, the asymmetrical distribution of pow-
er among family members means that the external organization of speect,
within the family is overburdened; it is “too rigid to produce the flexjbje
relation between proximity and distance, between equality and difference,
between action initiatives and behavioral responses, between inside and
outside, which ... are required for the development and maintenance of
the ego identity of family members As a result, the burden shifts to the
internal structure of speech, which becomes systematically distorted. Idep-
tity conflicts within such families are “stabilized but remain[] unresolved”;
they smolder.3¢

Now, it seems to me that the elephant in the room here is the tradi-
tional, heterosexual, nuclear family’s role in the reproduction and main-
tenance of gender and sexual identity and relations of dominance and
subordination. After_all, one might wonder, what heterosexual family is
not structured by asymmetrical relations of power? As many second-wave
feminists have shown, the gender division of paid and unpaid labor, the
second shift, the gender gap in wages, and the sex-segmented labor mar-
ket all serve to systematically disadvantage women in heterosexual fami-
lies. These structural economic forces combined with ideological norms
of masculinity, femininity, motherhood, fatherhood, and heterosexuality
itself serve to encourage individuals to enter into such asymmetrical fam-
ily relationships in the first place. Moreover, although Habermas says that
his interest in this essay is on individual rather than collective identity,
the family is the locus not only of the formation of individual ego identity,
but also of each individual's gender identity. Arguably, then, the smolder-
ing conflicts that arise from gendered power asymmetries will serve to
systematically distort communication between men and women in most
families; such distortions will in turn suppress those conflicts so that they
continue to smolder beneath the surface of apparently communicative
interaction. If this admittedly broad sketch is at all accurate, then it be
comes apparent that the scope of systematically distorted communication
in identity conflicts is much broader than Habermas seems to assumc;
indeed, it appears pervasive,

But the problem is not just the gender blindness of Habermas's account,
though that is no doubt a problem for a theory that purports to be critical,
as Fraser convincingly argues in her critique of Habermas. Given the way
that he defines systematically distorted communication, there is a fur
ther, and potentially more serious, problem for Habermas. As 1 discussed
above, the concept of systematically distorted communication appears tO
trouble the distinction between communicative and strategic interaction:
systematically distorted communications, because they are latently strate-

EMPOWERING THE LIFEWORLD? 105

ic, are neither fully strategic nor fully communicative. This raises a diffi-
culty for Habermas, who needs to rely on this very distinction to diagnose
and critique systematic distortions of communication. Since Habermas
argues that linguistic intersubjectivity is the source of the capacity for self-
reflection, which is in turn the source of the capacity to reflect criticafly on
relations of power (thus, the source of autonomy in the sense relevant for
this discussion), he must appeal to the notion of communicative action—
that is, to the validity basis of speech—in order to distinguish between
interactions that are genuinely communicative and those that are merely
apparently so (when in fact latently strategic). Although this is not neces-

arily a vicious circle, it does raise the difficult question of how confident
we can ever hope 1o be in our judgments that communications are or are
not systematically distorted.

With respect to the possibility of systematically distorted subjectiv-
ity/identity—a possibility that Habermas needs to consider if he is to do
justice to the complexity of subordination—the problem is even deeper.
For if individual identity is always constituted and sustained through in-
tersubjective recognition, then we will have an interest in sticking with
those modes of communication and recognition that serve to stabilize and
confirm our identities, whether they are systematically distorted by asym-
metrical relations of power or not. As Butler argues in The Psychic Life of
Power, the subject’s psychic attachment to and investment in subjection
mekes it difficult to gain critical traction on that subjection at the same
time that it renders critical reflection by itself powerless to transform such
subordinated identities.

Indeed, gender identity provides an excellent example of this. It is not
just that traditionally or stereotypically feminine modes of subjectivity
and identity serve to reinforce and reproduce women's subordination;?”
beyond this, having a coherent gender identity, either masculine or femi-
nine, is a requirement for social and cultural intelligibility, thus. for being
a stbject at all.3® As a result, taking up a critical perspective not only on
normative femininity but also on gender dimorphism itself threatens our
very identities and self-understandings. This might help to explain the cu-
Tious recalcitrance of gender identity and subordination to critique, but it
al_SO calls into question a critical-theoretical view that identifies freedom
Wm} the capacity for rational accountability and reflexivity, as Habermas's
tn;JtIOn of autonomy tends to do. Moreover, because systematically dis-

rted communication troubles the all-important distinction between
Strategic and communicative action and raises difficult questions about
oW one could ever know if communication or the identity shaped by it
5 Systematically distorted, this discussion raises questions about whether
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Habermas’s early account of systematically distorted communication jg
even compatible with the notion of rational autonomy that forms the core
of Habermas's normative project. Once Habermas lets power into the life.
world in this way, it becomes difficult to see how one can achieve the king
of reflexive distance from one’s beliefs, practices, norms, and life projects
that is requisite for genuine autonomy and that supplies that notion criti-
cal bite. Indeed, it becomes difficult to male sense of systematically dis-
torted communication at all, inasmuch as this notion relies implicitly on
the possibility of undistorted communication and subjectivity while -
multaneously calling into question the very distinction between commu-
nicative and strategic interaction that would make it possible to identify a
communication or form of subjectivity as such.

If power is capable of systematically distorting our subjectivity, won't
this affect us at not only a rational but also a psychic-affective level? In that
sense, might we have not only a rational self-interest in allowing identity
conflicts to smolder—namely, in that getting the recognition we need de-
pends on suppressing them—but also a psychic investment in and attach-
ment to them? How are we to gain reflexive distance on such attachments
and investments? (How) can autonomy be both theoretically and prac-
tically disentangled from systematically distorted subjectivity? Not only
does Habermas not answer these questions, after the middle of the 1970s,
he more or less abandons his discussions of systematically distorted com-
munication aftogether, focusing instead on the formal-pragmatic analysis
of communication and its ramifications for social theory, moral philoso-
phy, and legal and political theory. As a result, he never really develops an
account of the systematic distortions of subjectivity that arise in contexts
of subordination. Instead, he turns his attention to a formal-pragmatic
account of individuation through socialization. As we shall see, however,
implicit in this account is a third and potentially more radical vision of the
role that power plays in the lifeworld.

Individuation Through Socialization

The closely related notions of communicative rationality and intersubjec-
tivity form the conceptual core of Habermas's philosophical project. As
Habermas argues in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, he shares
with his French post-structuralist counterparts a desire to move beyond
the paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness or the philosophy of the
subject, a paradigm that reached its apex in the first half of the twenti-
eth century with the flowering of phenomenology and existentialism-
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However unlike his French counterparts, at least as he interprf-:‘ts them,
Habermas proposes a determinate rather than an abstract negation of the
paradigm of the philosophy of the subject;* as he puts it, "a paradigm only
loses its force when it is negated in a determinate manner by a different
paradigm, that is, when it is devalued in an insightful way; it is certainly re-
sistant to any simple invocation of the extinction of the subject” 40 Haber-
mas suggests that we replace the paradigm of philosophy of the subject
with “the paradigm of mutual understanding, that is, of the intersubjective
relationship between individuals who are socialized through communica-
tion and reciprocally recognize one another™

Habermas's proposed paradigm shift is thus conceptually dependent
upon his account of socialization into a communicatively structured life-
world. By communicative interaction, Habermas means a form of social
interaction in which “the participants coordinate their plans of action
consensually, with the agreement reached at any point being evaluated in
terms of the intersubjective recognition of validity ctaims*? He contrasts
this mode of interaction with strategic action, in which “one actor seeks
to influence the behavior of another by means of the threat of sanctions or
the prospect of gratification in order to cause the interaction to continue
as the first actor desires”* In communicative action, “one actor seeks ra-
tionally to motivate another by relying on the illocutionary binding/bond-
ing effect (Bindungseffekt) of the offer contained in the speech act™** this
binding/bonding effect is the result of the speaker’s willingness to redeem
the validity claim that she has implicitly raised if it is called into ques-
tion. The concepts of communicative action and the lifeworld are closely
related, though not, Habermas insists, equivalent.® As Habermas puts it:
“Subjects acting communicatively always come to an understanding in the
horizon of a lifeworld. Their lifeworld is formed from more or less dif-
fuse, always unproblematic, background convictions. This fifeworld back-
ground serves as a source of situation definitions that are presupposed by
participants as unproblematic%6

Habermas delineates three dimensions of the lifeworld—culture, society,
and personality—to which correspond three distinct processes—cultural
r_ePrOduction of commonly accepted beliefs, meanings, and interpreta-
tions; social integration via shared norms and behavioral expectations; and
the production of shared competencies through socialization processes.
As Habermas puts it, “participants draw from this lifeworld not just con-
-2nsual patterns of interpretation (the background knowledge from which
Pm!:-ositional contents are fed), but also normatively reliable patterns of
Social relations (the tacitly presupposed solidarities on which illocutionary
~C1s are based) and the competences acquired in socialization processes
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{the background of the speaker’s intentions)"* However, Habermas gc.
knowledges that the communicatively structured lifeworld and functiong).
ly, strategically integrated systems can and do interpenetrate; as | discussed
above, it is precisely this acknowledgment that underpins his coloniza-
tion of the lifeworld thesis, which tracks the pathological side effects that
emerge when economic and power-laden system imperatives encroach
upon lifeworld processes.*®

The shift away from the paradigm of the philosophy of the subject to
the paradigm of mutual understanding and intersubjectivity is central to
Habermas’s account of subjectivation as well, which he lays out through
his reading of G.H. Mead in the essay “Individuation Through Social-
ization: On George Herbert Mead’s Theory of Subjectivity™® Habermas
claims that Mead’s central insight is to conceive of individuation "not as the
self-realization of an independently acting subject carried out in isolation
and freedom but as a linguistically mediated process of socialization and
the simultaneous constitution of a life-history that is conscious of itself”°
Whereas the philosophy of consciousness grounds its account of subjectiv-
ity in the abstract self-reflection of the knowing subject, Habermas insists
that it is the “self-understanding of a subject who is capable of speech and
action, one who in the face of other dialogue participants presents and, if
necessary, justifies himself as an irreplaceable and distinctive person” that
“ground(s] the identity of the ego’®! In other words, the identity of the ego
is grounded not in abstract reflective knowledge (as the philosophical tra-
dition from Leibniz through Kant to Fichte had understood it) but in a
practical ethical self-relation; moreover, this self-relation implicitly refers
to the self’s relation to an other, on whom one is dependent for recognition
and to whom one is accountable. What the philosophy of consciousness
fails to see is that the abstract knowing subject that it takes as its starting
point is actually the resuit of a complex intersubjective process: “The self of
an ethical self-understanding is dependent upon recognition by addressees
because it generates itself as a response to the demands of the other in the
first place” The self has an intersubjective core because it is generated
communicatively, “on the path from without to within, through the sym-
bolically mediated relationship to a partner in interaction

The key to understanding the intersubjective core of the self is Mead's
distinction between the “I" and the "me;” although Habermas ultimately
departs in crucial ways from Mead's account of this distinction. For Mead,
the “I” is the spontaneous, creative subject that cannot be accessed through
direct reflection, for as soon as I reflect on the “I] it is transformed from
a subject to the object of my reflection.>* The “me;” by contrast, is, as Pe-
ter Dews has put it, “the socially constructed self, which is established
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through processes of identification with the reactions of others, and—at
the Jimit—through an identification with the social process as a whole, in
the form which he describes as the ‘generalized Other] "5 As Habermas
interprets Mead, both the epistemic and the practical relations to self are
generated intersubjectively. With respect to the epistemic self-relation,
Habermas notes that “the self of self-consciousness is not the spontane-
ously acting ‘T; the latter is given only in the refraction of the symbolically
captured meaning that it took on for its interaction partner ‘a second ago’
in the role of alter ego3 In other words, the “me;” which is generated
through an interaction with an alter ego, solidifies the “I” in memory. With
respect to the practical self-relation, the process has the same intersubjec-
tive structure, but the emphasis is on taking over alter’s normative {rather
than cognitive) expectations. In the practical relation to self, the "me” is
the generalized other, whose perspective is internalized as a mechanism
tor placing limits on the impulses and creativity of the "I” In this sense, for
Mead, as Habermas notes, “the ‘me’ of the practical relation-to-self proves
to be a conservative force. This agency is closely united with what already
exists. It mirrors the forms of life and the institutions that are practiced
and recognized in a particular society. It functions in the consciousness
of the socialized individual as society’s agent and drives everything that

spontaneously deviates out of the individual’s consciousness.”>7
Thus, for Mead, the “me” is associated with inauthenticity and repres-
sion of the authentic “I" As Habermas puts it, Mead's “‘me’ characterizes an
identity formation that makes responsible action possible only at the price
of blind subjugation to external social controls, which remain external in
spite of the internalizing effect of role-taking”>® As a metaphysical account
of the self, this is obviously quite problematic for Habermas, who prefers to
envision the socially and intersubjectivity constituted self as the locus not of
internalized subjugation but of genuine autonomy in the sense of rational
accountability. Thus, Habermas decides to reinterpret Mead's metaphysical
F]aim about the nature of the self as a historical one by arguing that the “me”
1s only oppressive and inauthentic in the context of conventional, traditional
“ocieties.™ In postconventional, modern societies, by contrast, socialization
Processes make it possible for individuals to reconcile the “I” with the “me”
Precisely because the postconventional subject, through the internaliza-
t10n' of external social controls, “takes what the reference person expects
of him and first smakes it his own® Postconventional identity is predicated
on the anticipation of reciprocal recognition in the context of an unlimited
Ommunication community, and the norms of the postconventional self
(:feo:sSted through an actual discursive process of taking up the position
ers who are potentially affected by such norms. As Habermas argues
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elsewhere, the progression from preconventional to conventional to pos.
conventional modes of ego identity is marked by increasing degrees of ap.
straction, generalization, and reflexivity: “the simple behavioral expectatiop,
of the first level becomes reflexive at the next level—expectations can be re-
ciprocally expected; and the reflexive behavioral expectation of the secong
level again becomes reflexive at the third level—norms can be normeds
It is this greater degree of reflexivity that explains how Habermas can view
postconventional individuals as produced through but not determined by
socialization. As he puts it, “Identity is produced through socialization, that
is, through the fact that the growing child first of all integrates into a specific
social system by appropriating symbolic generalities; it is later secured and
developed through individuation, that is, precisely through a growing inde-
pendence in relation to social systemns."6?

Habermas argues that there are two dimensions of this intersubjective
formation of the self: ethical self-realization and moral self-determination
(or moral autonomy). The postconventional self thus anticipates itself as
a “free will in moral self-reflection” and a “fully individuated being in ex-
istential self reflection”®® Both of these dimensions of the self are depen-
dent upon the anticipation of relationships of mutual, reciprocal recogni-
tion: self-realization is dependent upon others’ “recognition of my claim
to uniqueness and irreplaceability,®* and self-determination upon their
recognition of the moral rightness of my actions and judgments. Both of
these modes of recognition refer ultimately to the counterfactual ideal of
an unlimited communication community. “In communicative action, the
suppositions of self-determination and self-realization retain a rigorously
intersubjective sense: whoever judges and acts morally must be capable of
anticipating the agreement of an unlimited communication community,
and whoever realizes himself in a responsibly accepted life history must
be capable of anticipating recognition from this unlimited community”®®
As a result, neither can be captured adequately by a view that understands
social interaction in solely strategic terms:

Under conditions of strategic interaction, the self of self-determination and
of self-realization slips out of intersubjective relations. The strategic actor
no longer draws from an intersubjectively shared lifeworld; having himself
become worldless, as it were, he stands over and against the objective world
and makes decisions solely according to standards of subjective preference.
He does not rely therein upon recognition by others, Autonomy is then
transformed into freedom of choice, and the individuation of the social-
ized subject is transformed into the isolation of a liberated subject who

possesses himself.6¢
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There is an interesting convergence between Habermas’s critique of the
phiIOSOPhY of cons:.cnousm?ss and Foucault’§ critique of the transcenden-
tal_phenomenologlcal subject. As I argued in chapter 2, Foucault too was
critical of the philosophy of the subject for assuming the knowing, self-
reflective subject as given, and he too interrogated the social conditions of
possibility for the formation of that subject. However, whereas Habermas
turns to Mead for inspiration for rethinking this isolated knowing subject
as an intersubjective self-in-relation, Foucault turns to Kant's anthropo-
logical writings, read through a Nietzschean lens. This leads to a crucial
difference between their two accounts: although both could agree that the
subject is formed on the path from without to within, they have very dif-
ferent conceptions of the without—that is, of the realm of the social—and
thus different understandings of the within. For Foucault, the social is
infused with power relations, whereas for Habermas it is structured in
terms of mutual, reciprocal recognition. This basic disagreement brings
us back to Habermas’s distinction between systern and lifeworld and his
tendency, at least in The Theory of Communicative Action, to reserve the
term “power” to refer to the former.

It is precisely his tendency to connect power with the systemic level of
analysis—despite his account of systematically distorted communication—
that leads Habermas to mischaraclerize Foucault as a systems theorist.”
Although there are some superficial resemblances between Foucaultian ge-
nealogy and systems theory, this is a serious mistalke. Habermas associates
both strategic action and the adoption of a third person, observer perspec-
tive with systems theory;®® because Foucault understands power strategi-
cally and because genealogy makes methodological use of a distantiated
third person perspective, Habermas infers that Foucault must be a systems
theorist. However, Foucault is not actually concerned with what Habermas
refers to as systems or the systems-theoretical perspective at all. As he re-
peatedly makes clear in his discussions of power, Foucault is not interested
in studying the way power functions in the state or the official economy
(tllle two domains highlighted by systems theory).®® Rather, Foucault’s anal-
¥sis of power is concerned precisely with uncovering how power functions
n the lifeworld, how it informs our everyday social practices and our tak-
en-for-granted background beliefs, norms, self-understandings, and so on.

Or€over, Foucault’s account of power focuses on precisely the three core
domains of the lifeworld that Habermas identifies: on cultural patterns of
f::]‘s\’l:)?;ige and -their imbric'ation with felations (.)f. powet, ot social pat-
Socialty normative expectations and the.lr n-orn-'lalhzlng effects, and on the
is tranjftlon processes by means of which individuals are subjected, that

' ormed into subjects. Perhaps in part because Habermas fails to
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pay suflicient attention to the role that power plays in the lifeworld, he hag
difficulty recognizing that this is precisely where Foucault situates power
Although it is true that Foucaultian genealogy makes use of a thitd per-
son, observer perspective, this is a methodological tool that enables hiy,
to reveal the contingency and power-ladenness of our lifeworld; not unljke
Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology, genealogy is a way of making lifeworld con-
texts strange, as a first step toward critically assessing them.”

To put this point another way: Habermas criticizes Foucault for hay-
ing an “unsociological” conception of the social and of power.” By this he
seems to mean that because Foucault understands social interaction in
terms of power and power, in turn, in terms of strategic interaction, he
cannot explain the possibility of social order, for such an explanation de-
pends upon the realization that "it is not the use of propositions per se, but
only the communicative use of propositionally differentiated language that
is proper to our sociocultural form of life and is constitutive for the level
of a genuinely social reproduction of life””? However, Habermas, we might
say, has an unpolitical or depoliticized conception of the lifeworld. He pays
insufficient attention to the way that power operates in the lifeworld con-
texts of cultural meanings, social practices, and socialization of individual
and group identities. His most developed attempt to analyze power in the
lifeworld through the concept of systematically distorted communication
is unsatisfactory and, perhaps for that reason, ends up being sidelined in
his later work. Indeed, in a reply to his critics, Habermas rather feebly in-
sists that “the theory of communicative action is not a completely unpo-
litical project’7® Habermas complains that Foucault’s analysis of power is
“not up to the ambiguous phenomena of modernity” and that Foucault,
like Adorno, Heidegger, and Derrida, is “insensitive to the highly ambiva-
lent content of cultural and social modernity?7> However, reflecting on the
depoliticized nature of his account of the lifeworld, one wonders whether
Habermas’s account is up to the task either. Specifically, can Habermas'’s
account make sense of the role that power plays in socialization processes
through the mechanism of subjection, which in turn serves to help main-
tain and reproduce existing structures of social subordination?

The Morally Disciplined Personality

A closer reading of Habermas’s account of individuation through social-
ization reveals that he does acknowledge a more substantial and integral
role for power in the lifeworld, and that this acknowledgment comes pre-
cisely in the context of his discussions of socialization, particularly in his
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account of the intersubjective process of the formation of moral autono-
my- Interestingly enough, particularly in light of his debate with Foucault,
he refers to this as the development of a “morally disciplined personal-
ty” * However, even as he acknowledges this link, he is utterly sanguine
about it both because he views the relevant power relations as legitimate
and because he sees them as necessary for the formation of autonomy, the
gttainment of which enables individuals to break free of whatever rela-
tions of power and dependency have structured their early development.
Thus, even this account of the role that power plays in the socialization of
autonomous individuals seems strangely unpolitical.

Following Freud and Mead, Habermas argues that the internalization
of structures of authority is a necessary feature of the process of individu-
ation through socialization. In general, Habermas regards “the transposi-
tion of external structures into internal structures” as “an important learn-
ing mechanism.”7? With respect to the development of moral autonomy in
particular, Habermas argues that

the task of passing to the conventional stage of interaction consists in re-
working the imperative arbitrary will of a dominant figure of this kind [that
is, a parent] into the authority of a suprapersonal will detached from this
specific person. As we know, Freud and Mead alike assumed that particular
behavior patterns become detached from the context-bound intentions and
speech acts of specific individuals and take on the external form of social
norms to the extent that the sanctions associated with them are internal-
ized ... that is, to the extent that they are assimilated into the personality
of the growing child and thus made independent of the sanctioning power
of concrete reference persons.”

As Habermas sees it, the internalization of parental power and authority
a necessary step on the developmental trajectory that leads to full au-
tonomy. The growing child undergoes a transformation from an initial de-
Pendence on a wholly external authority (usually a parent) for judgments
of right and wrong (the preconventional stage) through an internalization
of that authority relation that results in feelings of guilt and shame (the
conventional stage) to an ability to reflect autonomously on social norms
and consider whether such norms are genuinely valid (the achievement of
Postconventional autonomy),
However, Habermas's account of internalization is based more on Mead,
who concentrates on the socially generated cognitive processes that make
uch internalization possible, than on Freud, who focuses on the psycho-
Yamics and the psychic costs of this process.” The key developmen-
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tal advance toward the conventional stage consists not only in the ego’s
ability to take up the position of an alter, but also in the ability to adopt
“an objectivating attitude toward his own actions,” to view them from the
point of view of not some particular other but a generalized other.8° "Only
when A in his interaction with B adopts the attitude of an impartial mey,.
ber of their social group toward them both can he become aware of tje
interchangeability of his and B's positions™ This gives him the idea of 5
social behavior pattern or expectation that expresses the collective wil] of
the group:

The group’s power to punish and reward, which stands behind social roles,
loses the character of a higher-stage imperative only when the growing
child once again internalizes the power of institutions (which at first con-
fronts him as a fact of life) and anchors it internally as a system of behay-
ioral controls. Only when A has learned to conceive of group sanctions
as his own sanctions, which he firnself has set up against Zimself, does he
have to presuppose his consent to a notm whose violation he punishes in
this way.®?

Once again, however, Habermas parts company with Mead by arguing that
Mead's account only gets you as far as the conventional stage of develop-
ment. At this stage of development, the child’s affirmations of social norms
or imperatives “do »ot yet have the character of affirmative responses to
criticizable validity claims. If it were otherwise, one would have to assume
that the mere acceptance of norms of action is always and everywhere
baséd on some rationally motivated agreement by all concerned®* But
to remain at this level is to collapse the distinction between mere de facto
and rational, or legitimate, consensus. Only at the postconventional stage
do “the actors rely, in the act of consenting, on the complete reversibility
of their relations with other participants in argumentation and at the sare
time attribute the position they take to the persuasive force of the better
argument, no matter how their consensus was reached in actual fact?®
'The transition to the postconventional stage of development “undermines
the normative power of the factual”; institutions, norms, and practices
lose their “quasi-natural” character, and their validity and worthiness of
being recognized is thrown open to discursive questioning.® Only at the
postconventional level is genuinely moral action—understood as “norma
tively regulated action in which the actor is oriented toward reflectively
tested claims to validity"*—possible.

However, for our purposes, the interesting point is that Habermas
seems perfectly willing to admit that power plays a crucial role in the for-
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mation and development of the autonomous postconventional self, that
4 is in fact necessary for the development of this self. ‘This comes out in
Habermas’s account of the ontogenetic development of a decentered un-
derstanding of the world, a development that requires the achievement of
an interrelated set of speaker perspectives—including the ability to take
up the first, second, and third person perspectives, not just grammatically
but also in terms of action orientations—and world perspectives—in-
cluding the ability to differentiate between things in the objective world,
the intersubjective (social) world, and the subject’s own internal world.
Habermas argues that “the ontogenesis of speaker and world perspectives
that leads to a decentered understanding of the world can be explained
only in connection with the development of ... corresponding structures
of interaction”® In his account of these interaction structures, Habermas
focuses on the difficult transition from the preconventional to the con-
ventional level, At the preconventional level, the child has mastered the
"I-thou perspectives learned through experience in the roles of speaker
and hearer"®® At this level, interactions are structured either in terms of
what Habermas calls “authority-governed complementarity” or “interest-
governed symmetry” Authority-governed complementarity is “a nonsym-
metrical form of reciprocity” that obtains whenever authority is unequal,
as in the parent-child relationship.®® A relationship structured by interest-
governed symmetry, by contrast, is an egalitarian one grounded in shared
behavioral expectations, as in, for example, friendship. At this stage of the
childs development, neither strategic nor communicative or normatively
regulated interaction is possible; Habermas claims that these action ori-
entations only become possible at the conventional level of development,
once the child has learned to integrate the observer perspective into his
-ystem of interaction structures.*® Competitive behavior is possible at the
preconventional level, but only in the context of relationships between
peers. When conflicts arise between parents and children, in the context
of unequal power relationships, the child “will try to resolve the conflict
between his own needs and alter’s demands by avoiding threatened sanc-
tions™! At the conventional level, the possibility of strategic action is se-
.ured simply by the addition of the observer perspective to the competi-
tive behavior of the previous level, but in order for normatively regulated
‘emmuricative action to be possible, a further development is needed,
namely, the detachment of authority relations from particular individuals
(usually the parents) and the emergence of the notion of a suprapersonal
will or generalized other.??
) € intricate details of this account need not concern us here. What
5 of interest is the apparent tension between the admission that power
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plays a crucial role in the formation of autonomy and Habermas's COonteq.-
tion that the idea of morality—in both philosophy and everyday life_
grounded in relationships of reciprocity and mutual recognition. The
moral point of view, according to Habermas, “originates in a fundamenty)
reciprocity that is built into action oriented toward reaching understand.
ing®3 However, it would seem that, on Habermas's own view, the capacity
for engaging in communicative action is itself rooted in an asymmetrica]
power relation, namely, the relation between parent and child, in which
the child’s physical and psychic survival and flourishing are radically de-
pendent on parental protection, care, and love.%* Habermas glosses over
this aspect of the origin of the moral point of view by calling the author-
ity-governed complementarity of the parent-child relationship a form of
reciprocity. Though he admits that it is a “nonsymmetrical form of rec-
iprocity,” he nonetheless characterizes it as a form of reciprocity in the
sense that the interaction entails “the reciprocity of action perspectives”
in which speaker and hearer assume “l-thou perspectives ... vis-a-vis one
another™? However, the crucial difference between the two forms of “rec-
iprocity” at this early stage of interaction is that in authority-governed re-
lationships of complementarity “one person {namely, the parent] controls
the other's contribution to the interaction,” whereas in interest-governed
relationships of symmetry, “the participants exercise mutual control over
their contributions to the interaction’®

The trouble is that Habermas seems to conflate two distinct uses of the
term “reciprocity” here. Relationships of authority-governed complementar-
ity are reciprocal only in the thin sense that both parties to such a relation-
ship contribute something to it and are capable of imaginatively taking up
the perspective of the other. In this sense, virtually all social relationships,
including all but the most extreme forms of domination, are reciprocal as
well. But this is not the same thing as the thicker notion of normative reci-
procity, grounded in mutual respect and recognition, that is characteristic
of a relationship between peers or equals. Habermas trades on the ambigu-
ity here, using the undeniable fact that the parent-child relationship is re-
ciprocal in the thin sense to motivate the conclusion that this relationship
is one of reciprocity in the thick sense, thus, that it is capable of grounding
the moral point of view. This conflation is evident in his claim that “at the
preconventional level the child views authority ... relations as relations of
exchange (e.g., exchange of obedience for security and guidance ...)”*” This
males it sound as if the parent-child relationship is some sort of social con-
tract between free and equal parties to the exchange, a characterization that
completely obscures the fact that children depend on their parents not only
for security and guidance but also, as Butler argued, for the love and recog-
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- that enables them to stabilize their identities. Habermas glosses over
nitilon . .
this aspect of the parent-child relationship and thus olbscure:c, the. rootedness
of communicative action and, hence, of the moral point of view, in an asym-
metrical relationship of power.

Of course, Habermas’s use of the term “authority” is crucial here be-
cause it implies that the power relation that the growing child must in-
ternalize in order to achieve the conventional stage of development is a

zitimate one. However, even if we agree with Habermas that this is the

se, the child, as Butler has argued, is not capable of assessing its legiti-
macy. Indeed, she cannot be in that position because she is only capable
of taking up the moral point of view once she has already internalized
that power relation. Habermas acknowledges this point when he says that
for the growing child this question [of whether a norm is valid] has al-
ready been given an affirmative answer before it can pose itself to him as
a question. The de facto power of a generalized imperative still attaches
to the moment of generality in the generalized other, for the concept is
constructed by way of internalizing a concrete group’s power to safic-
tion"¥8 However, once again it is his account of the possibility for postcon-
ventional identity that allows him to avoid the pessimistic conclusions of
Butler and Mead: “And yet, that same moment of generality also already
contains the claim—aiming at insight—that a norm deserves to be valid
only insofar as, in connection with some matter requiring regulation, it
*akes into account the interests of everyone involved, and only insofar as
it embodies the will that all could form in common, each in his own inter-
«st, as the will of the generalized other™® Thus, Habermas insists that “the
veial control exercised via norms that are valid for specific groups is not
based on repression alone'®™ This suggests that Habermas is willing to
admit that the social control that is made possible by the internalization
of structures of authority is at least in part based on repression; the key
point for Habermas is that norms cannot be based solely on repression,
else "they could not obligate the actors to obey but only force them into
.aubmissiveness."ml However, the question remains, how does the internal-
1zation of structures of power/authority make them legitimate, especially
iven that the child has first to internalize them in order to be able to in a
~econd step decide whether or not they are legitimate?

H_abermas might respond here by appealing to the distinction between
f_he Internal motivating force of reasons and the force of external sanc-
tinns, As William Rehg puts this point, the force of moral norms

d : o . . .
tl?“ not derive from extrinsic considerations ... Rather, we experience
5 force of the “ought,” feel bound to respect its command, even when—
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perhaps especially when—it is not in our own interests, when ng Puni-
tive consequences will result from breaking the norm.... Moral “Oughts’
in contrast to simple imperatives, carry an internal force or mot'n,rating
power within the command itself, a force that seems neither to depeng
on external threats and gratifications nor to express merely the speake,
contingent will,1*2

Similarly, Habermas himself puts it this way: “We do not adhere to recog-
nized norms from a sense of duty because they are imposed upon ug by
the threat of sanctions but because we give them to ourselves ™2 Howey,.
er, this way of putting it overlooks the fact that, as Habermas himself hag
argued, we are only able to become the sort of beings who feel obligated in
the first place because of the internalization of structures of authority that
is accomplished largely through the mechanism of parental discipline.

In his recent book, The Future of Human Nature, Habermas acknowl-
edges this difficulty, but he insists that it is neutralized by the development
of the capacity for autonomy itself, by means of which “adolescents ... can
retrospectively compensate for the asymmetry of filial dependency by lib-
erating themselves through a critical reappraisal of the genesis of such re-
strictive socialization processes. Even neurotic fixations may be resolved
analytically, through an elaboration of self-reflexive insights14

At this point, it is instructive to consider Butler's alternative, Nietzsche-
an account of the emergence of conscience in The Psychic Life of Power.
As Butler argues, Nietzsche too understands conscience as formed as “the
consequence of a distinctive kind of internalization;'> namely, the inter-
nalization of structures of social regulation that turn the subject against
itself, that lead it to engage in repeated self-beratement. However, as she
goes on to argue, the term “internalization” is potentially misleading, for
“although one is tempted to claim that social regulation is simply internal-
ized, taken from the outside and brought into the psyche, the problem
is more complicated and, indeed, more insidious. For the boundary that
divides the outside from the inside is in the process of being installed,
precisely through the regulation of the subject™ As Butler herself ac-
knowledges, this leads to a thorny if not intractable problem. If the sub-
ject is formed through what Butler interprets as a violent turning back
on itself, then this means that “the subject who would oppose violence,
even violence to itself, is itself the effect of a prior violence without which
the subject could not have emerged. Can that particular circle be broken?
How and when does that breakage occur?1%?

As I argued in the previous chapter, Butler’s assumption that subjec-
tion is per se subordinating is, in my view, too strong.1® Nevertheless:
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che does raise the very important point that the role that. power neces-
_arily plays in subjection makes us vudnerable to becoming psychically
attached to subordinating modes of identity. It is precisely this dimen-
sion of subjectivation and the psychic cost of the subjugation necessary
for socialization that Habermas glosses over. To take one of his standard
formulations: “Individuation is merely the reverse side of socialization.
Only in relations of reciprocal recognition can a person constitute and
reproduce his identity”®® In this statement, Habermas makes it clear that
reciprocal recognition is a recessary condition for the formation of the in-
dividual self; however, Habermas's own account of the ontogenesis of the
subject makes it clear that reciprocal recognition—in the thick, normative

snse—is not in fact sufficient for the self’s formation. The internalization
of an asymmetrical power relationship between parent and child is also
necessary. The question thus becomes: What are the psychic and social
consequences of this necessary condition on subjectivation? Contra But-
ler, we have to be careful not to collapse the distinction between power
and subordination here; however, if eritical theory is to do justice to the
.omplexity of the power relations that it aimns to criticize, we must go fur-
ther than Habermas in acknowledging the implications of the role that
power plays in subjectivation processes. At the very least, Butler's account
of psychic subjection can be understood as a necessary counterpart to
Habermas’s account of individuation through socialization, one that high-
ughts the psychic obstacles to the exercise of autonomy that can arise in

ontexts of subordination.

However, there is a potentially more serious problem for Habermas’s
account of autonomy lurking in the background here. Because the child
“annot discriminate between subordinating and nonsubordinating at-
-ichments, and because she will form an attachment to painful and subor-
dinating modes of identity rather than not attach, her psychic attachment

s subordination may well precede the development of her capacity for
autonomy. In such cases, as Butler puts it, “power pervades the very con-
ceptual apparatus that seeks to negotiate its terms, including the subject
Position of the critic!'® For example, consider the fact that in societies
wat are structured by sex/gender systems, the very vehicles of recoghi-
- on through which the infant’s capacities for autonomy are nourished and
jj:gﬁfej"-language and the f;%milial rf:lations into‘ which infants are first
o baseed—-are shot through with relations of dominance and subordina-
Lot of on gfsnder. Thus, power threatens to perva(.ie- not only'tlrle con-
cnable f’lfpresswa gel-ldef- norms but also the very critical capacities that

¢ gendered individual to reflect autonomously on such norms,
€ autonomous subject that reflects on the validity of gender norms is
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always already gendered, understands his/her gender to be integra] to
his/her identity as a person, and, thus, is heavily invested in that iden.
tity, despite his/her awareness of the ways in which gender is intertwineg
with relations of subordination. At the limit, such a subject is incapable of
imagining what it is like to be ungendered without simultaneously imag-
ining the disintegration of his/her identity. At the very least, this exayy,-
ple calls into question Habermas’s faith in the gendered adult’s (let alone
adolescent’s!) ability retrospectively to liberate him/herself via a criticg
appraisal of the asymmetries that structured his/her own socialization I
Moreover, thinking through this type of example threatens to problema-
tize the distinction between power and validity that Habermas takes to be
so central to critical theory, for if the validity of certain norms is so woven
into the fabric of our form of life, our language, and our sense of who we
are that we literally cannot imagine ourselves independent of them, then
these norms will remain stubbornly resistant to attempts discursively to
assess their legitimacy.

Indeed, elsewhere, Habermas makes it clear that he rejects the kind
of Nietzschean account of bad conscience offered by Butler for precisely
this reason, because it leads ineluctably to a blurring of the distinction
between validity and power.!? According to Habermas, Nietzsche's claim
that morality results from the will to power turning back against itself,
coupled with his privileging of taste and aesthetic sensibility, leads him in
the direction of “rebellion against everything normative’™'® As Habermas
sees it, Nietzsche proceeds by means of a two-step deflation of both truth
and normative rightness claims: first, he reduces these to value judgments
or judgments of taste, then he reduces the latter even further to expres-
sions of the will to power. The difficulty with this Nietzschean unmasking
of the power relations that lurk behind and reinforce our normative judg-
ments is this: “Once all predicates concerning validity are devalued, once
it is power and not validity clairs that is expressed in value appraisals —by
what criterion shall critique still be able to propose discriminations? It
must at least be able to discriminate between a power that deserves to be
esteemed and one that deserves to be devalued?!" To be sure, Nietzsche
attempts to make such a discrimination by appealing to a distinction be-
tween active and reactive forces, but Habermas argues that, once he has
reduced truth and normative rightness to power-laden value judgments.
Nietzsche can no longer claim the status of truth for his totalizing genca-
logical critique of reason. )

This critique of Nietzsche suggests a possible reason for HabermafS
downplaying of the role that power plays in socialization processes, that 15
of what Foucault and Butler diagnose under the heading of subjectiof: As
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e have seen, Habermas does not deny that power plays any role in these
Processes but he does seem to be u.ttfsrly sanguine about the consequences
of this role and, thus, utterly unwilling to acknowledge the psychic costs
involved in socialization. As Johanna Meehan puts it, Habermas fails “to
acknowledge that all socialization entails subjugation but that this is the
cost of civilization, as Freud recognized™ [ would suggest that Haber-
mas's failure to acknowledge this point is no mere oversight. He needs
to downplay the role that power plays in socialization precisely so that
he can establish how the subject can break out of the circle that Butler is
worried about, how it can be autonomous with respect to the contents of
its lifeworld. Dwelling on the role that power plays in socialization makes
4 strong conception of postconventional autonomy according to which we
are capable of being rationally accountable for—in the sense of being able
to reflectively distance ourselves from—our moral and ethical-existential
choices difficult to maintain. To be sure, even if we can distance ourselves
from some aspects of our lifeworld, we can only do this by relying on other
ispects that remain unquestioned and unthematized. As McCarthy puts
1t, “at every moment and in every situation unconscious factors [includ-
ing relations of power| will inevitably play a role in shaping our interpre-
tive and evaluative schemes ¢ The challenge for critical theory is to offer
conceptions of autonomy and critique that acknowledge this inevitability
without foregoing entirely the goal of emancipation.

The charge that Habermas screens power out of the lifeworld turns out
to be not entirely fair, though it isn't entirely wrong, either. Habermas ac-
knowledges a role for power in the lifeworld in his colonization thesis,
though, as we saw, this account preserves the association between power
and systemic imperatives and, thus, does not meet the full force of the
O_riginal objection. The account of systematically distorted communica-
t.lon does a better job of considering how power can and does permeate
ll_feworld contexts themselves, though this account raises as many ques-
thI’fS as it answers and is never developed into a satisfactory model of
Sflb?ection. Implicit in Habermas’s account of individuation through so-
;ll“;l::zt:fltion. is yet a_ third, largely unacknowledged, account of how power
. €Uons in the lifeworld: as a necessary condition on the formation of
individual autonomy, which takes place via the internalization of parenta)
2:;‘:’2::}/ and the t{ra.nslation of this inter_r1a!ized subjugation into post-
fails WitlIIOIIVI_:ill reﬂex1'v1ty. At a purely descrl.ptlve level, j[his account dove-
and Bugior letzsche's account.of b‘ad conscience and with the Foucaultian

€rian accounts of subjection that were inspired by Nietzsche. But
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Habermas strives to avoid what he perceives as the self-undermining ang
relativistic implications of this Nietzschean account. Perhaps for this very
reasor, he insists on downplaying the role that power plays in socialization,
linking such power to notions of legitimate authority, conﬂating it with g
thick account of normative reciprocity, and viewing the autonomy thag g
conferred through postconventional socialization processes as powerfy]
enough to enable the autonomous individual to break free of whatever
modes of dependency and asymmetry are responsible for its formation, 1t
is in this sense that the charge that he screens power out of the lifeworld
is not entirely wrong. Even when he admits power into the lifeworld, he
does so in ways that blunt its effects and render it irrelevant to his norma-
tive-philosophical project and to the conception of autonomy that forms
its conceptual core.

This line of criticisin raises the following questions: Does the acknowl-
edgment that power necessarily plays a formative role in subjectivation
lead to the reduction of validity to power, hence, to an undermining of all
critique and to the impossibility of autonomy? Does it make il impossible
to distinguish between what Fraser calls better and worse subjectivating
practices? Or might it instead lead us to a reconsideration of how we do
critique, to a more modest recasting of our conception of autonomy, to a
less utopian and more pragmatic understanding of the normative under-
pinnings of critical theory? These are questions that [ will take up in the
next chapter.

6

Contextualizing Critical Theory

THE mMAIN argument of chapter 5 was that Habermas does not offer
QU" a satisfactory account of the ways in which power works through
~ocialization processes to constitute individuals as subjects. For the most
part, in his theory of communicative action, he examines power in the
context of systems theory; his discussions of power in the lifeworld,
whether in the context of his colonization of the lifeworld thesis or his
analysis of systematically distorted communication, are not adequate
to the task of developing an account of subjection. And although he
does acknowledge, at least implicitly, a necessary role for power in the
Process of socialization, he is overly sanguine about the implications of
this. Even his more complicated and differentiated analysis of power in
Between Facts and Norms, which distinguishes social power, administra-
tive power, and communicative power, fails to consider subjection as a
mechanism for the reproduction and maintenance of certain forms of
social subordination.

Recently, however, McCarthy has argued that although Habermas has
NoL offered a satisfactory account of how cultural and symbolic power
Structures the lifeworld, including socialization processes, “there are
tools avajlable in Habermas's framework for constructing a more ad-
“Quate approach” to such [:.henomena.1 Some of these tools are to be



124 CONTEXTUALIZING CRITICAL THECRY

found, he suggests, in Habermas’s early work, prior to the developmen
of the theory of communicative action. McCarthy points out that jn
Knowledge and Human Interests, for example, Habermas offered an g¢.
count of the relationships between power, social practices, and subjectiy.
ity not unlike that found in Foucault, whose work, McCarthy admits, a¢
least initially appears more suitable for constructing an analysis of racia|
and gender oppression. However, McCarthy also characterizes the ac.
count of the relationships between power, knowledge, and subjectivity
in Habermas's early work as “non-totalizing” and, as such, preferable
Foucault’s account.? Whereas McCarthy acknowledges that Habermas
turned his attention away from this project when he began to develop
his formal-pragmatic analysis of communication, his theory of social ac-
tion, and his discourse theory of morality, law, and democracy, he also
claims that “it would be worth the effort... to start now from the fully
developed theory of communicative action and return to the themes of
[Habermas’s] earlier work with the aim of developing a framework suit-
able for analyzing power relations across the range of phenomena high-
lighted by Foucault™ Specifically, McCarthy suggests that Habermas's
account of symbolic reproduction in the lifeworld—in the domains of
culture, society, and personality—provides a promising point of depar-
ture for a critical theory of the cultural, social, and psychological dimen-
sions of racial/gender subordination and their complex interactions. Car-
rying out this project, according to McCarthy, will involve engaging in
a form of ideology critique, a critique that will require us to reflect on
“those race-based relations of power lodged deep in pretheoretical layers
of cultural backgrounds, normative expectations, and socialization prac
tices—in racial classifications and identifications, status differentials and
role models, attitudes and perceptions, and so forth™

I wholcheartedly agree with McCarthy that Habermas’s framework
needs to be expanded to encompass an account of the role that cultural/
symbolic power plays in the formation of subordinated identities if it is
to offer a truly critical theory of racial, gender, and sexual subordination.
[ further agree that incorporating something like Foucault’s account of
power into the social-theoretical framework of the lifeworld seems like
a sensible way to go about expanding Habermas's view—though [ would
also argue that Foucault's account needs to be supplemented with some
consideration of the psychic attachment to and investment in subordina-
tion that can be and often is instilled in subordinated subjects. Thus. the
main question for this chapter is the following: What are the implications
for Habermas's philosophical framework of this sort of theoretical move?
Specifically, can Habermas's robust conception of autonomy remain un”
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scathed by the incorporation of a Foucaultian account of subjection? Can
his commitment to the context transcendence of validity claims and his
staunch moral-political universalism be maintained in the wake of such
a move?

In what follows, I will maintain that the answer to both of these ques-
tions is no. A basically Foucaultian account of power and subjection can-
not be p]ugged into Habermas's social theoretical frameworlk without
putting some pressure on the all-important distinction between power
and validity. This, in turn, poses challenges to Habermas's conception of
postconventional autonomy and to his commitment to the context tran-
scendence of validity claims. To assume otherwise would be to assume
not only that Foucault offers nothing more than empirical insights into
the workings of power, but also that there are no normative, social-the-
oretical, or philosophical implications that follow from these empirical
insights. Such an assumption is grounded in a problematic separation be-
tween the formal (either transcendental or quasi-transcendental) and the
empirical levels of analysis, an issue that I take up below. Nor should we
assume that admitting a role for Foucault’s insights into power will nec-

ssarily lead us down the garden path toward a totalizing abstract nega-
tion of reason and normativity that results in an infantile moral nihilism.
This latter assumption is grounded in a fundamental misunderstanding of
Foucault’s philosophical project, a misunderstanding that 1 hope to have
gone some way toward dispelling in chapters 2 and 3. The choice between
4 staunch Habermasian moral-political universalism and an infantile Fou-
caultian nihilism is, [ maintain, a false antithesis. Taking seriously the role
that power plays in lifeworld processes such as the constitution of autono-
mous subjects leads us back to the entanglement of power and validity,
and to the worry that validity—and therefore autonomy—can never be
completely purified of power. One obvious response to this worry would
be to reduce validity to power and autonomy to disciplinary subjection;
this is a strategy that is often imputed—incorrectly, as 1 argued in chapter
3—to Foucault. The other would be to insulate validity from the workings
Of power entirely; this latter strategy is arguably what Habermas attempts
with his account of rational reconstruction and with his notion of the
context transcendence of validity claims. But there is a third, and better,
pOS'Sibilit)’! we could instead give up the demand for purity altogether.”
Taking this third tack requires offering a more pragmatic and contextual-
15t reading of Habermas’s project. Doing so will clear the way for the con-
Struction of a critical-theoretical account of the relation between power
and autonomy that draws on the insights of both Foucault and Habermas,
€ven as it moves beyond them.
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The Empirical and the Transcendental (Reprise)

Habermas, throughout his work on various topics, makes a consistent
and clear distinction between formal and empirical levels of analysis,
This shows up in his account of communication as a distinction between,
formal (or universal) and empirical pragmatics, in his account of syp.
jectivation as a distinction between the ontogenesis of ego identity and
moral consciousness and the psychodynamics of that formative process,
in his moral theory as a distinction between universal moral norms
(Moralitit) and the empirically various forms of concrete ethical life
(Sittlichkeit) in which they are embedded, and in his legal and political
theory as a distinction between deliberative democratic procedures and
the lifeworld contexts that must meet them halfway. Indeed, one might
appeal to this distinction as grounds for an objection to the line of criti-
cism I have been pursuing against Habermas in this book. One might
insist, that is, that the empirical specifics of how power relations can and
often do impact socialization processes have no bearing whatsoever on
the formal account of individuation through socialization.® Fraser paved
the way for this reading of Foucault when she praised his empirical
insights while denying that there are any coherent normative or con-
ceptual-philosophical consequences that follow from them;? this move
has, I think, structured the critical-theoretical reception of Foucault ever
since. However, the general worry that T have with this move is that it
fails to take seriously enough the potential normative and philosophical
implications of Foucault's analysis of power. The assumption seems to be
that at the formal level, power plays no role at all, whereas at the level of
purely empirical investigation, it does play a role, but one that is com-
pletely inconsequential for the formal or (quasi-)transcendental account.
Neither of these positions takes seriously enough Foucault’s account of
how historically specific power relations are intertwined with our formal
conceptions of and modes of understanding language, rationality, subjec-
tivity, identity, and autonomy.

Moreover, such a reading of Foucault relies on a problematic bifurca-
tion between form and content that has been questionable at least since
Hegel. Indeed, it is ironic that such a bifurcation should be evident in
Habermas’s worl since the overcoming of the split between form and
content, between the transcendental and the empirical, between theory
and practice, has long been an explicit aim of his work. As McCarthy
points out, Habermas’s early theory of cognitive interests can be usefully
understood as an attempt “to open up and chart a territory lying between
the realms of the empirical and the transcendental”® In Kinowledge and
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Human! Interests, Habermas argues that there are three fundamental, an-
thropologically grounded human interests that underlie and inform our
knowledge projects: the technical interest in mastery of external nature
that guides the empirical-analytic sciences (including the natural and the
more empirically minded social sciences), the practical interest in secur-
ing social relations based on mutual understanding that guides the his-
torical-hermeneutic sciences (including the humanities and the more in-
terpretatively minded social sciences), and the emancipatory interest in
freedom from ideological domination that guides the critically oriented
sciences (including psychoanalysis, philosophy, and critical theory).? The
theory of cognitive interests, as Habermas points out, “like the transcen-
dental logic of an earlier period ... seeks a solution to the problem of the a
priori conditions of possible knowledge™; however, the rules uncovered by
the theory of cognitive interests “have a transcendental function but arise
from actual structures of human life: from structures of a species that
reproduces its life both through learning processes of socially organized
labor and processes of mutual understanding in interactions mediated in
ordinary language™®

Thus, the three fundamental cognitive interests are rooted in what
Habermas at this point maintains are the three fundamental structures
of human life or anthropological givens: work, language/interaction, and
power. This is made clear in his inaugural lecture in Frankfurt in a long
Ppassage that is worth quoting in full:

The specific viewpoinits from which, with transcendental necessity, we ap-
prehend reality ground three categories of possible knowledge: information
that expands our power of technical control; interpretations that make pos-
sible the orientation of action within common traditions; and analyses that
free consciousness from its dependence on hypostatized powers. These
viewpoints originate in the interest structure of a species that is linked
in its roots to definite means of social organization: work, language, and
power. The human species secures its existence through violence, through
tradition-bound social life in ordinary-language communication, and with
the aid of ego identities that at every level of individuation reconsolidate
the consciousness of the indjvidual in relation to the norms of the group.
A_nccordingly the interests constitutive of knowledge are linked to the func-
tions of an ego that adapts itself to its external conditions through learning
Processes, is initiated into the communication system of a social lifeworld
by means of self-formative processes, and constructs an identity in the
conflict between instinctual aims and social censtraints. In turn these
achievements become part of the productive forces accumulated by a soci-
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ety, the cultural tradition through which a society interprets itself, and (e

legitimations that a society accepts or criticizes.!!

At this point in the development of Habermas’s view, these three stry.
tures of human life are taken to be equally basic. However, in the critic)
response to Knowleclge and Human Interests, the status of the emancipa-
tory interest, and thus that of the claim that power is a basic structure of
human life, came under pressure. McCarthy puts the concern this way:
“experiences of systematically distorted communication and attempts to
remove such distortions through critical self-reflection do not, on the face
of it, possess the same anthropological primordiality as the mastery of
nature and the achievement of understanding in ordinary language com-
munication? Subsequently, Habermas came to acknowledge the force
of this objection, and so he modified his account such that the technical
and practical interests are held to be anthropologically basic while “the
emiancipatory interest in knowledge has a derivative status’® With this
move, Habermas relocated the critique of power and ideology “within the
sphere of interaction as distortions of ‘the moral relationship!"* McCar-
thy maintains that

this characterization of the third interest as derivative should not... be
taken to mean that it is less important than the other two. The point of
the comparison is not the relative importance but the relative invariance
of the different conditions of human life. Whereas work and interaction
are for Habermas invariant consituents of our sociocultural form of life,
systematically distorted communication is not {or rather, one may adopt
the “practical hypothesis” that it is not).!>

However, what are the implications of adopting this view of the role of
power in human sociocultural life? Is this not tantamount to the claim that
it is possible to imagine a form of human sociocultural life that is com-
pletely free of the operations of power, that there is, as Foucault would put
it, an outside to power? On what grounds would we be justified in accept-
ing this claim, even as a practical hypothesis? After all, it would seem that
we unfortunately have all the evidence we could ever hope for that power
is an ineliminable actual structure of human life, an anthropological given-
Even supposing that we could imagine a form of social life completely free
from powet, would such a form of life be recognizably human? Moreover:
despite McCarthy's contention that the claim that this interest is deriva-
tive is not meant to signal its lesser importance, as a matter of fact. in
subsequent elaborations of Habermas's social theory, power and ideology
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seem to fade into the background. Once power has been downgraded in
gtatus from an anthropologically basic structure of human life to an un-
necessary distortion, the door has been opened to think of the operations
of power and ideology as merely empirical issues that can be shunted off
to the side in the elaboration of the formal-theoretical account.
At about the same time, and also in response to criticisms of his proj-
_ct in Krowledge and Humar Interests, Habermas shifts the focus of his
ritical theory away from the unmasking of relations of power and ideol-
gy and toward the rational reconstruction of species competences. As

he puts it:

The studies | published in Knowledge and Human Interests suffer from the
lack of a precise distinction between reconstruction and “self-reflexion”
in a critical sense. It occurred to me only after completing the book that
the traditional use of the term “reflexion,” which goes back to German
Idealism, covers {and confuses) two things: on the one hand, it denotes the
reflexion upon the conditions of potential abilities of a knowing, speaking,
and acting subject as such; on the other hand, it denotes the reflexion upon
unconsciously produced constraints to which a determinate subject (or a
determinate group of subjects, or a determinate species subject) succumbs
in its process of self-formation.'¢

Henceforth, Habermas will be careful to disambiguate these two senses
of reflection: the former becomes the quasi-transcendental rational
reconstruction of species competences—including, most crucially, com-
Municative competence—and of the developmental sequence that leads
to their achievement, and the latter is downgraded to the status of an
empirical-genetic inquiry into possible distortions of these competences
or deviations from this formal developmental track. Rational reconstruc-
tions “have a status similar to a (universal-pragmatic) theory of language
and of science, which today takes over the role of (a transformed) tran-
stendental philosophy”"” The systems of rules and implicit know-how that
the reconstructive sciences uncover are neither “cognitive compoenents of
thf life-praxis whose validity has been called into question; nor are they
SClentific theorems which are being accumulated in the process of cor-
I’Ob.orating truth claims!® As a result, the kind of knowledge yielded by
tational reconstruction is not grounded in interests at all, be they practical
Ortechnical; instead, it claims “a special status; that of ‘pure’ knowledge?
TITE critique of ideology, then, becomes an impure, empirical, gemnetic
e:j::i thatrhzfs'a derivative status with respect to the reconstructive sci-

- The ‘critical’ sciences such as psychoanalysis and social theory also
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depend on being able to reconstruct successfully general rules of compe.
tence. 'To give an example, a universal pragmatic capable of understandi,
the conditions of why linguistic communication is possible at all has to be
the theoretical basis for explaining systematically distorted communpic,.
tion and deviant processes of socialization?®

However, as McCarthy argues, this distinction between rational recop.-
struction and critical self-reflection seems to reopen the very gap betweer,
the transcendental and the empirical, “between theory and practice, be-
tween reason and emancipation that Knowledge and Himman Interests tried
to close?! The difficulty is this: ““Transcendental’ reflection appears to be
an exception to the ‘interest-ladenness’ of cognition; it pursues neither the
technical, the practical, nor the emancipatory interest. It is, in this sense,
‘interest free’—and we are back to something like the traditional notion
of disinterested reason,” a notion that the Habermas of Knowledge and
Human Interests had been, one might think, right to reject. So as we take a
closer look at how this distinction between the formal/transcendental and
the empirical is used by Habermas, we will have to be attentive to whether
or not it recapitulates the gap between the empirical and transcendental
in a new guise.

After Knowledge and Human Interests, the split between the formal and
the empirical figures prominently in Habermas's work, particularly in the
distinction between a formal (or universal) and empirical pragmatic ac-
count of language. However, given our focus on Habermas’s intersubjec-
tive conception of the autonomous subject, we will concentrate on how
the split between the formal and empirical appears in this context, namely,
as the distinction between the ontogenesis of ego identity and the psycho-
dynamics of this process. Although, as I discussed in chapter 5, Habermas
relies heavily on Mead for the former, he is also critical of Mead’s “fixation
on the formal features of modern legal and moral development, and on
the formal features of individualism in the domain of personality develop-
ment” and of his correlative neglect of “the other side of this formalism.
namely, “the price that communicative reason has to pay for its victory in
the coin of concrete ethical life”23 With this criticism, Habermas signals
his aim of reconciling the tension between formal and empirical concep-
tions of the development of ego identity. However, the question remains:
Does Habermas succeed in thinking through the implications of the rela-
tionship between the logic and the dynamics, between the transcendental
and the empirical, in this context? )

Perhaps the closest Habermas comes to tackling this issue head-on 18
in his 1974 essay “Moral Development and Ego Identity” There, Haber
mas criticizes ego psychologists for failing to theorize “the relation of the

CONTEXTUALIZING CRITICAL THEQRY 131

claimed logic of ego development to the empir.ical conditions under which
it is realized in concrete life histories.?* In this context, he acknowledges
that the attainment of moral autonomy (understood in the highly formal
and cognitivist developmental terms that Habermas borrows from Piaget,
Kohlberg, and Mead) is not coextensive with true freedom. Freedom re-
quires not only the attainment of moral autonomy. buF also “the ability
to give one’s own needs their due in these communication structures; as
long as the ego is cut off from its internal nature and disavows the de-
pendency on needs that still await suitable interpretations, freedom, no
matter how much it is guided by principles, remains in truth uniree in
relation to existing systems of norms.® In this way, Habermas goes be-
yond his intersubjectivist reading of Kant's notion of autonomy and brings
this notion into conversation with Freud: true freedom results not from
the Kantian repression of internal nature or inclination but from a com-
municative rapprochement between the subject and her internal nature.?®
Here, Habermas is critical of Kohlberg's cognitive developmental schema
in particular on the grounds that it “screens out the psychodynamics of
the formative process’?” By paying attention to the psychodynamics of
this process, we can see, for example, “the instrumental role that libidi-
nous energies, in the form of a narcissistic attachment to the self, play in
the development of ego ideals; we can also see the function that aggres-
cive energies, turned against the self, assume in the establishment of the
authority of conscience”® The proper account of ego identity would be
attentive to what Habermas calls its “dual status,” both in the sense of “the
cognitive-motivational duality of ego development” and in the sense of
“an interdependence of society and nature that extends into the forma-
tion of identity™ Accordingly, at the end of this essay, Habermas posits

seventh-stage moral development, beyond the attainment of Kohlber-
glan postconventional moral autonomy and the concomitant capacity to
reflect critically on the status of normative principles through a formally
legitimate discursive procedure. At this seventh stage, “inner nature is
rendered communicatively fluid and transparent”® This does not entail
the repression or subjection of inner nature to ego, but instead an expres-
Ston of inner needs through communication. As he puts it, “Autonomy
that robs the ego of a communicative access to its own inner nature also
signals unfreedom?3!

As Whitebook points out, Habermas is arguing here that Kohlberg's
'-l'Ognitivist account of moral development does not go far enough because
lt-relies t0o heavily on the old Kantian opposition between duty and in-
clination: “Because needs are posited as naturally given, they are assumed
to be inaccessible to cultural, rational, and communicative influence32 If
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Habermas’s postconventional subject is to have the flexibility and Open.
ness that he wants it to have, “it must be possible for inner nature 4 be
more consciously drawn into the self-formation process.™ Whitebogk
argues that the main problem with this attempt to bring some affectiye
content back into the otherwise purely formal and cognitive account of
subjectivation lies in Habermas’s assumption that our inner nature —g,
unconscious—can be rendered communicatively transparent and fluid.
This assumption is grounded in a prior assumption of the linguistica]-
ity of inner nature—an assumption that Habermas curiously shares with
Lacan®* As Whitebook puts it, “the articulability of inner nature can be
casually maintained with little argumentation, because the linguistical-
ity of inner nature is in fact presupposed from the start™ Whitebook ig
critical of this assumption both on textual grounds—he maintains that
it conflates Freuds distinction between word representations and thing
representations—and, more important for our purposes, on conceptual
grounds—he argues that this assumption leads Habermas to ignore the
psychic imaginary and the psychic costs of socialization. Benjamin makes
a similar point. She argues that Habermas fails to appreciate (or, at the very
least, seriously downplays) the ineliminable role that negation, destruc-
tion, and omnipotence play in the process of subject formation; as a re-
sult, he fails to appreciate that destruction and negation are necessary and
ineradicable elements of the dynamic of intersubjectivity.3® As Benjamin
puts it, Habermas provides “an entry into intersubjectivity, but without
sufficient attention to the subject’s destructive omnipotence?® As such,
he underestimates the regressive potential of the psychic imaginary and
its recalcitrance to rational direction, As Meehan put it in a passage that
I quoted above, “all processes of socialization, no matter how benign or
rational, require a psychic subjugation that is almost inevitably blind and
furious; and the costs of that subjugation arguably resurface in the forms
of violence, hatred, aggression, and irrationality that persistently frustrate
our attempts to achieve justice. Moreover, Whitebook argues, drawing
on Castoriadis’s work, that Habermas overlooks not only the regressive
but also the progressive potential of the psychic imaginary. “One essential
source for visions of a better society—visions that could be debated in 2
just public sphere—is the psychic imaginary and its refashioning of the
contents of cultural tradition. Without the input of the imaginary, afy
such debate, while possibly being just, is in danger of being empty"®
Although Habermas's attempt to close the gap between the transcer-
dental and the empirical with respect to subjectivation runs into problems,
at least at this relatively early point he was still willing to address this issu¢-
In his later work, by contrast, both the seventh stage and the attempt o
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integrate discussion of the formal developmental process of subjectivation
with a genetic psychodynamic account disappear entirely, and Habermas'’s
«count becomes much more straightforwardly Kohlbergian.3 This move
not only appears to reinstantiate the gap between the transcendental and the
empirical that Habermas had earlier thought it was so important to close,
1d to insulate the formal-transcendental account from any groundedness
1 interest, power, or ideology; it also seems, by the terms of Habermas’s
wn earlier argument, to fail to offer a paradigm of true human autonomy,
ince it focuses solely on the cognitive requirements for the development
»f moral autonomy to the neglect of the affective-motivational require-
ments for the exercise of that cognitive capacity.
To be sure, in kis more recent work, Habermas acknowledges that
en if the passage to the postconventional level of moral judgment has
.en successful, an inadequate motivational anchoring can restrict one’s
ability to act autonomously™#® Although he admits that “the question of
whether structuralist theory can be combined with the findings of ego
peychology in a way that would do justice to the psychodynamic aspects
f the formation of juedgments remains an open one,’ he seems to be op-
timistic that such an integration is possible.*! He maintains that this dif-
nculty is one that the Kohlbergian account “shares with any approach that
distinguishes competence from performance™? Such accounts attempt to
measure (formal) competence as distinct from (empirical) performance,
but “competence can be captured only in its concrete manifestations, that
» only in performance™? Although these considerations would seem to
lead in the direction of closing the gap between the formal and the empiri-
cal—and hence also toward attenuating the status of the daims made on
behalf of the formal account—Habermas does not draw this conclusion.
Instead, he appeals to the distinction between moral judgment—the sub-
~ct of the formal, Kohlbergian account—and moral action or behavior.
Although he acknowledges that “to consider moral judgment as an indi-
“tor of competence and moral action or behavior as an indicator of per-
tormance is of course a crude simplification,” he nevertheless maintains
that “the motivational anchoring of the capacity for pestconventional
Judgment in homologous superego structures does represent an example
f)t Supplementary performance-determining factors without which moral
E:giiﬁts a]: this level coulq not become effective in pra-ctice." 4 With this
that 1on between moral judgment and moral behavior—a distinction
aps onto Habermas’s important distinction between justification
“0d application discourses®- Habermas not only fails to close the gap
Pfrti\:aelert], the ideal and the real, bt'atween tl.le tra?nscendental and the em-
» Detween theory and practice, he reinscribes it.
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In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas argues thyy the
problem plaguing the philosophy of the subject from Kant forward Was
that the gap between transcendental reflection and the empirica] realm,
once opened up, proved to be unbridgeable. As Habermas puts jt, “t0
mediation is possible between the extramundance stance of the transcep,.
dental T and the intramundance stance of the empirical 174 The shift away
from transcendental philosophy and to the method of rational reconstry,.
tion is designed to close this gap:

What earlier was relegated to transcendental philosophy, namely the inty;-
tive analysis of self-consciousness, now gets adapted to the circle of recon-
structive sciences that try to make explicit, from the perspective of those
participating in discourses and interactions, and by means of analyzing
successful or distorted utterances, the pretheoretical grasp of rules on the
part of competently speaking, acting, and knowing subjects. Because such
reconstructive attempts are no longer aimed at a realm of the intelligible
beyond appearances, but at the actually exercised rule-knowledge that is
deposited in correctly generated utterances, the ontological separation
between the transcendental and the empirical is no longer applicable. ..
Consequently, we do not need hybrid theories any more to close the gap
between the transcendental and the empirical.*

The methodological distinctions between rational reconstruction and
what Habermas calls here “methodically carried out self-critique” and
between developmental logic and developmental dynamics are part of
the broader paradigm change that is designed to provide a way out of the
subject/object dilemmas diagnosed by Foucault in The Order of Things*
Habermas insists that “it must be made clear that the purism of pure rea-
son is not resurrected again in communicative reason*

And yet, in this context, even Habermas admits that “it is not so simple
to counter the suspicion that with the concept of action oriented to valid-
ity claims the idealism of a pure, nonsituated reason slips in again, and the
dichotomies between the realms of the transcendental and the empirical
are given new life in another form” In response to this worry, Habermas
insists that “there is no pure reason that might don linguistic clothing only
in the second place. Reason is by its very nature incarnated in contexts of
communicative action and in structures of the lifeworld™ This suggests
that reason is by its nature not only situated but also impure, and, yet:
Habermas does not completely dissolve the tension between the real and
the ideal. Instead, as McCarthy puts it, he “relocat[es] the tension between!
the real and the ideal within the domain of social practice® The key 1€
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this relocation is Habermas’s notion of the context transcendence of valid-
ity claims. As Habermas puts it, validity claims—primarily claims to truth
or normative rightness—“have a Janus face: As claims, they transcend any
ocal context; at the same time, they have to be raised here and now and
he de facto recognized if they are going to bear the agreement of interac-
tion participants that is needed for effective cooperation™? Validity claims
are raised here and now, in a given context, and yet “the validity claimed
oy propositions and norms transcends spaces and times, ‘blots out’ space
and time.”® 'Thus, the tension between the ideal and real remains but is
now located within discourse: even as participants to discourse recipro-
cally presuppose that the idealizing presuppositions of the ideal speech
situation—that all those affected are able to participate and are given an
equal opportunity to raise and to question validity claims without being
subject to either external or internal constraint—are met to a sufficient
degree, they recognize this presupposition as counterfactual. ™ Neverthe-
less, according to Habermas, we cannot do without these presuppositions;
without them, our postconventional sociocultural form of life, the form of
life of a community of beings who argue, would be impossible.”® Hence,
“we can by no means always, or even only often, fulfill those improb-
able pragmatic presuppuositions from which we nevertheless set forth in
day-to-day communicative practice—and, in the sense of transcendental
necessity, from which we have to set forth!">7
Habermas admits that “the task of justification, or, in other words, the
critique of validity claims carried out from the perspective of a partici-
pant, cannot ultimately be separated from a genetic consideration that
I"sues in an ideology critique—carried out from a third-person perspec-
tive—of the mixing of power claims and validity claims™® However. it
18 not clear that Habermas has fully acknowledged the consequences of
this admission. Although he seems happy to admit that we must be at-
tentive to the mixing of power and validity claims at the practical level of
participation in actual discourses, he does not take seriously enough the
possibility of the mixing of power and validity claims at the theoretical
level. Indeed, he seems to think that he cannot take this possibility seri-
vusly without sacrificing his notion of validity itself. However, that this
Possibility is worth taking seriously seems to follow from Habermas’s
0_“’“ conception of philosophy and of the social critic. After all, on his
View, the distinction between participant and critical, philosophical ob-
€rver cannot ultimately be maintained, for, as he claims elsewhere, “in
eaprfif;:e.SS of enlightenment there can only be participants”® Moreover,
W The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, he acknowledges, in
€ Context of his definition of ideology critique, that it is possible to
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show that “the validity of a theory has not been adequately dissociageq
from the context in which it emerged; that behind the back of the theory
there lies hidden an inadmissible mixture of power and validity, and that
it still owes its reputation to this’®0 'This suggests that both at the level
of discursive practice and at the level of theoretical elaboration, the task
of justification cannot ultimately be separated from a genetic—and, one
is tempted to add here, genealogical—critique of what I called earlier the
entanglement of power and validity.

And yet Habermas is extremely dismissive of attempts by Foucault and
others to raise genealogical questions about theoretical elaborations/de-
fenses of the ideals of modernity on the grounds that such efforts are
totalizing forms of critique that collapse entirely the distinction between
power and validity.®! By contrast, Habermas insists that “the categorial
distinction between power claims and truth claims is the ground upon
which any theoretical approach has to be enacted”¢? With respect to the
first point, as [ argued in chapter 2, it is not the case that Foucault offers
a totalizing abstract negation of modernity; instead, his work is best un-
derstood as an immanent critique, a continuation-cum-transformation of
the Enlightenment project. Habermas is too quick to dismiss Folicault’s
approach, particularly on the issue of the relation between the empirical
and the transcendental. Moreover, one might wonder whether Haber-
mas’s conception of communicative reason is ultimately any better at
maintaining the distinction between power and validity than is Foucault’s
genealogical approach. After all, it seems that he is only able to posit this
as a categorial distinction via a highly questionable insulation of reason
from power at the metatheoretical level, by claiming first that power is
not an anthropological given and second that rational reconstruction is
a “pure” form of inquiry that is not shaped by any interest whatsoever.
Habermas’s insistence that rational reconstructions are always hypotheti-
cal and the theories on which they are based are therefore fallibilistic
thus does not go far enough. It isn’t just that “there is always the possibil-
ity that they rest on a false choice of examples, that they are obscuring
and distorting correct intuitions, or, even more frequently, that they are
overgeneralizing individual cases™®3 Of course all that is possible, but the
bigger worry is that the reconstructive science might be reconstructing
rules or notions of competence that are thoroughly ideological &* O':lce
this possibility is admitted, one might wonder which is worse, offering
a “critique of ideology that attacks its own foundations,” as Habem‘lés
claims the heirs of Nietzsche such as Foucault do,®® or offering a crit-
cal theory that attempts to insulate its own theoretical foundations from
critical scrutiny from the start?
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These wotries bring us back to the tension between the transcendental
and the empirical, the ideal and the real—a tension that is, in a sense, con-
stitutive for Habermas’s philosophical project. The question for Habermas
;s whether thisis a productive tension or an insurmountable gap. Is it pos-
sible for this tension to be relocated within the world and still be capable
of performing the idealizing, universalizing, transcendental functions that
Habermas needs it to perform? Recall that in the wake of his diagnosis of
the empirical/transcendental doublet, Foucault responds by thoroughly
historicizing and contextualizing the trancendental, by developing the no-
tion of the historical a priori. Habermas, by contrast, wants to eat his cale
and have it too, with the notion of the context transcendence of validity
claims. The question remains, is this possible? Or might Habermas be
compelled to admit that his own claims for the context transcendence
of validity claims are themselves not only rooted in but also limited to a
particular context, the context of late modernity?

The Context Transcendence of Validity Claims

The possibility of the context transcendence of validity claims is a major
sticking point in the debates between Habermas and a host of his critics,
including post-structuralists such as Foucault and Butler, but also including
neopragmatists such as Richard Rorty, and neo-Hegelians such as Charles
Taylor. In her recent book Cooke confronts this debate head-on. She argues
that there are two fundamental normative impulses that undergird critical
social thinking: a strong commitment to antiauthoritarianism (the flip side
of which is the positive value placed on autonomy) and the articulation of a
vision of the good society. The first impulse, evident already in the writings
of both Rousseau and Kant, commits critical social theorists to the belief
_that “human beings must have reasons for the validity of their perceptions,
Interpretations, and evaluations, and for subjecting themselves to laws and
Political regimes, that they are able to call their own®® And although the
second impulse may seem to have fallen out of favor as utopian energies
have .been exhausted, Cooke insists that “without some, more or less de-
terfnmate, guiding idea of the good society, critical social thinking would

Inconceivable; it would lack an ethical basis for its critical diagnoses”s’
It is this latter impulse that raises the issue of context transcendence, as
*ome sort of validity is claimed on behalf of these visions of the good soci-
€ty and usually this validity is construed in a context-transcending sense,
Owever, precisely this claim to context-transcending validity is apparently

in ; . . . . .
tension with the first impulse toward antiauthoritarianism. Cooke gives
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partial credit for this development to Foucault, whose genealogies g o
the possibility that “claims to context-transcending validity, by ObSCuring
their origins in particular epistemological and ethical orders [which gy,
themselves entangled with power relations], collude in the disseminatioy,
and perpetuation of social repression”®® Thus, the two normative impulge
that Cooke takes to be fundamental for critical social thinking are revealed
to be in tension with one another, and critical theorists are faced with the
challenge of figuring out “how to maintain an idea of context-transcending,
ethical validity without violating their own antiauthoritarian impulses”e

Of course one way to eliminate this tension would be simply to give up
on the idea of context-transcending validity claims altogether. However,
Coole argues that this is not a viable option for critical social theory. She
distinguishes four possible positions vis-3-vis the status of the ideals of the
good society that guide critical social inquiry: conventionalism, radical
contextualism, the context-transcending position, and authoritarianism.™
Of these, only the second and third positions “are congruent with the self-
understanding and concerns found in contemporary- critical social theo-
ries™;"! thus, Cooke focuses her attention here, casting the debate between
these two positions as the debate between radical contextualists such as
Rorty and context-transcending theorists such as Habermas.

As Cooke sees it, both radical contextualists and context-transcen-
dence theorists are committed to the notion of situated rationality, which
she defines as “the view that the social theorist’s critical perspective is
inescapably conditioned by historical, cultural, social, and subjective
factors: her perspective is not—and cannot be—neutral’’? A commit-
ment to situated rationality entails a commitment to the view that the
social theorists’ critical perspective is internal to the historical, social,
and cultural context in which she works. The difference between radi-
cal contextualists and context-transcendence theorists is that the former
see the critical perspective as “purely” internal to the sociocultural con-
text, in the sense that “they have no purpose or rationality beyond this
context] whereas the latter appeal to “normative ideas that are at once
immanent to the sociocultural context in question and transcend it™
Although radical contextualist positions are more easily squared with the
commitment to situated rationality, Coolce argues that such approaches
are inherently unstable. Specifically, they fall prey to two intractable dif-
ficulties. First, they are “unacceptably restricted in scope: they are unable
to offer a critical perspective across socio-cultural or historical contexts
and must confine their critical observations to the immediate contexts
in which they are situated’™ In other words, they are, in Cooke’s vieWs
incapable of accounting for moral progress or of describing intercultural
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exchanges as learning processes. Second, they “lack the conceptual re-
sources necessary o conceive of challenges to the deep-seated, normative
intuitions and expectations, which are formative of identities in a par-
ticular social order, as rational disputes™ Radical contextualists rely on
an overly sharp dichotomy between “Reason”™-understood as timeless,
ahistorical, and transcendent—and “reason”—understood as purely im-
manent and historically contingent. Cooke argues that this overly sharp
dichotomy ultimately breaks down as radical contextualists such as Rorty
ind a purely immanent approach inadequate and smuggle in ideas of
ontext-transcending validity such as truth7¢ Thus, Cooke concludes that
the radical contextualist attempt to ameliorate the tension between anti-
authoritarianism and the context transcendence of validity by giving up
entirely on the latter idea is ultimately incoherent.”” A central thesis of her
. gument is that the tension between the antiauthoritarian and context-
wanscending normative impulses of critical theory “should be negotiated
ither than eliminated?™”®
However, context-transcending approaches face their own difficul-
.es, most notably, that their position on the capacity of validity claims
to transcend their context is, on its face, difficult to reconcile with their
7owed commitment to situated rationality.” Habermas’s context-tran-
2ending account of validity is grounded in the idealizations that he posits
» constitutive of communicative action, idealizations that concern both
the procedure—all relevant parties are included in the discussion and are
allowed to raise and question validity claims, participants are oriented
toward reaching understanding, and assent is compelled solely by the
unforced force of the better argument—and the outcome of argumenta-
tion—it is presupposed that an agreement reached by means of a valid
procedure is itsell valid8® As Cooke puts it, “the tension between the
normative promise contained in these idealizations and what happens in
“reryday communicative practices provides a basis for criticism: in the
One case, they permit criticism of the ways in which the outcomes of ar-
Himentation are reached; in the other case, they permit criticism of the
outcomes from the point of view of moral validity”® Moreover, Cooke
¢mphasizes the point that, for Habermas, “this critical power is not purely
'ml.’ﬂanent to a particular sociocultural context. Since it is grounded in
‘;‘mVersal features of language use, it expresses a critical perspective with
Ontext-transcending force, in the sense that its validity would have to be
;ZeEFEd b'y everyone, everywhere, irrespective of sociocultural context
15torical epoch.?
It is Precisely this strong claim to the wniversal validity of the critical
POwer of the theory of communicative action that exposes Habermas to
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the charge of authoritarianism. To be sure, Habermas's account ig post.
metaphysical and, in that sense, seems to be in tune with the nonauthorj.
tarian impulse of critical social thinking.#* He understands emancipation
not as the result of an inexorable historical process, but instead as a potey,.
tial whose realization is contingent on human practice; in that sense, he
avoids what Cooke calls “ethical authoritarianism”®* And his justificatory
strategy for the theory of communicative action is nonfoundationalist
and only quasi-transcendental—it sets forth hypotheses that rely on the
reconstructive sciences for empirical confirmation—so, in this sense, he
avoids what Cooke labels “epistemological authoritarianism.® Neverthe-
less, his formal pragmatics contains what Cooke calls an “authoritarian
residue®® The reasons for this have to do with doubts about the accy-
racy of Habermas's claim that the idealizations that orient communicative
practices are grounded in features of the communicative use of language
that are truly universal. As Cooke puts it, “historical and cross-cultural
studies suggest that certain of these idealizations orient communicative
practice only in certain sociocultural contexts, as a result of certain his-
torical developments”™” For example, Habermas’s conception of moral va-
lidity seerns to emerge “only in sociocultural contexts in which knowledge
has been desacralized, in which authority has been secularized, and in
which the principle of universal moral respect has been internalized—in
other words, under conditions of modernity”® More generally, “norma-
tive expectations concerning social inclusiveness and equality” appear to
be “socioculturally specific” rather than invariant and universal features of
communicative action.®

According to Coole, doubts about the empirical accuracy of Habermas's
formal-pragmatic claims regarding the universal features of communica-
tion leave him with the following problem: “If he wants to maintain an
empirical basis for his critical perspective on forms of social exclusion
and inequality, he must acknowledge the socio-cultural specificity of that
perspective; but by doing so, he threatens to lose the conceptual resourc-
es necessary for the purposes of cross-cultural and transhistorical social
criticism”®® Habermas thus appears to be caught in a double bind: either
he admits the sociocultural specificity of the formal-pragmatic account of
communication that provides the normative basis for his critical theor¥.
in which case Cooke fears that he runs the risk of lapsing into radical
contextualism, or he reasserts the validity of his formal pragmatics in the
face of empirical counterevidence, in which case he retreats substantially
from the postmetaphysical, situated conception of inquiry. Thus, Cooke
concludes that “formal pragmatics is at times inadequate and at timt--"S
unsuitable for the purposes of justifying the critical force of Habermas®
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emancipatory perspective®! Nevertheless, she maintains that “Habermas
does not have to abandon his formal-pragmatic strategy; instead he should
historicize it, acknowledging that his linguistic reflections cast light only
on the communicative practices of the inhabitants of modern societies’9?
If he were to make this move, then Habermas would no longer be able to
justify his strong idealizations by means of a transcendental-pragmatic
argument that appeals to universal presuppositions of communication;
instead, he would have to justify them, as Cooke puts it, “through refer-
ence to the deep-seated, normative intuitions and expectations that are
formative of the identities of the inhabitants of modernity.%

Of course, this would leave Habermas with the problem of how to avoid
the difficulties that Cooke diagnoses in the radical contextualist position.
In order to avoid these difTiculties, he would need some alternative strat-
egy for justifying the context-transcending validity of his idealizations.
Cooke suggests that the best way for Habermas to fill in this gap is with
“an account of what it means to see modernity as the result of an ethi-
cally significant learning process®* Cooke acknowledges that Habermas
has already offered independent accounts of moral learning processes—
grounded in his discussions of Kohlberg—and of modernity—articulated
through his readings of philosophical accounts of modernity from Hegel
to Bataille in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity—but she argues
that neither of these strategies is sufficient for the purposes of maintain-
ing his context-transcending position. Habermas’s Kohlbergian account
of moral learning processes is open to empirical objections—particularly
from feminists who charge it with gender bias. His account of modernity,
by contrast, is initially “more promising”® than the Kohlbergian strategy,
because “insofar as he successfully exposes the confusions and contradic-
tions of these rival accounts of modernity, Habermas could be said to
make the case for his own emancipatory account in a critical-hermeneutic
Mmanner that is more in tune with the idea of situated rationality than the
universalist claims of formal pragmatics.®® However, as Cooke argues,
wven if this critical-hermeneutic strategy was fully successful, it would
only establish the relative superiority of his account of modernity and its
aCh'leVements—speciﬁcally, the idealizations that undergird the theory of
communicative action; thus, it would not get Habermas all the way to the
context-transcending validity of those idealizations.”

) In order to get there, Cooke proposes an alternative interpretation of the
ldealizing projections guiding Habermas’s theory, in particular his ideas of
t!"e ideal speech situation and of a rationalized lifeworld that exists in a rela-
tfon of harmony with the rationalized system. In the case of the ideal speech
Sltuation, for example, she suggests that we view it as “a representation of
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truth (or justice), in the sense of a constitutively inadequate, particular 5.
ticulation of a transcendent object™® Understanding it in this way enableg
us to avoid the danger of a pernicious ideological closure—the danger of
“immunizing a particular representation of truth or justice against critica|
interrogation, rearticulation, and reenactment in processes of political cor,-
testation™®—a danger to which, as [ argued above, Habermass own ac.
count of the ideal speech situation succumbs.!® If it is understood as 4
constitutively inadequate representation of a transcendent object, then the
ideal speech situation becomes a regulative idea that “imaginatively evokes
the idea of a social condition in which the coordination of social action and
the reproduction of social order would take place according to the norms
of communicative rationality”’® Moreover, as a regulative idea, the ideal
speech situation has a fictive status: “It projects the idea of a social con-
dition of self-sufficiency and self-transparency that can never be achieved
by human beings™®? However, this way of understanding the ideal speech
situation leaves open the question of whether it is a useful or a pernicious
fiction, an ideal or an illusion. Or perhaps it is both?

Cooake, for her part, maintains that the ideal speech situation is not a
pernicious fiction. In her view, pernicious ideological closure with respect
to regulative ideas such as the ideal speech situation “can be avoided by
making two key moves: a self-conscious acknowledgement of their fictive
character, coupled with their connection to validity claims that are inher-
ently open to contestation?® The key to avoiding pernicious ideological
closure is thus affirming the situatedness and openness to contestation of
our normative idealizations. Thus, Cooke argues not only that “the link
between validity and argumentation ... is a historically contingent one;**
inasmuch as it presupposes a committment to situated rationality, but
also that “situated rationality is a conception of rationality that is itself
situated®® Hence, as Cooke sums it up:

The model that [ propose acknowledges its own historicity, in this case, its
indebtedness to core normative intuitions and expectations that shape mod-
ern identilies. Accordingly, it is not merely committed to the idea of situated
rationality, it also recognized the historical situatedness of that idea. This
means that critical social theory must acknowledge that its deep commil-
ment to normative ideas such as autonomous agency, universality, and con-
testability—ideas that are constitutive for its own self-understanding—has 2
historical location: the social imaginary of Western modernity.!*¢

If situated rationality demands that all of the basic normative and philo-
sophical commitments of critical social theory are themselves historically
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situated, then there is, as Cooke admits, “no escape from the contextualist
circle®” However, she goes on to say that “this circle is cause for concern
only to those who hold that knowledge of a reality independent of our
descriptions, interpretations, and evaluations is possible”%® Once we give
up faith in that impossible epistemic and metaphysical ideal, then some
version of contextualism is the only game in town.

[ wholeheartedly agree. But this brings us back to Cooke’s initial dis-
tinction between context-transcending social criticism and radical con-
textualism. Suppose, as Cooke argues, that context-transcending critical
theory is predicated on two fundamental assumptions: “One of these is
the assumption of an ineradicable gap between the transcendent object
and its historical articulations. ... A further important assumption is the
assumption that the gap, though ineliminable, is not invariable: it can be
narrowed "¢ However, if we combine these assumptions with the ac-
knowledgment that these assumptions themselves have a “historically
contingent character; ' then we are led to the conclusion that the very
faith in context-transcending validity is itself rooted in and restricted to a
specific sociocultural, historical context: the context of late Western mo-
dernity. On this view, it is constitutive of our late modern Western form
of life that we posit this idealization, and, in that sense, idealizations such
as this one are necessary for us, but only contingently so. This way of
reading the notion of the context transcendence of validity claims is not
completely deflationary, in that it acknowledges the crucial importance of
such ideas for the normative horizon of our form of life, but it does thor-
oughly contextualize the idea of context transcendence itself. Thus, in the
end, Cooke’s account of context-transcendirng validity—and the gerund
form is significant, as it indicates that such validity is a dynamic idealiz-
ing projection rather than a concrete or realizable end state''—might be
better described as a more principled version of contextualism, one that
tecognizes the force of our normative ideals but also understands that
they are inextricably rooted in our practices and forms of life. Such an
account neither holds out hope for the possibility of actually transcending
our rootedness in our context—of blotting out time and space, as Haber-
has puts it—nor does it seek to reduce our normative ideals to nothing
fore than illusions grounded in our power-laden practices.

Contextualizing Habermas

C P L a . .

0oke’s vision of critical theory thus dovetails nicely with an account that
I - . .

€cognizes that our ideas of reason—autonomy being foremost among
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them—are irreducibly both "unavoidable presuppositions of ratiopg)
thought that must carefully be reconstructed” and “illusions of logocentyic
thinking that must tirelessly be deconstructed” U2 Just such an account has
been offered by McCarthy, both a prominent defender and a sharp crijje
of Habermas's work. McCarthy's contextualist and pragmatic interpretg-
tion of Kant's ideas of reason thus offers us a way of reading Habermag
project that is much more compatible with the Foucaultian approach tg
critical theory than has been previously realized by commentators on the
Foucault-Habermas debate—even by McCarthy himself.

McCarthy’s pragmatic turn in critical theery is grounded in his critique
of Habermas’s theory of communicative action, a critique that turns on
the charge that even Habermas’s detranscendentalized ideas of reason re-
main too idealized. As McCarthy puts the point: “Habermas’s conceptions
of reason and rationalization, theory and discourse” are “stronger than
his arguments warrant or his project requires™™ It is possible to give the
idealizations on which Habermas’s normative project is grounded a much
more pragmatic meaning and still have them do the work that Habermas
needs them to do.

For example, with respect to Habermas's “developmentalist approach”
to both individual ego development and societal modernization processes,
McCarthy argues that “in this context he is working with a conception of
the end point of the history of reason that fails to account for some of his
own insights ™™ Although McCarthy does not guestion Habermas's guid-
ing assumption that differentiation—the separating out of first, second,
and third person speaker perspectives and the objective, intersubjective.
and subjective world perspectives—is a developmental advance, he does
emphasize that “the separation of domains of reality and types of validity
claims, of an ego that stands over against nature, society, and its own feel-
ings and desires, must eventually allow for a nonregressive reconciliation
with self, others, and nature if the ‘dialectic of enlightenment’ is to lose its
sway over our lives”1” However, given Habermas’s developmentalist ap-
proach, it is difficult to conceive of such reconciliation in anything other
than regressive terms. The problem is that Habermas seems to presup-
pose that differentiation and the postconventional selves and societies
that it makes possible are the end point of history. If, however, we cast
doubt on this assumption, as McCarthy suggests that we should, then it
follows that “we have things to learn from traditional cultures as well &
they from us—not only things we have forgotten or repressed but some
thing about how we might put our fragmented world back together again.
This is not a matter of regression, but of dialogue, dialogue that is critical,

to be sure, but not only on one side™*
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McCarthy makes a similar critical point with respect to Habermas’s
discourse-ethical conception of morality. In this case, his argument is that
Habermas’s conception of practical discourse contains "a residue of the
-rantian dichotomy between the phenomenal and the noumenal ... in the
form of a tension between situated reasoning and the transcendence of

tuatedness required by his model of rational consensus™!” This residue
_merges as a function of Habermas'’s overly sharp distinction between the
moral and the ethical"® McCarthy is concerned primarily with the dis-
unction between moral discourse—which centers on the “general accept-
bility of the anticipated consequences of a norm for the legitimate sat-

_action of needs” and interests®—and ethical-evaluative discourse—in
which members of a shared form of life discuss “who we are and who we

ant to be” and “what kind of life we want to lead 1?0 Habermas maintains
that both kinds of conversations allow for rational eriticisms and revisions
of our values, even though only the former kind of discourse concerns
universalizable norms, Within the horizon of ethical-evaluative discourse,
‘me may challenge, for instance, the truthfulness of an agent’s expres-
sion of desires, preferences, feelings, and so forth. When this goes beyond
questions concerning insincerity, conscious deception, manipulation, or
the like to questions of inauthenticity, self-deception, false consciousness,
and the like, we may enter into a form of discussion whose paradigm case,
in Habermas’s view, is therapeutic critique™?' The crucial difference is
that such discussions “do not involve the idealizing presuppositions of
practical discourse but remain closely tied to the context of action and
experience” in ways that moral discourses allegedly do not.”? But it is this
last point that McCarthy finds difficult to swallow. After all, ultimately the
t-usons that are offered in moral discourses appeal to the satisfaction of
the needs and interests of those affected by a norm. But these needs and
interests are not brute or immediately given; they are irreducibly ground-
'd in sociocultural context and open to rival interpretations and political
“ontestation.'?3 The consequence of this for Habermas is that

if judgments of the relative cogency of reasons that cite needs, interests,
teelings, sentiments, and the like vary with interpretive and evaluative
standpoints, and if there is no common measure by which to assess the
relative weights of reasons articulated in different evaluative languages,
then the distinction between argument and rhetoric, between convincing

and persuading becomes less sharp than the discourse model allows.'2*
:g‘:ut:;er words, the distinction between the unforced force of the better
ent and the ideological manufacturing of consent, the distinction
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that undergirds his distinction between validity and power, becomeg les
sharp than Habermas would like. McCarthy suggests that the tension
between the real and the ideal, the phenomenal and the noumenay, i to
be resolved in favor of the real and the phenomenal; such a resolution, iy,
turn, campels the recognition of the impossibility of ever fully transceng.
ing our situatedness.

In this sense, McCarthy is willing to concede much more ground ¢
poststructuralists such as Foucault than Habermas himself is. As McCar.
thy sees it, even if we grant Habermas the point that we are capable of
becoming criticallv aware of previously unrecognized power-laden or ide-
ological aspects of our lifeworld, we are by no means capable of bringing
all of them to our critical conscicusness simultaneously. “But this meang
that at every moment and in every situation, unconscious factors will play
a role in shaping interpretive and evaluative perspectives and thus that
the symbolic force of language will inevitably figure in judgments of co-
gency ™ It also means that “there is no Archimedean point from which to
judge whether what democratic majorities regard as the better argument is
really better™?® To be sure, McCarthy is unwilling to draw from these ob-
servations the skeptical conclusion that reason and argument are nothing
more than pernicious illusions. Indeed, in the wale of this realization, he
maintains that “dissenters can only continue the debate?” Thus, wherea.
McCarthy is more willing than Habermas te acknowledge that the ideas
of reason guiding his project are open to the charge of dogmatism—or of
what Coole, following Laclay, calls “pernicious ideological closure™—he
also emphasizes, against the skeptic, their subversive potential:

Understood pragmatically, ... the unconditionality of validity claims ... runs
counter to what contextualist critics suppose: it invites an ongoing critique
of dogmatism, prejudice, self-deception, and error in zll their forms. The ten-
sion between the real and the ideal it builds into the construction of socal
facts represents an immanent potential for criticism that actors can draw
upon in seeking to transcend and transform the limits of their situations.

Nevertheless, McCarthy wants to maintain a place for deconstructive
critique in the methodology of critical theory: “a number of deconstruc
tive motifs and techniques, stripped of their totalizing pretensions, could
be integrated into a pragmatic approach to communication, where they
might serve as antidotes to our deep-seated tendency to hypostasize ideas
of reason into realized or realizable states of affairs? _

McCarthy, in his book-length debate with Hoy, attempts to flesh out his

more pragmatic, contextualist, but still normatively principled aPPrOaCh
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1o critical theory. McCarthy's guiding insight is this: “Many of the objec-
tionable features of the classical critique of reason can be overcome by
deabsolutizing ideas of reason through stressing their relations to social
practice and building deconstructive concerns into reconstructive en-
deavars from the start™® However, like Cooke, McCarthy claims that
«ycknowledging the situatedness of knowledge is compatible with raising
clairns to situation-transcendent validity™* The key for McCarthy is to
relocate the tension between the ideal and the real within the social realm
itself, in the way that the Habermas of Knowledge and Human Interests
had done. Once we make this move, it becomes possible to view the con-
text transcendence of the ideas of reason as marking “a normative surplus
of meaning that critical theorists can draw upon in seeking to transcend
and transform the limits of their situations.*

McCarthy spells out this pragmatic alternative by means of an inte-
gration of Habermas’s social theory with the insights of ethnomethodol-
ogy." However, McCarthy acknowledges that this move raises a potential
problerr; namely, the question of whether and how the “transcendence
and idealization stressed by Habermas [can] somehow bre reconciled with
the indexicality and practicality emphasized by Garfinkel?”** McCarthy
maintains that these two strains can be brought together, but only if we
recast the notion of communicative rationality by understanding it “tem-
porally (it is an ongoing accomplishment), pragmatically (which is never
absolute but always for all practical purposes), and contextually (in ever
changing circumstances)™® The temporal recasting of communicative
rationality emphasizes that discourse is always open ended: “because va-
lidity claims are redeemed by the grounds or reasons offered in support
of them, and not by agreement as such, ... any existing congensus is open
to reconsideration™ The pragmatic point is the acknowledgment, dis-
cussed above, that “critical self-awareness is always only ‘for all practical
purposes’ ... at every moment and in every situation unconscious fac-
tors—in this very broad sense—will inevitably play a role in shaping our
interpretive and evaluative schemes?¥” The pragmatizing of communica-
tive reason goes even further, howeve, for it is also tied to a scaling back
of the strong claim to universality that Habermas made on behalf of the
Pragmatic presuppositions of communication, Unlike Habermas, McCar-
EhY thinks that critical theory does not need to make such a strong claim:

Given that we must start from where we are, any presuppositions that are
Pl‘a.CtiCaIly indispensable for participating in communication processes to
which we have no alternative will figure as preconditions of our commu-

Nication—whether or not they belong to the conditions of possibility of
ommunication as such 38
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The temporalizing, pragmatizing, and contextualizing of communic,-
tive rationality does not, however, lead in the direction of a radical Contex-
tualism that wholly refuses the notion of context transcendence. McCarthy
insists that one can make such contextualist moves “without Sifrendering
transcendence (it turns on validity claims that go beyond the particylar
contexts in which they zre raised) or idealization (and rests on pragmatic
presuppositions that function as regulative ideas)™* Indeed, as McCar-
thy makes clear in his critical discussion of Rorty, given that the idea] of
the context transcendence of reason is a constitutive one for modemity,
and given that we are working within the context of late modernity, we
have no choice but to mobilize such ideals. As he puts it: “‘Our’ culture
is permeated with transcultural notions of validity. If, in the absence of
any God's-eye view, we have to start from where we are—for instance, to
use the forms of justification actually available to us—this will involve, in
many pursuits at least, offering arguments that claim validity beyond the
confines of our culture’? Nevertheless, McCarthy is, I think, quite care-
ful to specify the terms on which he is willing to defend this ideal. Like
Cooke, he tends not to speak of “the context transcendence of validity
claims” as such, which implies a validity that does in fact transcend the
context in which it is raised. Rather, he tends to speak of context tran-
scendence as an “idealizing projection of a horizon of unlimited validity”
or a “promissory note issued across the full expanse of social space and
historical time In other words, he speaks of the claiin to context-tran-
scending validity, a notion that can be understood, as 1 argued above, as
both emerging from and bound to the context of late Western modernity.
He sums up his case thus:

The point, in short, is to reject the either/or opposition between decon-
textualized-because-gereralized norms and values, on the one hand, and
contextualized-because-particularized judgments, on the other. Especially in
madern pluralistic societies, we cannot help but have it both ways, that is,
agree upon sorme decontextualized—abstract, general, formal—norms, val-
ues, principles, rights, procedures, and the like which must then be ongoingly
contextualized—interpreted, elaborated, applied—in particular situations.*

I would suggest that the way to go about this is to reject the false op-
position betweer: radical contextualism and the commitment to reasons
actual capacity to transcend its situatedness by developing instead a
prircipled form of contextualism that emphasizes our need both to posit
context-transcending ideals axd to continually unmask their status as il-
lusions rooted in interest and power-laden contexts.
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On this way of understanding McCarthy’s pragmatic recasting of
Habermas's project, the key difference that remains between his project
and Foucault’s is just the willingness to ackrowledge explicitly that cri-
tique must draw on the normative resources of modernity. However, as I
argued above, even though Foucault is not always clear on this point, his
genealogical critique is best understood in just this way, as an immanent
rather than a total critique of modernity. Unfortunately, McCarthy has a
tendency to overstate the differences between his critical-theoretical proj-
ect and the deconstructive approach of Foucault. For example, he claims
that “in contrast to exclusively deconstructionist approaches, [the criti-
cal theory traditior] allows for a critical reconstruction of Erlightenment
conceptions of reason and the rational subject, a kind of ‘determinate
negation’ through which they are given sociocultural forms rather than
simply dismantled.'#3 Similarly, he refers to Foucault’s critique of the sub-
ject as amounting to an “abstract negation of the conceptual apparatus of
rationalist individualism™#* In other words, McCarthy tends to misread
Foucault in precisely the way that I argued against in chapter 2—to think
that he is doing totalizing critique or abstract negation of ideals of moder-
nity. Once we realize that this is not the case, it becomes clear that there
is very little difference between Foucault and McCarthy's more pragmatic
and contexualist version of the Habermasian project.

As Habermas himself has noted. the dispute between Foucault and his
followers and Habermas and his followers is really a domestic squabble.
As he puts it:

The encounter between McCarthy and the follewers of Heidepger, Dewey,
and Wittgenstein is a domestic dispute over which side accomplishes the
detranscendentalization [of the knowing subject] in the right way: whether
the traces of a transcending reason vanish ir the sands of historicism and
contextualism or whether a reason embodied in historical contexts pre-
serves the power for immanent transcendence 4%

If the reading that I have offered of Foucault is convincing, and if we follow
Cooke and McCarthy in the direction of a contextualized and pragmatized
reading of Habermas, then this domestic dispute turns out to be based not
On irreconcilable differences but on a misunderstanding (or perhaps, even
more trivially, on the narcissism of small differences!). In other words, once
we realize that Foucault is not offering a totalizing, abstract negation of rea-
S0n and the normative ideals of the Fnlightenment but is instead engaged
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in his own continuation-through-transforrmation of the Enlightenmep;
project, and once we give up on Habermas’s demand for the purity of
his idealizations and accept instead a more contextualized notion of the
context transcendence of validity, then the differences between Foucauly
and Habermas’s approaches to critical theory become so small as to e
negligible. In other words, if we reject McCarthy's critique of Foucault byt
accept his recasting of the Habermasian project, then this project appears
to be completely compatible with this characterization of critical thought
that Foucault offered in a late interview:

I think that the central issue of philosophy and critical thought since the
eighteenth century has always been, still is, and will, I hope remain the
questicn: What is this Reason that we use? What are its historical effects?
VWhat are its limits, and what are its dangers? How can we exist as rational
beings, fortunately committed to practicing a rationality that is unfortu-
nately crisscrossed by intrinsic dangers? ... If critical thought itself has a
function—and, even more specifically, if philosophy has a function within
critical thought—it is precisely to accept this sort of spiral, this sort of
revolving door of rationality that refers us to its necessity, to its indispens-
ability, and, at the same time, to its intrinsic dangers. ¢

The ideas of reason, our conception of rationality, our normative ideal of
autonomy: these are all ideals that we must posit from within the horizon
of modernity, ideals that are constitutive of our form of life, and yet, as
McCarthy acknowledges, they harbor pernicious illusions of the eradica-
tion of power relations and the fantasy of self-transparency that we must
continually expose and subject to critique*

To be sure, there is an issue here of the possible end point of critique:
(how) will we ever know if we've got it right? The answer—and on this
point, Foucault, Butler, Habermas, Cooke, and McCarthy seem to be in
agreement—is clear: we won't. But, this just means that there is always
something for critique to do, that we must keep all of our substantive
and procedural moral and political decisions open to contestation and
revision. On this point, there is no disagreement as far as [ can tell. The
disagreement has only ever been about the status that Habermas has
wanted to claim for his de-transcendentalized ideas of reason. Once
these have been sufficiently contextualized, the major source of the dis-
agreement has disappeared.

7
Engendering Critical Theory

i~ A recent article, Benhabib, retlecting on her earlier exchange with

Butler, contends that the most important theoretical issue at stake

in this debate, and in the feminism/postmodernism debates more gener-
ally, is “the problem of the subject”! Benhabib suggests that the problem
of the subject can be broken down into two distinct but related problems:
first, “how does feminism alter our understanding of the traditional epis-
temological or moral subject of western philosophy?”; second, “can we
think of political/moral/cultural agency only insofar as we retain a robust
conception of the autonomous, rational, and accountable subject, or is a
concept of the subject as fragmentary and riveted by heterogeneous forces
more conducive to understanding varieties of resistance and cultural
struggles of the present?”? In the initial exchange between Benhabib and
Butler, the second of these two problems, which we might call "the agency
problem,” is the source of the major disagreement. Benhabib argues that
the postmodernist death of the subject is “not compatible with the goals
of feminism” inasmuch as it undermines “concepts of intentionality, ac-
Courtability, self reflexivity, and autonomy”® and thus also undermines
™Moral and political agency. Butler responds by insisting that she does
Not endorse the death of the subject at all but instead wants to “ask after
Process of [the subject’s] construction and the political meaning and
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consequentiality of taking the subject as a requirement or presupposition
of theory “We may be tempted.” Butler continues, “to think that to 55
surne the subject in advance is necessary in order to safeguard the agency
of the subject. But to claim that the subject is constituted is not to ¢lajyy
that it is determined; on the contrary, the constituted character of he
subject is the very precondition of its agency™ In other words, in their
initial encounter, Berhabib criticizes Butler for endorsing a fragmenteq
conception of subjectivity that is incompatible with agency and defends 5
more robust conception of the rational, autonomous subject designed to
illuminate rather than obscure the possibility of agency.

Butles, in her recent work on subjection, as we saw in chapter 4, revisits
the relationships between power, subjectivity, and agency. Foucault’s ac
count of subjection remains her point of departure, but now Butler argues
that, as compelling as his account is, it fails to explain the psychic mecha-
nisrns that make subjection work, that is, it fails to explain how power
“assumnes a psychic form that constitutes the subject’s self-identity” Thus,
her account of subjection, grounded in a fusion of Foucaultian and psy-
choanalytic insights, analyzes the ways in which subordinated individu-
als become passionately attached to, and thus come to desire, their own
subordinatior. Such an account enables ferninists to theorize how indi-
viduals become attached to gender identity, despite the role it plays in re-
producing and maintaining gender subordination. Although this account
of subjection may seem even more pessimistic than her earlier account,
inasmuch as it presents individuals not only as constituted by power but
also psychically attached to that constituticn, Butler insists that agencv
and resistance are nonetheless possible.

In her recent work, Benhabib also reconsiders the problem of the sub-
ject, envisioning a somewhat more fragmented and less robust subject
than before, but one that nevertheless remains capable of rationality, au-
tonomy, and moral/political agency. In this way, she attempts to move
beyond her earlier exchange with Butler and avoid the false antithesis
presupposed by the formulation of the agency problem above. Benhab-
ib proposes a narrative concepticn of subjectivity as an alternative t0
Butler’s performative model and argues that the narrative model does
a better job of accounting for the creativity and spontaneity that make
agency and resistance possible while at the same time avoiding the dan-
gers cf essentialism attendant upon overly robust conceptions of subjec-
tivity. She also argues that her conception of the self is useful for feminist
theorizing inasmuch as it is capable of accounting for our constitutio_n
as gendered selves while preserving the possibility of autonomy vis-a-vIs
gender narratives.
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However, 1 want to suggest that Benhabib’s strong account of practical
autonomy remains a bit too strong. Notwithstanding her own, quite con-
vincing, early critiques of Habermas for offering an excessively rationalist
conception of the self and of autonomy, Benhabib’s work also retains a
probllematica]]y rationalist core. After laying out her narrative conception
of the self, I will argue that this conception retains a rationalist residue in
the form of the presupposition of an ungendered core of the self. To the
extent that this is the case, Benhabib fails to heed her own best insights; as
a result, her account of the self tends to obscure rather than reveal the role
that gendered relations of power play in the constitution of selves,

Benhabib’s Critique of Habermas

Benhabib’s critical appropriation of Habermas is grounded in the sus-
picion that Hegel's critique of Kant's ethics might prove useful for the
project of communicative ethics.” Although Benhabib does not go so far
as to argue for a Hegelian or Aristotelian alternative to Kantian ethics—as
have communitarians such as Charles Taylor and virtue theorists such as
Alasdair MacIntyre®—she does advance a more Hegelian version of dis-
course ethics, one that stresses the contextual, the ethical, the particular,
and the concrete as crucial aspects of moral-political deliberation. In so
doing, Benhabil: develops a version of moral-political universalism that
is attentive to the crucial importance of the particular in our ethical and
political lives and that stresses the interaction between universal and par-
ticular in our collective processes of moral decision making.

Benhabib’s central criticism of Habermas is that, despite his attempts
to avoid the empty formalism of Kant’s moral theory, his theory of com-
municative action and his communicative ethics remain excessively and
problematically rationalist. This results, ir: her view, not from Habermas’s
stress on argumentaticn per se, but instead from “the assurmption that
such argumentation processes also have a motive-shaping and action-
fleterrnining quality. Habermas is too quick in translating the rationality
lfltrinsic to argumentation procedures into the rationality of action and
life conduct™ In other words, the problemn is not that Habermas stresses
the rational potential implicit in processes of argumentation, it is that he
Overemphasizes this potential while simultaneously underemphasizing
the other--nonrational, bedily, affective, concrete—aspects of our selves,
_ _Benhabib aims to correct for Habermas's rationalist bias by concret-
1ZIng and contextualizing his insights into the self, autoromy, and ethics.
This leads her first to develop a set of criticisms that question the status
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of the idealizations that form the normative core of Habermas’s mogq)
political universalism. Indeed, much like McCarthy, Benhabib maintajy,g
that Habermas's “program of a strong justification of communicative egh.
ics cannot succeed™® Specifically, she takes issue with his claim that “the
decentered worldview and the reflexive differentiation of value sphereg”
that are constitutive of modern, postconventional identity are “quasi-tran-
scendental, irrevocable, and binding upon us™ There are three points to
her critique.

The first concerns the status of rational reconstruction. Contra Haber-
mas, Berhabib argues that rational reconstructions cannot establish tran-
scendental or even quasi-transcendental conditions of possibility and stll
retain their claim to empirical fruitfulness.’? Moreover, “if reconstructive
accounts cannot claim necessity for themselves in some strong sense, then
what distinguishes them from, and gives them priority over, other modes
of narrative accounts? Why is a reconstructive account of the develop-
ment of modern: rationality structures as a cumulative learning process to
be preferred to onre that views this same process as one of forgetting?™? If
this is the case, then we do not have good grounds for preferring Haber-
masian rational reconstruction over Nietzschean or Foucaultian gene-
alogy. In the end, Benhabib maintains that even though the former ap-
proach cannot be understood as superior to the latter on the grounds of
its ability Lo articulate quasi-transcendental grounds for modern ratio-
nality, we nevertheless do have good reasons for favoring it. As she puts
it, “what distinguishes rational reconstructions from both hermeneutical
and deconstructivist accounts is not their special philosophical status but
their empirical fruitfulness in generating further research, their viability
to serve as models in“a number of fields, and their capacity to order and
explain complex pheriomena into intelligible narratives™

However, one might argue, as 1 did in chapters 2 and 3 above, that Fou-
cault’s project is not unlike the project of rational reconstruction, in the
sense that it too aims to uncover a set of historically and socioculturally
specific conditions of possibility for subjectivity, agency, and autonomy:
The main difference between the two accounts, then, concerns not sO
much the methodology itself but the decision to view the modern: histori-
cal a priori as a developmental advance over premodern, traditional forms
of life. As became clear in the previous chapter, this is perhaps the most
problematic assumption of Habermas’s entire project. Moreover, the claim
that Habermas's developmentalist approach ought to be preferred over
Foucault’s more ambivalent reading of modernity on the grounds that the
former is more empirically fruitful is highly suspect. When judged by ctt-
teria of fruitfulness alone, Foucault's analysis of disciplinary power seerms
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to be, if not more. certainly no less fruitful than Habermas’s account of
communicative rationality. Indeed, Foucault’s work has generated a great
deal of further research and served as a model in a wide variety of fields,
from sociology, political science, and historiography to cultural studies,
feminist theory, queer theory, literary theory, and philosophy. It has even
played a crucial role in giving birth to an entirely new and still emerging
field of inquiry: gender studies. Thus, this way of cashing out the dis-
tinction between rational reconstruction: and other approaches, though
convincing, does not in fact establish the superiority of the Habermasian
position in the way that Benhabib seems to assume.

Renhabib's second criticism of Habermas’s idealizations concerns the
status of reflexivity as a normative ideal. As I discussed in chapter 3, in
the context of Habermas’s critique of Mead, Habermas regards the capac-
ity for reflexivity that emerges with the transition to postconventionality
to be crucial to the superiority of this stage of development at both the
individual and the sociocultural levels. Unlike Haberrpas, Benhabib ac-
knowledges explicitly that increased reflexivity does not necessarily mean
decreased repression; as Nietzsche, Freud, and Horkheimer and Adorno
well understood, increased reflexivity may well be predicated upon in-
creased repression. This raises the following question: On what grounds,
then, may we use the degree of reflexivity as a basis for judging other
cultures, either those that are historically past or those that are contem-
poraneous? Here, Benhabib admits that

there is a circularity in our argumentation, but this is not a vicious circu-
larity. It would be a vicious circle only if presuppositionless understanding,
an understanding that could divest itself of its own contextuality, were
possible. Since, however, this cannot be the case, it follows that reflexivity
is binding for us. To want to divest ourselves of it may be like wanting to
jump over our own shadows. '

As McCarthy also argued, we have no choice but to start from where we
are, and we start from a place where reflexivity is one of the norms con-
stitutive of our late modern form of life.

This leads Benhabib to her third point, which concerns Habermas's as-
{Sllmption that the modern, postconventional point of view represents an
lrreversible developmental advance. Unlike Habermas, but in line with the
mare contextualist readings of his work offered by Cooke and McCarthy
that T discussed in the previous chapter, Benhabib ackrowledges that this
daim can only be made from “our” point of view. Indeed, this qualifica-
tion is crucial, for without it, Habermas runs the risk of positing the end
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of history, a situation: in which “the future projected by the theorist, ang
which is fundamentally oper, is presented as if it were a necessary and
‘normal’ outcome of a course of development”® Moreover, the argument
that Habermas occasionally makes, that more contextualist modes of ethj-
cal reasoning or postmodernist assessments of culture represent develop-
mental regressions, is of no use here, for “it is only in this light [that is., the
light of the end of history thesis] that deviations from the theory can be
deemed ‘regressions’” in the first place.”

Benhabib sums up these three criticisms of the status of Habermas’
idealizations as follows:

The constituents of communicative rationality like decentration, reflexiy-
ity, and the differentiation of value spheres can be said to have “universal
significance and validity” only in a weak sense. One cannot claim that they
are "quasi-transcendental,” only that they are the outcome of contingent
learning processes whose internal evolution we can cogently reconstruct;
what was once learned for good reasons, cannot be unlearned at will.
Furthermore, the “epistemological reflexivity” of modern beliel systems
gives rise to a herimeneutical circle which we cannot overcome or escape.
Finally, these structures are “irreversible” in that the future we would like to
see can only be realized by fulfilling their still unexhausted potential.®®

As we will see in 2 moment, Benhabib's positive and significant contri-
bution to critical theory consists of an attempt to develop Habermasian
critical theory and communicative ethics, on: the basis of these insights, in
a more modest and self-consciously historical direction.

In addition to developing these three critical points with respect to the
status of Habermas’s idealizations, Benhabib offers a second set of criti-
cisms, the focus of which is Habermas’s notion of autonomy. Here, once
again, the central point is that Benhabib accuses Habermas of “falling into
a certain rationalistic fallacy of the Kantian sort, in that it ignores the con-
tingent, historical, and affective circumnstances which made individuals
adopt a universalist-ethical standpoint in the first place”® Benhabil; argues
that Habermas's highly formal accounts of universal pragmatics and of the
postconventional self are not purely formal; they have “a cultural-histcrical
content built into them?® The acknowledgment of this fact is not neces-
sarily a reason for giving them up—indeed, Benhabib 1s quite clear that she
shares the normative presuppositions of universal respect and egalitarian
recriprocity that she claims are implicit in Habermas’s ideal speech situa-
tion?l—but it should lead us to advance more modest claims about their
status than does Habermas, As Benhabib puts it, our commitment to such
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norms “is not a consequence of conceptual analysis alone; rather, it reflects
the commitments of a moral philosophy as practiced by individuals who
are themselves members of a culture that cherishes universalism**

What Habermas fails to do, and what Benhabib attempts in her 1992
book Sitrating the Self, is to develop a “post-Enlightenment defense of
universalism,” one that “would be interactive not legislative, cognizant of
gernder difference not gender blind, contextually sensitive and not situ-
ation indifferent?® Moreover, Benhabib argues that one can formulate
such an “interactive universalism” “without committing oneself to the
metaphysical illusions of the Enlightenment” such as “the illusions of a
self-transparent and self-grounding reason, the illusior: of a disembedded
and disembodied subject, and the llusion of having found ar: Archime-
dean standpoint, situated beyond historical and cultural contingency™*

Benhabib delineates three steps that are involved in developing such an
interactive universalism. First, following Habermas and Karl-Otto Apel,
Benhabib offers a discursive and communicative, rather than a substantial-
ist, conception of rationality. Second, she understands subjects of reason
as “finite, embedied and fragile creatures, and not disembodied cogitos or
abstract unities of transcendental apperception to which may belong one
or more bodies™ Specifically, Benhabib articulates this idea in terms of a
narrative conception of the self, which I will discuss in more detail below.
Third, because she regards reason itself as "the contingent achievermnent
of linguistically socialized, finite and embodied creatures,” Berhabib re-
formulates the moral point of view as “the contingent achievement of an
interactive form of rationality rather than as the timeless standpoint of a
legislative reason.?®

It is clear that even as the first aspect of Benhabib’s post-Enlightenment
defense of universalism draws on Habermas for inspiration, her second
and third points push beyond his discourse-ethical framework. Indeed,
Benhabib claims that her aim is “to save discourse ethics from the excesses
of its own rationalistic Enlightenment legacy”?” One way that she accom-
plishes this is, as I mentioned above, to develop a more “historically self-
conscious” version of universalism.?® Thus, Benhabib emphasizes that the
Normative principles of universal respect and egalitarian reciprocity

are our philosophical clarification of the constituents of the moral point of
view from within the normative hermeneutic horizon of modernity. These
principles are neither the only allewable interpretation of the formal con-
stituents of the competency of postconventional moral actors nor are they
unequivocal transcendental presuppositions which every rational agent,
upon deep reflection, must concede to.2
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Benhabil> admits that “[my] recognition of the histerical and sociologica]
‘contingency” of communicative ethics, both as a social practice and a¢
a normative ideal, is what distinguishes the kind of self-consciously his-
torical universalism I advocate from the stronger justification programs of
Habermas™ but insists that it does not corpel her to endorse relativism 36
Indeed, one might understand Berthabib to be developing the kind of prin-
cipled contextualism that I discussed in the previous chapter. Benhabib’g
universalism is not only historically self-conscious but also interactive,
in that the goal of her communicative ethics is not consensus {even as a
counterfactual ideal} but instead “the idea of an ongoing moral conversa-
tion™ This crucial step in her version of communicative ethics is

to ask not what all would or could agree to as a result of practical discourses
to be morally permissible or impermissible, but what would be allowed and
perhaps even necessary from the standpoint of continuing and sustaining
the practice of moral conversation. The emphasis now is less on rational
agreement, but more on sustaining those normative practices and moral
relationships within which reasoned agreement as a way of life can flourish
and continue.3?

Thus Benhabibs interactive universalism, like Cooke’s nonauthoritar-
ian reformulation of context-transcending validity claims, McCarthy's
pragmatic interpretation of Habermasian critical theory, Foucault’s un-
derstanding of critique as always in the position of beginning again, and
Butler’s cautious endorsement of the idea of the universal, presupposes
a completely open-ended model of discourse, one in which “even the
presuppositions of discourse can themselves be challenged, called into
question and debated ™3

In addition to offering a more historically self-conscious, interactive,
and open-ended version of communicative ethics, Benhabib also aims
to articulate a specifically feminist version of Habermasian critical the-
ory. In her first book, Critique, Norm, and Litopia, Benhabib raises the
following question: “Can the theory of communicative action really ex-
plain the emergence of one of the most significant social moverments of
our times, namely, the women’s movement?3* At this point, Benhabib
suggests that the crucial consideration here is not whether Hzbermas
gives a satisfactory account of the feminist movement—it is quite obvi-
ous that he does not—but whether his critical social theory “succeed|s]
in generating future research hypotheses which are fruitful’?> Benhabib
maintains that it does. In Situating the Self, Benhabib clarifies what is at
stake in the feminist assessment of Habermas. “Certainly, she writes, “a
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normative theory, and in particular a critical social theory, carnot take
the aspirations of any social actors at face value and fit its critical criteria
to meet the demands of a particular social movement. Commitment to
social transformation, and yet a certain critical distance, even from the
Jdemands of those with whom one identifies, are essential to the voca-
tion of the theorist as social critic’®® Thus, it would be inappropriate “to
criticize the critical theory of Habermas simply by confronting it with
the demands of the women’s movement.™ Nevertheless, her recasting
of Habermasian critical theory aims to “‘engender’ the subject of moral
reasoning, not in order to relativize moral claims to fit gender differences
but to make them gender sensitive and cognizant of gender difference™®
This is part and parcel of her broader goal, which is “to situate reason
and the moral self more decisively in contexts of gender and community,
while insisting upon the discursive power of individuals to challenge such
situatedness in the name of universalistic principles, future identities and
as yet undiscovered communities”?

However, as | will argue in the remainder of this chaptet, Benhabib fails
in the end to heed her own best insights. Although she is critical of Haber-
mas on the grounds that he has “dismissed all too quickly a central insight
of Gilligan and of other feminists, namely, that we are children before we
are adults, and that the nurture, care and responsibility of others is essential
for us to develop into morally competent, self-sufficient individuals™ and
insists that “such networks of dependence and the web of human affairs in
which we are immersed are not simply like clothes which we outgrow or
like shoes which we leave behind. They are ties that bind; ties that shape
our moral identities, our needs, and our visions of the good life[® she
does not draw all the relevant consequences from this, Benhabib’s narra-
tive conception of the self is developed i the attempt to do justice to these
aspects of our selfhood, and it is situated within a larger theoretical project
that aims to rescue the Habermasian project from its rationalist excesses.
Nevertheless, as 1 shall argue, there is a rationalist residue in Benhabib's ac-
count of the self, and this rationalist residue inclines her to the implausible
view that there is an ungendered core to the self, and that gender is like
clothes we can outgrow or shoes we can choose to leave behind.

The Narrative Conception of the Self

Although Benhabib seems to have developed 2 greater appreciation
for Butler’s theory of performativity during the years since their initial
exchange, she remains critical of it on the grounds of its inability to
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satisfactorily explain the creativity and spontaneity that make agency
possible. As she puts it:

Repetition and innovation, necessity and contingency are brought together
in an interesting fashion here.... However, I think that one needs a stronger
concept of human intentionality and a more developed view of the com-
municative-pragmatic abilities of everyday life to explain how speech actg
are not only iterations but also innovations and reinterpretations, be it of
old linguistic codes, communicative or behavioral 4!

According to Benhabib, these capacities for innovation and reinter-
pretation can be better explained by a Habermasian account of “the
communicative competence of social actors in generating situational
interpretations of their lifeworld through communicative acts oriented to
validity claims™? Benhabib suggests that there can be no resignification,
and thus no resistance, without communication. Butler’s view, according
to Benhabib, rather than locating the source of creativity and agency in
how individuals use language in communicative interactions, attempts to
locate it outside individuals, in “the bounty of language itself™? Benhabib
suggests that this move not only does not explain the possibility of hu-
man creativity and agency, it mystifies and obscures this possibility. The
Habermasian view that Benhabib endorses, by contrast, pays attention to
the perspective of the participants in communicative interactions and lo-
cates the source of linguistic and social innovation, creativity, and change
in their communicative competence.**

Benhabib suggests that her narrative model of the self “has the virtue
of accounting for that ‘surfeit of meaning, creativity and spontaneity” that
is said to accompany iteration in the performativity model as well but
whose mechanisms cannot be explained by performativity’*® Although
ar explicit articulation and defense of her narrative conception of the self
only emerges in Berhabib's recent work, elements of this conception have
been evident in her work for quite seme time. For example, in her classic
critique of the Gilligan-Kohlberg debate, she criticizes the social contract
tradition in moral philosophy for failing to realize that “the self is not a
thing, a substrate, but the protagonist of a life’s tale”*® Her commitment
to a narrative conception of selfhood is also evident in her initial critique
of Butler, in which she argues that “a subjectivity that would not be struc-
tured by language, by narrative and by the symbolic structures of narrative
available in a culture is unthinkable. We tell of who we are, of the ‘T’ that
we are by means of a narrative’” And in her book on Arendt, Benhabib
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argues that one of Arendt’s most important contributions to twentieth-
century philosophy is her idea of the web of relationships and narratives
as forming the space of human appearance.*®

In her recent work, Benhabib expands upon and deepens these earlier
insights. She argues that “to be and to become a sell is to insert oneself
into webs of interlocution: it is to know how to answer when one is ad-
dressed and to know how to address others™ As Benhabib notes, we are
all thrown, in the Heideggerian sense, into various webs of interlocution
or nartative—familial narratives, gender narratives, narratives of ethnic,
racial, religious, and national identity, and so forth—and “we become
who we are by learning to be a conversation partner in these narratives™
Moreover, although we are thrown into these engoing narratives and thus
are not in a position to choese them or our interlocutors, “our agency
consists in our capacity to weave out of those narratives and fragments
of narratives a lifz story that makes sense for us, as unique individual
selves™! We are, in other words, not just the protagonist but also the
author of our own stories.

This notion: of “webs of interlocution” clearly resonates with Benhab-
ib's reading of Arendt, but she borrows the term from Charles Taylor.
Although her conception of the self is similar to his, she is critical of
Taylor’s claim that strong evaluative commitments are integral to human
persorthood. This disagreement with Taylor allows Benhabib to empha-
size the antiessentialist nature of her narrative conception of the self.
Accusing Taylor of conflating the distinction between “conditions of pos-
sible human agency” and a “strong concept of moral integrity,” Benhabib
argues that “there are lives that lack a horizon of strong evaluations and
evaluative commitments. Such lives may lack a certain depth, a certzin
integrity, a certain vibrancy and vitality, but we know that they can be
and are lived by some. It just seems wrong to say that they are not human
life stories at all; should we rather not say that they are not very desir-
able, deep, or worthwhile ones?"52 Rather than thinking of the continuity
and coherence of the self as being provided by an ongoing commitment
to a strong evaluation, Berthabib suggests that we think in terms of “the
Capacity to take and adopt an attitude toward such goods, even if, and
Particularly if, this attitude means noncommitment.... In the language of
narration, it is not what the story is aboul that matters but, rather, one’s
ability to keep telling a story about who one is that makes sense to one-
self and to otherss? In response to “postmodernists” who claim that any
conception of core identity is “essentialist, ahistorical, and implausible;”"*
Benhabib argues:
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If we think of the identity of the self in tirme not in terms of a set of strong
evaluative commitments but rather in terms of an ability to make sense, 5
render coherent, meaningful, and viable for oneself one’s shifting commijt.
ments as well as changing attachments, then the postmodernist objection
loses its target. The issue becomes whether it is possible to be a self at 4]
without some ability to continue to generate meaningful and viable narra-
tives over time. My view is that, hard as we try, we cannot “stop making
sense.” ... We will try 1o make sense out of nonsense.*

By insisting that the core of the self consists not in any substantive com-
mitments but in an ability or capacity to make sense of our lives by fitting
our experiences into a coherent narrative, Benhabib attempts to salvage
coherence for the self without essentializing it. By construing the core
of identity as an ability rather than a substance, Benhabib is also able to
bring out the temporal dimension of identity; the process of achieving
narrative coherence is “an interminable task, for narration is also a project
of recollection and retrieval™® Particular events in our past take on new
significance in the light of present events, new characters get written in
and writter: out of our life stories, and so forth, all of which prompt us
continually to reconstruct our narrative identity.

However, Berhabib emphasizes that she makes no strong claims about
the mastery of the narrative self. She notes that “others are rot just the
subject matters of my story; they are also tellers of their own stories, which
compete with my own, unsettle my self-understanding, and spoil my at-
tempts to mastermind my own narrative™ Thus, we are never in complete
control of our own narratives, as they must attain some degree of fit with
the continually unfolding narratives of those others with whom our own
life stories are inextricably intertwined. Moreover, Benhabib agrees with
the psychoanalytic insight that the I is not the master of its own house,
for “every story we tell of ourselves will also cortair another of which we
may rwot even be aware; and, in ways that are usually very obscure to us,
we are determined by these subtexts and memories in our unconscious 58
However, she insists that this does not give us cause “to get rid of the 1
as an instance of coherent mastery and ordering altogether™® Whatever
mastery the | retains consists in its ability to weave these bits of its psychic
past and its relationships with others into its own story.

Benhabib offers a rich and subtle account of the self, one that stakes out
a plausible middle ground between, on the one hand, an overly robust, €s-
sentialist conception of the self that guarantees autonomy and agency at
the cost of assurning an illusory unity and mastery of the self and, on the
other hand, an antiessentialist but overly fragmented conceptior: of self
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that renders autonomy and agency unthinkable. Conceiving of the core
of the self ir: terms of a capacity to make sense of our lives by weaving to-
gethera unique life story from the competing narratives in which we find
gurselves thrown allows Benhabib to offer a strong conception of practical
autoromy, according to which practical autonomy is defined as “the ca-
pacity to exercise choice and agency over the conditions of one’s narrative
identifications.”®® Such a capacity would rather obviously explain the pos-
sibilities of resistance to and transformation of gender suberdination and
other objectionable forms of narrative identification. However, as I argue
below, Benhabib is able to provide such a strong conception of practi-
cal autonomy only by downplaying the depth of the hold that gendered
modes of subjection have on individuals who are thrown into societies
structured by pervasive gender subordination. Ultimately, and despite her
attempt to move beyond the narrow rationalism of Habermas's version of
communicative ethics, Benhabib’s narrative conception of the self retairs
a problematic rationalist core.

Gender, Power, and Narrative

The root of the problem, [ shall argue, is that Benhabib conceptualizes
gender itself as a narrative—akin to cultural, familial, or religious narra-
tives—that individuals weave into the complex story of their lives. This
assurnption is evident in Benhabib’s repeated references to gender as
an element of our narratives, or to “gender narratives” For example, in
Situating the Self, Benhabib argues that “identity ... [refers] to how I, as
a finite, concrete, embodied individuzl, shape and fashion the circum-
stanrces of my birth and family, linguistic, cultural and gender identity
into a coherent narrative that stands as my life’s story”®! More recently,
she claims that “we are born into webs of interlocution or narrative from
familial or gender narratives to linguistic ones and to the macronarratives
of collective identity and she refers to the “master narratives of family
structure and gender roles into which each individual is thrown”? As a
result of conceptualizing gender as a narrative, however, Benhabib must
Presuppose a core identity to the self that precedes or transcends gender.
After all, a self that chooses kow to weave the existing gender narratives
into which it is thrown into its life story is not itself already gendered.
Moreover, Benhabib’s assumption of an ungendered core of the self is in-
dicated by the gender-neutral language that she uses to describe the self.
For example, in a passage that argues for the “importance of a coherent
core of individual identity Benhabib writes:
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We can think of coherence as a narrative unity.... As Harnah Arendt hag
emphasized, from the time of our birth we are immersed in a “web of nar_
ratives, of which we are both the author and the object. The self is both
the teller of tales and that about whom teles are told. The individual with 5
coherent sense of self-identity is the one who succeeds in integrating these
tales and perspectives into a meaningful life history.53

The significance of this gender-neutral language for describing the nax-
rative ability that constitutes the core of identity for Benhabib is made
clear in her more recent comments on: Virginia Woolf’s novel Orlandy.
Benhabib interprets the novel as suggesting that “fixed sexual identity,
as defined by rigid gender roles and categories, is not central to the core
identity of the self. ... The sources of the self as a unified being, if there are
any at all, suggests Woolf, lie deeper®* Although Benhabib acknowledges
that Woolf's novel is somewhat equivocal on this issue, she nonetheless
emphasizes that Woolf "sometimes suggests that the core identity of the
self is formed by a set of gender-transcending characteristics that in old-
fashioned language would be called ‘character! ">

These assumptions about gender as a narrative and the nongendered
core of the self, when combined with Benhabib’s understanding of practi-
cal autonomy, offer an initially appealing but ultimately excessively ra-
tionalistic account of the self and, thus, an overly optimistic account of
what is required in order to exercise autonomy with respect to gender
narratives. If practical autonomy is the ability to choose the conditions of
our narrative identifications, then the practically autonomous narrative
self has the ability to choose the conditions of its identification with gen-
der narratives. This suggests that we are to imagine the autonomous core
self—a self that is as ungendered as the Kantian noumenal self—asking
questions such as the following: Ought I to identify with the gender nar-
ratives that predominate in my culture, my religious traditions, my family?
If so, with which ones should I identify? How shall [ weave gender into
my overall life story?

To be sure, Benhabib’s view is more complex than this. She acknowl-
edges that the narratives that we have to choose from in constructing our
life stories “are deeply colored and structured by the codes of expectable
and understandable biographies and 1dentities in our cultures”®® Further-
more, she grants that “the codes of established narratives in various cul-
tures define our capacity to tell the story in very different ways; they limit
our freedom to ‘vary the code’ "% And she quotes approvingly the work
of a pair of social theorists who conclude that “which kinds of narratives
will socially predominate is contested politically and will depend in large
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part on the distribution of power” % These admissions allow Benhabib to
argue that we are presented with a limited range of options with respect
to gender narratives, options that are structured in such a way as to fur-
ther the exploitation and oppression of women. This provides Benhabib
with a2 way of granting the point that power plays a crucial role in the
constitution of gender identity without undermining our ability to resist
and transform those gender narratives and the power relations with which
they are linked. Thus, Benhabib always insists on the ability of the indi-
vidual to choose whether and how to take up those narratives:

We always have options in telling a life story that makes sense to us. These
options are not zhistorical; they are culturally and historically specific and
inflected by the master narrative of the family structure and gender roles
into which each individual is thrown. Nonetheless, just as the grammatical
rules of language, once acquired, do rot exhaust our capacity to build an
infinite number of well-formed sentences In a language, so socialization
and accumulation processes do not determine the life story of any unique
individual in his or her capacity to initiate new actions and new sentences

in a conversation.®?

But this way of conceptualizing the role that gender and power play in
the constitution of narrative identity does rot, in my view, go far enough.
After all, is not the I who asks “(how) ought I identify with this or that
gender narrative,’ insofar as it is embodied and concrete, already gen-
dered?”® Does it make sense, then, to think of gender as a narrative that
we can choose how to weave into our own life story? Or, rather, is gender
in some sense a (culturally and historically specific) precondition for the
telling of any narrative whatsoever? If that is the case, and if, as Benhabib
herself maintains, gender difference is intimately bound up with power
inasmuch as all known gender-sex systems function to exploit and op-
press women,’! then does it make sense to think of power as merely struc-
turing the available options from whick we choose when constructing our
gendered life stories? No doubt it does that too, but does it not also go
deeper into the self than this, structuring the very I who chooses how to
eract his or her gender?

. The sense in which gender is a cultural and social precondition for tell-
INg any narrative whatsoever can be made clear by examining the litera-
tures on gender development and on the autobiographical or narrative
self in developmental psychology. Although one might think that drawing
on this literature in this context represents a confusion of theoretical and
empirical levels of analysis, Benhabib herself argues that “to embark on
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a meaningful investigation” of gender and identity constitution requireg
“a serious interchange between philosophy and other social sciences like
socio-linguistics, social interactionist psychology, socialization theory,
psychoanalysis, and cultural history, among others™? Indeed, she criti.
cizes Butler for ignoring this empirical literature in her discussions of
gender identity.”® Thus, it seems reasonable to consider how Benhabibys
narrative conception of gender identity coheres with the existing empiri-
cal literature.

'The consensus among researchers in developmental psychology is that
gender becomes salient at least by age two, at which point children can
recognize and differentiate between male and female figures and can con-
sistently label themselves as either male or female.” But some research
suggests that gender may become salient even earlier. Many empirical
studies establish that adult caregivers interact differently with male and
fernale infants. As Susan Golombok and Robyn Fivush put it in their study
of gender development: “Boys are played with more roughly than girls, be-
ginning in infancy and throughout the childhood years. Further, parents
assume their infant girls will be more vocal and more interested in social
interaction than their infant boys, and parents work harder to engage girls
in mutual social interaction, such as eye-gazing and reciprocal emotional
expressions.’” Further studies indicate that these perceptions on the part
of parents and these patterns of interaction are not formed in response to
any actual differences between male and female infants themselves. The
“Baby X" studies show very clearly that adults interact with babies dif-
ferently and interpret infants’ emotional responses differently depending
upon the perceived gender of the infant. In one such experiment, subjects
viewed a videotape of a baby being startled and crying; those who were
told the baby was a girl described the response as fear, whereas those who
were told it was a boy described the very same response as anger’® A
more recent review of gender-labeling studies found that “labeled females
received more vocalizations, more interpersonal stimulation, and more
nurturant play than labeled males did. In contrast, labeled males received
more encouragement of activity and more whole body stimulation than
labeled females did”?7 On the basis of these studies, Golombok and Fivush
speculate quite reasonably that these differences in the ways adults react
to and interact with infants on the basis of their perceived gender “will
have important consequences for how children come to understand their
own ... experiences.™ This suggests the source of our sense of our selves
as gendered beings may extend all the way into infancy.

Be that as it may, however, even if we assume that gender does not be-
come salient until age two, this is still long before children have developed
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the kind of rarrative abilities that Benhabib considers to be necessary
conditions for selfhood.” Research in developmental psychology links
the achievement of a narrative self to the development of autobiographi-
cal memory, which does not begin to emerge until about age three or
four, long after gender identity has been consolidated.®® In contrast with
episodic memory, which refers to the ability to recall particular one-time
events, such as what [ had for lunch yesterday, autobiographical memory
refers to the ability to fit my recollections of past experiences into my
personal life story. This ability is clearly linked to the emergence of a nar-
rative sense of self (indeed, developmental psychologists tend to use the
terms “autobiographical self” and “narrative self” interchangeably). As
one pair of researchers put it, “memories of the past and sense of self
develop dialectically, such that over the course of the preschool years,
children construct a sense of self in time and a sense of autobiography that
culminates i an autobiographical self that allows for the organization of
self-referenced, coherently organized memories of personally experienced
events that may be retained over a lifetime”8!

The capacity for autobiographical memory and the ability to generate
narratives are developed through social interactions with adult caregiv-
ers; in some sense, then, both autobiographical memory and the narra-
tive self are socially constructed. As Fivush explains, “children learn: the
conventionalized narrative forms of describing the past through parent-
guided conversations”®? Such conversations do more than teach children
conventional narrative forms; the child’s emerging autobiographical self-
conception is also shaped by the particular events upon which parents
tend to focus during these reminiscences.® Thus, Fivush maintains, “auto-
biography is not memory of what happened; it is the way we make sense
of what happened, and this is fundamentally a social-cultural process’*
However, given the extent to which gender shapes our social and cultural
reality, autobiography is deeply gendered as well. Indeed, in light of the
studies cited above that show that parents interact with infants and young
childrer in ways that correspond to gender stereotypes, we should expect
to see gender differences in the construction of autobiography and narra-
tive, and empirical evidence in fact bears this out. One study found that
glrls” and boys’ narratives tend to be different in both their content and,
perhaps more significantly, their structure:

Structurally, girls’ narratives were longer, more temporally-causally con-
nected and more highly embellished with descriptive detail than were those
of boys. In terms of content ... girls were more likely to narrate an inter-
Personal experience than were boys. Moreover, even when placing a past
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experience within an interpersonal context, girls’ narratives included mgre
affiliation themes, more emotion, and more references to both specific ang
non-specific others than those of boys.®

In other words, not only the content of eur narratives but also thejr
structure and form varies along gender lines, and this variation tends tg
reproduce individuzals who conform to gender stereotypes: girls who are
concerned with relationships and connection, and boys who are con-
cerned with individuation and autonomy.

So, what conclusions can be drawn about Benhabib’s narrative concep-
tion of gender identity on the basis of this detour through the empiri-
cal literature? I want to tread very lightly here. It seems to me that this
literature points to the conclusion that the idea of gender as 2 narrative
and the related assumption of a nongendered core self that has the ability
to autonomously choose whether and how to take up gender narratives
are implausible. There is some reason to believe that social and cultural
notions of gender difference—hence of gender dominance as well—are
already a salient feature of our experience of our protoselves in infancy.
Regardless of whether or not this is true, it is clearly the case that young
children have mastered the concept of gender difference—both as a way
of carving up their social world into people of two distinct types and as
a way of understanding themselves as either a boy or a girl—long before
they have attained the narrative capacities that are the hallmark of self-
hood for Benhabib. [nasmuch as gender difference is connected to gender
dominance in almost every culture of which we are aware, as Benhabib
herself admits, this would suggest that they have a pretty good handle
on gender dominance as well (though certainly without recognizing it as
such). 'The fact that gender difference and dominance have an impact on
not only the content but also the form of our narratives suggests, further-
more, that gender structures not only the substantive content of our nar-
ratives but also our very narrative capacities, thus, our narrative selves as
well. All of the preceding suggests that, at the very least, the language that
Benhabib uses to lay out her narrative conception of identity and to use
this conception to ground an analysis of gender is seriously misleading.

However, [ suspect that what is at issue here is more than a mere poor
choice of words on Benhabib’s part. Consider her insistence, i the con-
text of her debate with Butler, on a distinction between “the historical
study of culturally diverse codes which define individuality” and “the
study of those social processes through which a human infant becomes
the social self, regardless of the cultural and normative content which de-
fines selfhood in different socio-historical contexts™¢ The former sort of
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analysis aims at “historical and hermeneutic processes of signification and
meaning-constitution,” the latter at “structural processes and dynarmics of
socialization and individuation™ Benhabib accuses Butler of conflating
these two types of analysis, of inappropriately drawing conclusions about
the general structure of processes of socialization and individuation from
premises that concern the particular cultural and normative content that
defines subjectivity in our own cultural and historical context. The im-
plication is that at the structural level of analysis of the dynamics of so-
cialization and individuation, discussions of particularities such as gender
and power are irrelevant. At this level, what must be explained is

how a human infant can become the spezker of an infinitely meaningful
number of sentences in a given natural [anguage, how it acquires, that is,
the competence to become a linguistic being; furthermore, we have to
explain how every human infant can become the initiator of a unique life
story, of 2 meaningful tale—which certainly is only meaningful if we know
the cultural codes under which it is constructed—but which we cannot
predict even if we knew these cultural codes

This distinction in Benhabib recalls the problematic relationship between
the formal and the empirical levels of analysis in Habermas discussed in
the previous chapter. Here, a version of the question that we posed to
Habermas may be put to Benhabib as well: If we take seriously the em-
pirical literature that suggests that both the capacity for autobiographical
memory and the ability to construct a narrative are developed through
social interactions with adult caregivers whose attitudes toward and inter-
actions with their children are shaped by gender sterectypes that tend to
reinforce women’s subordination, then how can we justify screening gen-
der and power out of this discussion? Refusing to do so does not commit
us to the deterministic view that once we know the cultural codes under
which a life story is constructed, we will be able to predict how that story
goes. But it does require us to take much more seriously than Benhabib
does the ways in which our basic capacities, including our capacities to
tell our own life stories and to reflect critically on those stories, though
they may be biologically rooted, are necessarily socially and culturally
elaborated and developed. Given how pervasively our social and cultural
reality is shaped by gender difference and dominance, we would expect
these capacities to be gendered as well and thus to reflect and reinforce
gendered asymmetries of power. Simply appealing to structural processes
of individuation and socialization or formal capacities of the self does not
take us above the fray. As we have already seen, such formal and structural
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processes are themselves articulated from a situated and contextualized
point of view, one shaped by gendered relations of power. Indeed, this ig
related to the critique Benhabib makes of Habermas, when she argues for
a more historically self-conscious version of communicative ethics.

From a political point of view, such a conception of the role that gender
and power play in the constitution of the self undoubtedly places limita-
tions on how we can understand the possibilities for critical reflection
upon, resistance to, and transformation of the gender-sex system. Tor,
ultimately, it is Benhabib’s assumption of a nongendered core self that
allows her to be relatively optimistic about the possibilities for resistance
to and transformation of existing gender subordination, If, however, it is
not enough to say that the core self is always sitiated within narratives of
gender {along with those of race, ethnicity, family, nation, and culture), if,
instead, our very ability to narrate our lives is constituted in and through
social-cultural relations that systematically reinforce a gender-sex system
that subordinates women, then although critical resistance and progres-
sive self-transformation are certainly not impossible, the task of achieving
them will be different and probably more difficult than Benhabib imag-
intes. If the roots of gender identity lie deeper than those of the narrative
ability that Benhabib views as the source of spontaneity, creativity, and
agency, then interrelated assumptions about gender difference and gender
dorminance are so basic to our sense of ourselves that they are likely to be
extremely resistant to critique and to change.

Benhabib is no doubt right to argue that the challenge for ferninist criti-
cal theorists is to address the following question: “How can one be consti-
tuted by discourse without being determined by it?#¥ Howevet, insofar as
her account obscures the role that gender and power play in the constitu-
tion of the narrative self, it underestimates both the depth of the problem
and what it will take to overcome it.

The limitations of Benhabibs account seem to be a result of Benhabib’s
failing to heed her own best insights znd to realize what is demanded by
the more historicized and contextualized version of Habermas's discourse
ethics that she defends. Despite her compelling critique of the overly ra-
tionalist resicue of Habermasian discourse ethics, Benhabib’s work also
retains a problematically rationalist core, evident in her assumption of an
ungendered core self that chooses which narratives of gender—albeit from

a constricted range of options—to enact. This assumption leads her to-

presuppose too facile a distinction between power relations and human ca-
pacities such as the capacity for narrative. It also leads her to offer a strong
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conception of autonomy vis-a-vis gender norms, but one that is ultimately
too strong, inasmuch as it does not take seriously enough the ways in
which our basic narrative and critical capacities are shaped and structured
by social and cultural realities, including gender subordination.

Another way to put this point is to say that among the “contingent,
historical, and affective circumstances which made individuals adopt a
universalist-ethical standpoint in the first place™?—circumstances that
Benhabib was right to criticize Habermas for failing to theorize—are the
child’s subjugation to the power of the parent in the context of heterosexist
and patriarchal family structures and the gendered nature of lenguage. The
first fact—which may not even be contingent, given the relatively lengthy
period of radical dependency of human infants on their adult caregiv-
ers—leads to a psychic and affective situation in which we are extremely
vulnerable to subordinating forms of subjection. The second—which is
contingent—means that gender competence is a precondition for linguis-
tic competence, thus, that the very language that we use to articulate our
critique of gender subordination is relentlessly structured by the same.
These two considerations suggest that gender is not like a narrative that
we (ungendered core selves) can choose how to weave into our life story.
It is more like a deep psychic and linguistic investment that structures
not only how we understand the world but also how we understand and
narrate our selves.

The best account of the relationships between power, autonomy, and
gender in the constitution of the self, then, would take seriously the fact
that the self is gendered zll the way down and that it forms deep psychi;:
attachments to its gender while preserving a robust but realistic concep-
tion of the possibility of autonomy with respect to gender. However, such
an account will have to make do with a somewhat less robust concep-
ticn of autonomy than Benhabib articulates. Reflecting autonomously
and critically on gender norms will still require us to make distinctions
between power and validity, or between power and capacity, but this will
always be from a position within social practices, thus, from a position
within power relations. Although this is a less robust conception of au-
tonomy than the one that Benhabib defends, particularly in the context of
her debate with Butler, it is not incompatible with her relatively modest,
historﬁcally self-conscious, moral-political universalism.



Concluding Reflections

as 1 discussed in the introduction, critical theory has two principal
Cﬁ, aims: the first is to offer an empirically grounded diagnosis of the
central crisis tendencies and injustices of the present age; the second is
to chart paths of progressive social transformation. Accomplishing the
first task requires the development of an account of power in all its depth
and complexity, including how it functions through the mechanism of
subjection to constitute subordinating modes of subjectivity and identity.
The task of analyzing subjection is crucially important for analyzing gen-
der subordination and its complex interrelations with race and sexuality.
Accomplishing the second task requires the development of an account
of autonomy, understood both as the capacity for critical reflection on
the power relations that constitute us and as the capacity for self-trans-
formation. Subjection and autonomy are thus the two sides of the poli-
tics of our selves. And yet these two aspects of the politics of our selves
are often thought to be in tension with one another: theorists of subjec-
tion such as Foucault and Butler are accused of denying or undermining
the possibility of agency and autonomy, whereas defenders of autonomy
such as Habermas and Benhabib are accused of being blind to the com-
plexities of power relations. The principal aim of this book has been to
develop a framework that does justice to both aspects of the politics of
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our selves: a framework that theorizes subjection without sacrificing the
possibility of autonomy and that theorizes autonomy without denying
the reality of subjection.

For the analysis of power and subjection, I turned first to Foucault.
Wwhereas many of Foucault’s feminist and Habermasian critics charge him
with embracing the death of the subject, in chapter 2, I argued that this
charge is based on a misreading of his work. Not only does Foucault not
endorse the death of the subject, he is, I maintain, correct to claim that it
is the subject, rather than power, that is the general theme of his research.
His oeuvre is best understood as an immanent critique of the Kantian no-
tion of the transcendental subject; its overall aim is to interrogate the his-
torically, culturally, and sacially specific conditions of possibility of sub-
jectivity in the modern era, with an eye toward analyzing the contingent
modes of constraint embedded in those conditions and envisioning new,
freer practices of the self.

Once Toucault’s project is understood in this way, it becomes clear
that his late work on practices of the self is consistent with his early calls
for the death of man. Not only that, but, as I argued in chapter 3, there is
an account of autonomy that is implicit and sometimes explicit in Fou-
cault’s late work that is consistent with his analyses of power and subjec-
tiorn. Foucault understands autonomy—both in the sense of the capacity
for critical reflection and in the sense of the capacity for deliberate self-
transformation, both of which are implicit in his notion of technologies
of the self—as always bound up with power. His immanent critique of
the Kantian notion of autonomy both emphasizes the contingency of
what is taken to be necessary and acknowledges the impurity of practi-
cal reason. This means that, for Foucault, we have to give up the hope of
ever acceding to a point of view that is outside of power from which the
critique of power can be launched. We have to give up, in other words,
the demand for purity. This does not mean, however, that critique is fu-
tile or that autonomy is impossible. Rather, it means that critique is al-
ways open ended and ongoing—as Foucault puf it, “we are always in the
position of beginning again™—and that self-transformation necessarily
involves taking up in a subversive way the relations of subjection that
have made us who we are.

Butlers analysis of subjection extends the Foucaultian notion by de-
veloping its psychoanalytic backstory; this enables Butler to analyze why
subordinated individuals take up and reinscribe the disciplinary norms
that subordinate them. As she understands it, subjection works at the
Psychic level by exploiting our primary narcissism, our basic desire for
recognition. This desire is so powerful that we are willing to accept rec-
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ognition on any terms; we prefer recognition that is predicated on oyr
adherence to subordinating modes of identity over no recognition at aJ),
For Butler, this explains how subordinated individuals come to be psy-
chically invested in and attached to their subordination. In chapter 4, |
argued that this analysis is extremely useful for analyzing certain aspects
of gender subordination: in particulas, it offers a way of understanding
the curious recalcitrance of such subordination in the wake of decades
of feminist critique and activism. Feminists have tended to assume that
the key to dismantling gender subordination lies in revealing sex and gen-
der to be contingent, historically emergent social categories that system-
atically subordinate some people to others and that are intertwined with
other subordinating categories such as race and sexuality. And yet, more
than fifty years after Simone de Beauvoir inaugurated this line of feminist
criticism in her landmark book T#e Second Sex, gender and sex categories
remain as socially and culturally salient as ever and gender subordination
is far from a thing of the past. Butler’s analysis of subjection gives us a way
of understanding why this is the case: if gender subordination reproduces
itself in part through the mechanism of psychic subjection, then the re-
sult is subjects who are psychically attached to their sex/gender identity,
whether they perceive that identity to be subordinating or not. Changing
the way we think about gender and sex will not be enough to undo such
subordination; if we are to make it possible to form less subordinating
attachments, we will also need to reorient our desire. In order to think
through this possibility, we will need to theorize, for example, the ways
in which literary and artistic counterpublic spheres and collective social
movements imagine and create alternative structures of social recognition
that in turn generate new, potentially less subordinating modes of attach-
ment. I'll return to these examples below.

However, as I argued in chapter 4, Butler’s ambivalence about the pos-
sibility of mutual recognition makes it difficult for her to envision recog-
nition’s transformative potential. In the end, both Butler and Foucault rely
on an overly narrow conception of the social, one that tends to equate all
social relations with strategic relations of power. Foucault consistently de-
fines power in strategic terms and indicates that he sees power as emerg-
ing from all social relationships; a similar assumption seems to be behind
Butler's suspicion that recognition is always a trap, that it is nothing more
than a mask for relations of subordination. With respect to both Foucault
and Butler, 1 argued that their lack of a broader conception of social rela-
tions undermines their ability to offer an adequate account of resistance to
subjection; specifically, it makes it difficult for them to adequately distin-
guish resistance from the reinscription of subordination. Thus, and this is
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an important point, this critique of Foucault and Butler is not an external
one, based on considerations that are extrinsic to their theoretical posi-
tions; on the contrary, there are reasons internal to their views that mo-
tivate the development of a broader conception of social relations.? The
trick, of course, will be to develop a broader conception of the social that
includes the possibility of normative reciprocity and mutual recognition
but that does not posit an outside to power. This is necessary if such an
account is to be consistent with Foucault’s and Butler’s analyses of sub-
jection. | will say more about how this can be done below, but for now I
will simply note that there are tentative and undeveloped gestures toward
a vision of normative reciprocity in Foucault’s late work and in Butler’s
recent discussions of recognition. Thus, there seems to be some room for
introducing netions of normative reciprocity or recognition into the dis-
cussion here.

The need to offer a broader conception of the social but one thar can be
made compatible with the view that there is no outside to power is part
of what motivates the turn to Habermas in chapter 5. Habermas offers a
broad view of the social that encompasses both strategic and communica-
tive interactions, but he is also committed to the idea of what McCarthy
calls the “impurity of reason” or what Coole calls “situated rationality” The
other major motivation for turning to Habermas is the central role that
his critical social theory gives to the notion of autonomy. Indeed, these
two aspects of Habermas’s thought are closely related: he understands the
socialization processes that form the autonomous individual as rooted in
the communicative relations of the lifeworld and grounded in relations
of mutual recognition and normative reciprocity. This understanding of
individuation through socialization—where socialization is understood to
take place in the context of the normatively and communicatively struc-
tured domain of the lifeworld—allows Habermas to offer a robust concep-
tion of autonomy, according to which autonomous individuals are capable
of reflecting critically on the norms, practices, institutions, cultural mean-
ings, and social structures that have made them who they are. But, as |
argued in chapter s, this account is ultimately too robust, as it downplays
the role that power necessarily plays in the formation of the autonomous
individual. Although Butler goes too far when she suggests that subordi-
nation is central to the becoming of the subject, Habermas is overly san-
guine about the psychic costs of the subjugation to the (from the child’s
perspective, completely arbitrary} will of the parent that is necessary for
sacialization. One of the costs of this is a vulnerability to subordinating
.fOI”ms of subjection, a tendency to become psychically attached to and
nvested in subordinating modes of identity.
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Habermas seems to want to aveid this Nietzschean and Butlerian line
of thought regarding the formation of bad conscience because it makes 1t
difficult to disentangle validity from power, and Habermas’s mature social
theory rests on the ability to separate these two, Whereas the Habermag
of Knowledge and Humarn Interests had viewed power as a basic, anthro-
pological given, an ineradicable feature of human social life, in his later
work, Habermas understands power as a phenomenon that is derivative
from the more anthropologically basic communicative interaction. How-
ever, as [ argued in chapter 6, this attempt to view power as a derivative
phenomenon in social life is unconvincing, for two reasons: first, because
it implies the possibility of a form of human social life that is devoid of
power; second, because it reopens the gap between the real and the ideal,
the transcendental and the empirical, theory and practice, that Habérmas's
earlier worlk had rightly attempted to close. Not only is Habermas's prob-
lematic positing of the possibility of a human social world beyond power
not convincing, it is not necessary: it is possible to adrmit the impurity of
reason and the entanglement of power and validity without undermining
the critical edge of critical theory. The key is to give up on the demand
for purity and to develop the Habermasian critical-theoretical project in
a more contextualist and pragmatic direction. In this way, it is possible
to salvage the normative content of that project but without making the
overly strong metatheoretical claims that Habermas makes regarding the
status of his normative idealizations.

Benhabib's critique of Habermas’s communicative ethics echoes some
of these concerns, and her notion of interactive universalism develops his
insights in a more historically self-conscious and situated way. In chapter
7, 1 argued that Benhabib is rightly critical of Habermas’s overly strong
claims as to the status of his idealizations and his overly robust conception
of autonomy. Her more particularist and historically self-conscious de-
fense of the ideals of the Enlightenment and more situated, concrete, and
embodied account of the self not only are more plausible in themselves
but also are more compatible with some of the central insights of feminist
theory. However, when she develops her own account of autonomy in the
context of her narrative conception of the self, Benhabib fails to heed her
own best insights, Her view of gender as one among many sorts of nar-
ratives from which the individual must weave his or her own life story
presupposes (and at times Benhabib is explicit about this) an ungendered
core of the self. This assumption not only entails an implausible account
of the formation of gender identity, one that fails to cohere with the ex-
isting empirical literature on the topic, it also leads Benhabib to down-
play the role that power plays in the constitution of the gendered self and

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 177

to underestimate what is required for progressive transformation of sex
and gender. In the end, and despite her own aim of saving Habermasian
critical theory from its rationalistic excesses, in part in an effort to make it
more responsive to the concerns of ferninist theory, there is a problematic
rationalist residue to Benhabib's conception of the self.

what I hope these critical engagements with Foucault, Butler, Haber-
mas, and Benhabib show is both the possibility and the necessity of doing
justice to both aspects of the politics of our selves. With Foucault and
Butler, we can understand the subject as constituted through relations of
power and subjection and also as potentially attached to and invested in
those subordinating modes of identity. But this does not commit us to a
denial of subjectivity, agency, or autonomy. What it does commit us to is
the idea that there is no outside to power, that practical reason and au-
tonomy are inescapably shaped by our social situatedness, thus, poten-
tially by power relations as well. It is in this sense that they are impure. But
this does not mean that critique is futile or that autonomy is impossible.
It just means that there is no Archimedean point, no point wholly cutside
power relations from which our critique of power can be launched or our
transformative vision of a better future can be articulated. As both Ben-
habib and Cooke pointed out, this will seem like a problem only to those
who still have faith in that impossible point of view. With Habermas and
Benhabib, we can understand autonomy as a crucially important, socially
and intersubjectively developed capacity that malces it possible for us to
take up a critical perspective on power relations. Moreover, Habermas
acknowledges the role that power necessarily plays in the development of
this capacity, even if he does not seem to recognize that this acknowledg-
ment pushes in the direction of a less robust and more ambivalent no-
tion of autonomy than the one he defends, And whereas Habermas's own
understanding of the anthropological givens of human social life (at least
after Knowledge and Human Interests) and of the status of his normative
idealizations is inconsistent with the idea that there is no outside to power,
the more contextualist and pragmatic interpretations of his project offered
by Cooke, McCarthy, and Benhabib are not. Thus, by reading Foucault in
2 way that emphasizes his connection to the Kantian Enlightenment tradi-
tion and by interpreting Habermas in a more historicized, contextualist,
and pragmatic direction, it is possible to stake out a productive and fertile
middle ground between these two theorists whom commentators often
take to be diametricafly opposed. On the basis of this middle ground, we
can envision subjects as both socially and culturally constructed in and
through relations of power and subjection and capable of critique and of
critically directed self-constitution and social transformation.
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However, two major conceptual difficulties remain unresolved. The first
of these concerns my use of the notion of recognition. On the one hand,
I have criticized Foucault and Butler for having an overly narrow concep-
tion of the social, for not theorizing the important role that relationships
of mutual recognition and normative reciprocity play in social life. On the
other hand, I have accepted Foucault’s and Butler's claim that there is o
outside to power and, on this basis, have criticized Habermas for thinking
of power as derivative from the anthropologically more basic reciprocal,
communicative relations, on the grounds that this leads him to presuppose
that there is an outside to power. But if I accept that there is no outside to
power, then how can I maintain that relations of mutual recognition and
normative reciprocity are even possible? Doesn't accepting that there is no
outside to power commit me to saying that when you scratch the surface
of any apparently mutual, consensual relationship, you will find that what
is really happening is a power relationship? Foucault sometimes seemed
to think so, which would explain why he was hesitant about endorsing
the normative notion of consensus that is central to Habermas's work: as
he put it, “the farthest T would go is to say that perhaps cne must not be
for consensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality™ To the ex-
tent that this sentence makes any sense at all (how could one be against
nonconsensuality without being for consensuality?}, it does so only if one
assumes that relations of apparent consensus are always in fact relations of
power. This assumption would also explain Butler’s criticism of Benjamin
on the grounds that she fails to realize that destruction and aggression
“constitute recognition essentially™

How, then, can I have it both ways? How can [ help myself to the notion
of mutual recognition while still agreeing with Foucault and Butler that
there is no outside to power? One way to respond to this worry would be
to argue, as Richard Lynch has done, that although Foucault claims that
power relations are omnipresent, this claim “entails neither that power
relations are the only omnipresent relation nor that power relations are
the most important relations in social situations”® As Foucault puts it:
“The omnipresence of power: not because it has the privilege of consoli-
dating everything under its invincible unity, but because it is produced
from one moment to the next, at every point, or rather in every relation
from one point to another. Power is everywhere; not because it embraces
everything, but because it comes from everywhere® This way of under-
standing the claim that there is no outside to power leaves open the pos-
sibility that other kinds of social relations are possible and may, at times,
be more salient as a feature of social-theoretical analysis than power rela-
tions are. Lynch concludes from this that Foucault’s view is that analyzing
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power relations is necessary for social-theoretical analysis, but it is not
sufficient; a full social-theoretic analysis will need to encompass other
kinds of social relations. Whereas this reading seems to make more room
for the kind of broader conception of the social that | have claimed Fou-
cault and Butler need, it also seems to support the conclusion that power
relations are at least immanent in all social relations, including relations
of mutual recognition and reciprocity. Thus, it does not fully resolve the
problem at hand.

A better way to deal with this problem is to interpret the claim that
there is no outside to power not to mean that power is present in any and
all social relationships but instead as the more innocuous contention that
power is an ineradicable feature of human social life. In other words, one
could drop the omnipresence claim but retain the idea that there is no
outside to power in the sense of no possible form of recognizably human
social life from which power has been wholly eliminated. Interestingly,
Foucault himself seems to have moved in this direction late in his life. For
example, in the late essay “The Subject and Power]’ Foucault maintains that
“power relations are rooted deep in the social nexus, not reconstituted
‘above’ saciety as a supplementary structure whose radical effacement one
could perhaps dream of.... A society without power relations can only be
an abstraction’” But in this essay he also distinguishes between power re-
lations and relations of communication, and he claims that although these
do not represent two distinct social domains, they are distinct “types of
relationship which in fact always overlap one another, support one an-
other reciprocally, and use each other mutually as means to an end™® If,
as | suggested in chapter 4, we stress the temporal and dynamic nature
of human relationships and think of mutual recognition and normative
reciprocity not as static end states but as moments within such relation-
ships, then this seems perfectly compatible with claiming that there is no
outside to power in this sense. Following Benjamin, we could understand
mutual recognition not as a possible state of social relations from which
power relations have been permanently and completely expunged but as a
permanent though temporally fleeting possibility within dynamically un-
folding human relationships. Mutual recognition, then, can be thought of
as an ideal that is immanent to social life; it provides a foothold within
social practice for normative critique. It is only a pernicious illusion if we
Posit an end state of social life from which power has been expunged and
in which social relations are structured by mutual recognition alone.

‘This leads me to the second unresolved conceptual issue, which con-
cerns the possibility of satisfactorily grounding the various normative
judgments that T have made throughout this book—between, for example,
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resistance and the reinscription of relations of subordination, between
dependency and subordination, between better and worse subjectivati
practices, and so forth—in light of my acknowledgment of the pervasive
entanglement of power and validity. If validity cannot ultimately be ing,-
lated from power even by means of Habermas's formal-pragmatic proce-
dural account, then does this not undermine any and all attempts to make
normative judgments? Do not all such judgments ultimately just collapse
into power plays of one kind or another?

The answer here lies in filling out the idea of principled contextualism
that I discussed in chapter 6. It is a mistake to assume that our only op-
tions are either to hold on to the dangerous illusion of genuine context
transcendence—an illusion whose danger is evident from the fact that it
has so often been used to justify the colonizing of those others who are
perceived to be less morally or politically enlightened than “we” are—or
to accept a radically contextualist form of relativism. Instead, as Benhabib
has shown, we can rely on the normative ideals of universal respect and
egalitarian reciprocity in making normative judgments while at the same
time acknowledging that these are ideals that are rooted in the context of
late Western modernity. We may take thern to be universal and context
transcendent, as long as we recognize that the notions of universalizability
and context transcendence are themselves situated in the context of late
Western modernity. In other words, once we accept that there is no out-
side to power in the sense that | delineated above, then we have to accept
that it may turn out from some future vantage point that our normative
ideals are themselves, in some way that we have yet to realize, pernicious
and oppressive. This requires us to be more historically self-conscious and
modest about the status of cur normative principles than Habermas him-
self has tended to be, but it does not in any way entail that we are inca-
pable of making normative judgments in light of such principles.

Having addressed these twoe conceptual difficulties, there is one remain-
ing practical-political issue, namely, how to make the conceptual frame-
work that | have developed here useful for the project of analyzing gender
domination and the possibilities for transforming it. I hope that chapters 1,
4, and 7 will have gone some way toward addressing this issue, but, in con-
clusion, I'd like to tie together some of the threads from those discussions.

Consider, for example, the argument advanced by Joan Jacobs Brum-
berg in her book The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls.
Using girls’ diaries as her primary source material, Brumberg details
the shifts in American girls’ self-conceptions from the late 1800s to the
late 1990s. Her main thesis is that whereas late-nineteenth-century girls
tended to understand themselves in terms of their moral character, girls
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at the end of the twentieth century tended to center their self-conception
on their bodies and to view the attainment of bodily perfection as their
most important project. Brumberg puts a quasi-Foucaultian spin on this
development, though she makes no explicit reference to Foucault. After
describing contrasting images of a late-nineteenth-century girl in a corset
and heavy, full-length Victorian dress and a late-twentieth-century girl in
a thong bikini, Brumberg notes: “These contrasting images might suggest
a great deal of progress, but American girls at the end of the twentieth
century actually suffer from body problems more pervasive and more
dangerous than the constraints implied by the corset. Historical forces
have made coming of age in a female body a different and more complex
experience today than it was a century ago”™ Brumberg argues that what
looks like enhanced freedom of expression and autonomy for late-twen-
tieth-century girls is actually a thoroughgoing subjection to pernicious
norms of feminine beauty.

In my view, the most interesting passages in the book are those in which
Brumberg discusses the students in her women’s studies seminar at Cor-
nell University, whom she describes as extremely knowledgeable about
feminist theory and capable of deploying their knowledge of theory in the
form of sephisticated critiques of cultural images of women and ferninin-
ity. And yet, as Brumberg notes, “they had internalized the contemporary
imperative for a perfect body, even as they stood apart from it and tried
to understand it as a social and cultural phenomenon? In other words,
these are young women who identify themselves as feminists, who under-
stand and endorse feminist critiques of the norms and ideals of feminine
beauty and the multibillion-dollar-a-year industry that exploits women's
desire to live up to those impossible ideals and their shame at failing to do
so, and who nonetheless find their own sense of self shaped (negatively)
by how much they weigh, what size they wear, and how big their thighs
are. As Brumberg puts it, “they invariably wanted to be thinner, a desire
that motivated them to expend an enormous amount of time and energy
controlling the appetite and working on their bodies, all the while think-
ing about food.... Almost all of them admitted that they did battle, on a
daily basis, with what therapists in the eating disorder world call ‘bad body
fever, a continuous internal commentary that constitutes a powerful form
of self-punishment 11

Now, on the one hand, understanding this example simply in terms of
Power and how power constitutes the subject is unsatisfactory as it might
Seem to suggest that Brumberg's students are mere cultural dopes or pas-
Stve victims of sexism. But this does not seem to cohere with their critical
feminist engagement with the norms of femininity that have constituted
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thern. On the other hand, analyzing this example simply in terms of 4.
tonomy and choice does not quite work either. Of course these women
are in some sense choosing to subject themselves to the demands of nop.
mative femininity, but they are doing so despite their own critical aware-
ness that those demands are mechanisms of their own subordination. Ag
a result, this example demonstrates the necessity of thinking through bothy
aspects of the politics of our selves and their complex interconnections.

To be sure, one might claim that the choice that Brumberg’s students
make is, in fact, completely rational, given their limited range of options,
One might argue, as Joseph Heath has done, that women whe conform
to norms of feminine beauty that they know to be oppressive do so not
because they are in the grips of sorme pervasive gender ideclogy but rather
because of a collective action problem. Because beauty has an inherently
competitive structure, the goal being not to attain some absolute stan-
dard of beauty but to be judged to be more beautiful than other women,
it is in the rational self-interest of each individual woman to conform to
norms of beauty, even if it is in the interests of wormen as a group to flout
them.? Alternatively, one might suggest that Brumberg misinterprets the
behavior of her students. After all, the mere fact that wormnen remain faith-
ful in some way Lo norms of femininity does not necessarily indicate that
they are merely reinscribing their subordination. Their acceptance of the
demands of normative femininity might be an attempt to rework sub-
jection from within, to turn, as Butler puts it, the power that constitutes
them into the power they oppose. Perhaps these students view working
on their bodies as a way of critically and autonomously reworking their
subjection. Perhaps Brumberg’s dismay over their adherence to the bodily
requirements of normative femininity is rooted in her misrecognition of
their selfhood and their capacity to decide for themselves how to enact
the demands of normative femininity.

Although both of these readings of the example have some initial plau-
sibility, neither neither is capable of explaining why girls and women feel
so bad about themselves for not living up to those norms. If it were really
simply a matter of rational choice, then why would they feel so ashamed
and berate themselves so much for not measuring up? Why would they

. hate their bodies and, by extension, themselves for failing to achieve the
ideal of feminine bodily perfection that American popular culture de-
mands? From a more theoretical perspective, what makes this example so
interesting is precisely that these students are both critically aware that by
accepting normative femininity they are capitulating to their own subor-
dination and at the same time feel intensely guilty and ashamed for fail-
ing to capitulate thoroughly enough. This example thus brings to light not
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only the ways in which subjection and autonomy are deeply intertwined
but alse the limits of autonomy understood solely as the capacity for ra-
tional critique. As we learned from Butler, power and subjection take hold
of subordinated subjects at the psychic and affective level, proeducing an
attachment to subordinating modes of identity that is capable of surviving
even after such modes have been raticnally demystified. And, as the early
Hzbermas and Benhabib both suggested, genuine autonomy requires not
only the rational capacity to reflect critically on the contingencies that
have made us who we are (to paraphrase Foucault), but also the motiva-
tional capacity to change who we want to be.

The foregoing considerations suggest that progressive self and social
transformation for women will entail a number of things. First and fore-
most, it will entail expanding the overly narrow range of options from
which women are at present cornpelled to choose (for example, either at-
tempt to live up to the impossible demands of normative femininity or
live with the guilt and shame that come with not living up to them), It
may also entail changing how we think about gender, sex, and normative
femininity. But, in order to undo the guilt, shame, and self-beratement, it
will not be sufficient to change how we think about gender, sex, and nor-
mative femininity; we will have to transform not only our beliefs but also
our fantasies and desires.

Tiguring cut how to accomplish this sort of transformation is no easy
matter. In closing I would like to suggest two possible sources of such trans-
formation. First, we might think through the ways in which collective social
movements such as the feminist movement or the queer liberation move-
ment generate conceptual and normative resources on which individuals
can draw in their own attempts at critical resistance. I borrow the phrase
“conceptual and normative resources” from Jane Mansbridge, who has ar-
gued that “in the United States since about 1967, the feminist movement has
generated new ideas about the possibility of different gender relations, the
causes of gender differences, and the content of ideals that should apply to
relations between men and women™® These ideas and ideals serve as con-
ceptual and normative resources for women—whether they are active in or
even identify with the feminist movement or not—"to help make sense of
and to change their lives”* Following Mansbridge, one might hypothesize
that such social movements, via experimentation with alternative modes of
self-understanding and ways of living together, also can provide alternative
Possibilities for attachment and sources of recognition that can help indi-
viduals to form less subordinating modes of attachment.

A second possible source of social transformation is to be found in the
realm of the cultural and social imaginary, as represented, for example,
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in literature, film, and art. As Marfa Pia Lara has argued, the feminig
narratives embedded in literary fiction and autobiography can generate
new cultural understandings of concepts such as democracy, equality, the
good life, and the public sphere, and the cultural transformations brought
about by such narratives in turn make possible social and institutionaf
change. As Lara puts it, “emancipatory narratives can themselves create
new forms of power, configuring new ways to fight back against past and
present injustices, thus making institutional transformations possible™s
Lara argues that new political forms "have to be imagined before they can
be achieved,” and the ferinist narratives generated in literary and artistic
counterpublics are an important source of such imagination!® Such nar-
ratives can envision and make possible new forms of subjectivity, modes
of self-understanding, possibilities for recognition, patterns of attachment
and identification, and ways of living together.

Both of these visions of possible social transformation have in com-
mon the assumption that we have no choice but to start from where we
are, as gendered subjects who are constituted by power relations, but they
also suggest ways in which it is nonetheless possible to resist, subvert, and
transform those relations from within, What shape such transformations
will ultimately take must be left up to what Foucault once called “the un-
defined work of freedom”
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to [the eighteenth-century debate over the Enlightenment], because they em-
body twe opposed but equally serious and persuasive ways of reinterpreting the
philosophic life through understanding the relztion between reason and the his-
torical moment” (“What Is Maturity?” p. 10g). However, I think they overdraw
the contrast between the two thinkers when they go on to claim that Foucault’s
and Habermas’s understandings of society, critical reason, and modernity are
incompatible.
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3. The Impurity of Practical Reason

Foucault, "Abcut the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self]’ p. 201.

. Ibid.
. Foucault points cut that “given the absurdity of wars, slaughters and despotism, it

seemned then to be up to the individual subject ro give meaning to his existential
choices” (ibid., p. z0z). For zn excellent discussion of Foucault’s relationship to
Sartrean existentialism, see Flynn, A Poststructuralist Mapping of History.
Foucault, "About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self)’ p. 2.02.

Ibid., pp. 223~24, 1. 4.

Ibid,, p. 203.

Ibid.

. Ibid., p. 204.
. An exception is Lois McNay, who interprets Foucault’s late work as an attempt

to "redefine the concept of autonomy so as to reconcile the critical interroga-
tion of the socio-cultural and emotional determinant of an individual’s situa-
tion with a capacity for critical independence or self-governance™ (Foucault and
Feminism, p.104). As will become clear, [ agree with McNay that Foucault’s late
work redefines the concept of autonomy, though we develop this idea in very
different ways.

Fraser, Unruly Practices, p. 48.

McCarthy, Idecils and Hlusions, p. s9.

Ibid., p. 70. For a related criticism of Foucault on autonomy, see Grimshaw, “Prac-
tices of Freedom?”

See McCarthy, Ideals and Hlusions, p. 59.

Allen, “The Anti-subjective Hypothesis”

Fraser, “Foucault on Modern Power,” p. 32.

Foucault, “The Ethics of Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom, p. 205.
See "About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Selff p. 204- See also Fou-
cault, “Technologies of the Self;’ pp. 18, 19.

Foucault, “The Ethics of Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” p. 283.

I discuss Foucault’s attempt to distinguish power from doemination in more detail
and argue for the importance of keeping these two notions distinet in Allen, The
Power of Feminist Theory, pp. 43—47-

Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 168,

Ibid., p. 14. Foucault comments briefly on Arendt’s view of power in “Politics and
Ethics,” pp. 378—80. I discuss the similarities and differences between Foucault’s
and Arendt’s conceptions of power in detail in Allen, The Power of Feminist Thec-
¥, pp. 88—g8, and “Power, Subjectivity, and Agency”

Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 18.

Foucault, An Introduction, p. go.

Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 194.

See Fouczult, An Introduction, p. 12.

Foucault himself refers to it as “the strategical model” in An Introduction, p. 102.
Arnold Davidson rightly points out that “the articulation of this strategic mod-
el—with its notions of force, struggle, war, tactics, strategy, et cetera—is one of
the major achievements of Foucault’s thought during this time [the middle of the
1970s]" (Foucault, Society Mist Be Defended, p. xviii).
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Foucault, Ay Introduction, pp. 92—93. A more specific use of the term "strategy™
is also evident in this definition. Strategy in this sense refers to macrolevel power
relations that are anchored in institutional and/or political structures; such rela
tions are distinguished from tactics, which Foucanlt understands ag microleve|
force relations between individuals. See Foucault, An Introduction, pp. 99-100.
I do not focus on this understanding of strategy because both strategies (in this
narrower sense) and tactics are strategic in the broader sense of the term, and it
is that broader sense that concerns me here. [ discuss the relation between the
microlevel and macrolevel in Foucault’s account of power in Allen, The Power of
Ferninist Theory, chapter 2.

Foucault, “The Ethics of Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom,” p. 298.
Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 13.

Ibid., p. 27.

Foucault makes 2 related point in his 1974—1975 lecture course when he claims
that whereas the repressive, negative conception of power may have been appli-
cable t¢ premodern, feudal societies, it is baged on an “outdated historical model”
that no longer makes sense of "the real functioning of power at the present time”
(Abrormal, p. 51).

Fouceult, Society Must Be Defended, p. 35.

Ibid., p. 36.

Ibid., p. 37.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 222.

Foucault, Ax Introduction, p. 89.

Foucault, “Afterword: The Subject and Power] p. so9.

Foucault, Scciety Must Be Defended, p. 27.

See Foucault, An Introduction, p. 94.

Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 29.

Foucault, Ar Introduction, p. 94.

. ‘This is a point that Nancy Hartsoelds influential feminist critique of Foucault

completely misses. See Hartsock, “Feucault on Power” For a response, see Allen,
The Power of Ferninist Theory, chapter z,

See Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 30.

Foucault, Ax Introduction, p. 94.

For a helpful discussion of this difficult and often misinterpreted point in Fou-
cault, see McLaren, Fesninism, Foucault, and Embodied Subjectivity, pp. 37-38.
Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, pp. 28, 29.

Ibid., p. 43

Ibid., p. 45.

Foucault, Ax Introduction, p. 6o.

Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, pp. 29-30. The misunderstandings of Fou-
cault’s account of subjection may be due in part to an earlier translation of this
crucial passage that did not preserve the subtleties of Foucault’s position as well as
Macey's translation does. Compare Foucault, “Two Lectures,” p. 98.

See, for example, Foucault, Discipline and Punish, and Society Must Be Deferded,
lectures 1-10.

See Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, lecture 11, and Aw Introduction, part 5.
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Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, p. 242.

Foucault, “Governmentality,” pp. 202, 201. This essay is an excerpt from Fou-
canlt’s 1977—1978 lecture course, recently published as Security, Territory, and
Population.

Ibid., p. 207. On this point, Foucault’s work dovetails interestingly with Arendt’s
accourt of the rise of “the social"—a sphere that is unique te modernity and
emerges when economic concerns are brought into the public political realm. For
an interpretation and critique of Arendt’s concept of the social, see Pitkin, The As-
tack of the Blob.

Ibid., pp. 216—17.

Ibid., p. 219.

Foucault, "'Omnes and Singulatim;” p. 307.

See ibid., pp. 30811, for Foucault’s discussion of all the transformations.

Ibid., p. 310.

Foucault, "Afterword: The Subject and Power) pp. z14—15.

Ibid., p. 215.

Foucault, “‘Omnes et Singulatim,” p. 317.

Ibid., p. 321.

Ibid,, p. 322.

Ibid., p. 325.

Ibid.

Foucault, “Afterword: The Subject and Power] p. 212. The feminist movement and
the antipsychiatry movement are two examples of such struggles.

[bid.

This point gives us good reason to be suspicicus of forms of identity pelitics
that argue for the valorization of oppressed and marginalized identities. Such
struggles “for” the individual who is tied to a marked identity leave unchallenged
the logic of subjection itself and, as a result, run the risk of unwittingly reinforc-
ing the power relations that mark certain modes of identity as socially abject in
the first place.

Foucault, “What Is Critique?” p. 386. As Schmidt and Wartenberg note, the
phrase “reflective indocility” inverts Foucault’s account in Discipline and Pus-
ish of how “disciplinary institutions produce ‘docile bodies’ which thoughtlessly
take up the positions for which they were designed” (“Foucault's Enlightenment;
- 310, n. 34).

Foucault, “Afterword: The Subject and Power. p. 216.

Foucault, “Quiest-ce que la critique?” p. 39.

Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?” p. 317.

Foucault, “Afterword: The Subject and Power] p. 216.

Norris is no doubt right to emphasize that the terms “subject” and “self” are not
interchangeable for Foucault. The term “subject” usually refers to the transcenden-
tal-phenomenological subject, the subject understood as the source of knowledge
and meaning. The term “self,’ by contrast, refers to a subject that is constituted by
discourse and power and that engages in technologies of the self. Norris is wrong,
however, to suggest that Foucault's netion of the self implicitly appeals to the very
qualities and characteristics that he typically associates with the subject (in the nar-
row sense). Although Foucault does appeal to notions such as reflectien, autonomy,
and agency in his account of the self, he does not appeal to the knowledge- and
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meaning-constitutive function of subjectivity, and it is this that Foucault consig.
tently identifies as the hallmarl of the transcendental-phenomenclogical subject,
Moreover, as | discuss below, Foucault redically reformulates notions such as re
flection and autonomy. Norris’s criticism seems to trade on a conflation of the
transcendental-phencmenological conception of the subject with the concept of
subjectivity per se. See Norris, “What Is Enlightenment?” pp. 182-83.
Foucault, “The Fthics of Cencern for the Self as 2 Practice of Freedom,” p. 290.
Foucault, “Afterword: The Subject and Power,' p. 221.
Foucault, “The Ethics of Concern for the Self zs a Practice of Freedom,” p. 300.
Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics,’ p. 256.
Veyne, “The Final Foucault and His Ethics,” p. 231.
See Foucault, “On the Genezalogy of Ethics;’ p. 254.
Ibid., p. 260.
Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, p. 26.
Ibid., p. 32.
Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics, p. 263.
Ibid., p. 264.
Foucault, The Use of Pledsure. p. 27.
Tbid.
Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics, p. 265.
Ibid., p. 271.
Ibid., p. 274.
Ibid., pp. 277—78.
On this point, see Foucault’s discussion of Leuret in “About the Beginning of the
Hermeneutics of the Self)’ pp. 2z00-201,
Foucault, “Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity,” p. 167; emphasis in original.
Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations,” p. 388. See also the intro-
duction to The Use of Pleasire, especially pp. 8—¢. For a critical discussion of this
conception of theught as reflective problematization, see Han, Foucaults Critical
Profect, pp. 164—65.
Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?” p. 313.
Ibid., p. 314
On this point, see Hacking, “Self-improvement.’
Foucault, “The Return of Morality, pp. 253—54-
Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 49.
Foucault, “What Is Critique?” p. 388.
Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?” p. 309.
To be sure, one might object both te my usage of the term "autonomy” here
and to my attempt to connect Foucault's account of autonomy to Kant's': .\)(ﬁth
respect to the former point, one might argue that the term “autonomy" I .tGG
overloaded with metaphysical assumptions that Foucault would certainly reject
to be appropriate here. Why not instead use some other, less metaphysically
loaded, term, such as “experimental freedom™? In response, I would say, fiest,
that this is a term that Foucault himself sometimes uses in his late work, and
ﬁart of my aim here is te try to understand that usage. Second, as I indicated
already in chapter 1, I am using the term in a nonmetaphysically loaded sense;
simply to refer to the capacities for critical reflection and deliberate self-trans-
formation. As I see it, faith in these capacities is a common thread that runs
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through the work of Foucault and Habermas, and using the term “autonomy”
in the sense that 1 use it here highlights that commonality. With respect to the
second point, [ have no doubt that the Foucaultian conception of autonomy
that I am delineating here would be virtually unrecognizable to most contem-
porary Kantians (just as the Foucaultian account of subjectivity delineated in
chapter 2 would be). As I see it, this is beside the point. My aim here, as it
was in the previous chapter, is to resituate Foucault’s work within the Kantian
Enlightenment tradition, in part as a way of better understanding his work as a
whole, and in part as a way of highlighting the assumptions that he shares with
Habermas. My point, in other words, is not that Foucault has a Kantian theory
of autonomy. My peint is that his reflections on autonomy are grounded in his
deliberate continuation-through-transformation of the Kantian Enlightenment
tradition, as he understands it. In that sense, he is much closer to Habermas
than has typically been supposed. Iam grateful to Colin Koopman for pressing
both of these objections.

McCarthy, Ideals and Hiusions, p. 48.

Foucanlt, “Afterword: The Subject and Power,' p. 210.

Ibid.

Foucault, “What [s Critique?” p. 303.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 397—98.

Ibid., p. 398.

Foucault, “What 1s Enlightenment?” p. 317.

Foucault, "Afterword: The Subject and Power) p. 221,

Ibid., p. 222,

For an excellent and extended articulation of this point, see McWhorter, Bodies
and Pleasures,

Grimshaw, “Practices of Freedom,” p. 66.

Ibid,, p. é7.

McCarthy, Ideals and HHlusions, p. 73.

McNay, Foucenidt and Feminisim, p. 165.

Targue this case in more detzil in Allen, “Foucault, Feminism, and the Self”
Foucault, "On the Genealogy of thics p. 257.

Ibid,, p. 258.

Ibid.

Foucault, “Plitics and Ethics.” p. 375.

Quoted in Kelly, Critigue and Power, p. 1.

4. Dependency, Subordination, and Recognition

1. Butler, The Psychic Life of Fower, p. 1.
2. Ibid., p. 2; emphasis in original.

For two classic ferninist critical appropriztions of Foucault in this vein, see Bartky,
Ferininity and Domination, and Bordo, Linbearable Weight.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 2.

Ibid. For a discussion of Foucault’s relationship to Freudian psychoznalysis, see
Whitebook, “Freud, Foucault, and “the Dialogue with Unreason’” For an interest-
ing comparison of Foucault and Lacan, see Rajchman, Tyuth and Eros.
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See Butler, Bodies That Matter. 1 discuss Butler’s use of the notion of citationality
and its implications for agency in Allen, The Power of Feminist Theory, chapter 4,
Benhabib et al., Ferinist Contentiors, p. 161.

Bartky, “Sympathy and Solidarity” and Other Essays, p. 13.

See Bartky, Femirinity and Domination.

Rartly, ‘Sympathy and Sclidarity” and Other Essays, p-14.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 3.

Ibid., p. €.

Although Butler does not do so, it would be much less confusing to distinguish
these two senses of power by referring to them as “demination” and “empower-
ment,” respectively.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 14; emphasis in original.

Ibid, p. 15.

Ibid., p. 17; emphasis in original.

Ibid,, pp. 18—-19.

Butler acknowledges that this account of reflexivity is paradoxical, inasmuch as
there can be no subject who accomplishes this reflexive turn until the turning
has already taken place. She attempts to resolve this paradox by arguing that “this
logical circularity in which the subject appears at once to be presupposed and
not yet formed, on the one hand, or formed and hence not presupposed, on the
other, is amelicrated when one understands that in both Freud and Nietzsche this
relationship of reflexivity is always and only figured, and that this figure makes
no ontological claim” (Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 6g). Although 1 have
my doubts that Butler’s appeal to the figurative actnally resolves this paradox, ad-
dressing this issue is beyond the scope of this chapter.

Ibid., p. 33.

See Hegel, The Pheviomenology of Spirit, pp. 119—38.

For an excellent discussion of the French reception of Hegel, see Butler, Subjects of
Lesire.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 61.

Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, p. o7; emphasis in original.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 67.

Ibid,, pp. 102, 79; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 79.

Ibid., p. 62.

Ibid.

On this point, Butler argues against Lacanian psychoanalysis, which, as she sees
it, locates resistance in an extradiscursive psychic demain. See ibid., p. 98. But-
ler cites Foucault’s critique of psychoznalysis in Foucault, An Introduction, pp.
95—96.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 100.

Ibid,, p. 102; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 108.

Ibid., p. 130.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid,, p. 131.

Freud, “The Ego and the Id p. 28.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 133.
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Ibid., p- 180.

Ibid., p. 135; emphasis in original.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Butler’s strong claims about the constitutive melancholy of heterosexist cultures
may seem initially implausible. However, as Stephen White argues, “Butler freely
admits that her claims about melancholy are somewhat “hyperbolic’ In this sense,
her characterization of a melancholic society is intended to have an effect analo-
gous to Foucault’s characterization of a ‘disciplinary” one; that is, its primary in-
tention s to jolt us in specific ways and reorient ¢ur attention. In this case the jolt
is to involve how we think about gender and political life, more specifically the
patterns according to which identity, sexual desire, repudiation, and aggression
circulate” (Sustaining Affirmation, p. 101).

White, Sustaining Affirmation, p. 100.

The locus clessicus for this position in feminist theory is Butler, Gender Trouble.
Butler draws heavily on Anne Fausto-Sterling’s work questioning the scientific ba-
sis for the belief in sexual dimerphism. For a helpful overview of Fausto-Sterling’s
work, see Myths of Gender.

Zerilli, “Doing Without Knowing,” p. 452.

Zerilli reaches the same conclusion by a somewhat different route. See ibid.
Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 7; emphasis in original.

Ibid,, p. 8. Although Butler does not discuss any empirical literature, the evidence
provided by infant researchers and developmental psychologists does support
this claim. For an excellent discussion that connects this empirical literature with
philesophical conceptions of the self, see Meehan, “Into the Sunlight”

Ibid., p. 9.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 7, 8, 9.

For a more detailed discussion and critique of these familial and kinship struc-
tures, see Butler, Antigone’s Claim.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, pp. 100, 104.

Ibid., pp. 130, 149; emphasis in original.

It is interesting to compare Butler with Foucault on this point. Where Butler
advocates a critical desubjectivation, Foucault, as I discussed in chapter 3 above,
endorses instead a desubjection (déassujeitisement). The aim of this, for Fou-
cault, is not a refusal or rejection of subjectivity but instead the promotion of
"new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which
hzs been imposed on us for several centuries” ("Afterword: The Subject and Pow-
ery p. 216). In other words, unlike Foucault, Butler does not seem to distinguish
subjection from subjectivation, which has the effect of making her account of
subjection more pessimistic than his. I am grateful to Jana Sawicki for supgesting
this point to me.

In a recent essay, Butler admits that resistance requires “suspending the narcis-
sistic gratifications that conforming to the norm supplies” ("Bodies and Power
Revisited,” p. 161).

On Butler, see, for example, Weit, Sacrificial Logics, p. 113, and Fraser in Benhabib
et al,, Feminist Contentions, p. 65. On Foucault, see Fraser, “Foucault cn Modern
Power”

Fraser in Benhabib et al., Ferinist Contentions, p. 6.
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As I discuss below, Butler, in her more recent work, makes this claim explicitly, if
tentatively and semewhat ambivalently,

As Alcoff notes, there is a curious convergence here between Butler's account of
subjection and “classical liberal or modernist accounts of the self” in which “an 5
priori oppositional condition is assumed to exist between self and (broadly) other”
(*Philosophy Matters,” p. 863). To be sure, Alcoff would not deny that, inasmuch
as Butler conceives the self as constituted by social relations, there is a sense in
which she views the self as social. In that sense, her view is entirely distinet from
the atomistic view of the subject that one finds in liberal or medernist accounts,
Instead, Alceffs critique points to the fact that Butler’s account of sociality, in
which social relations are understood in fundamentally oppositional and conflic-
tual terms, strikes a familiar chord. It is worth noting that Butler’s account of so-
ciality has as much affinity with Hobbes’s “war of each against all” zs it does with
Foucault’s power/knowledge regimes.

Butler, “Bodies and Power Revisited pp. 151—9z2.

Ibid,, p. 192.

Ibid., p. 193-

On this point, see, for example, Benjamin, “The Shadew of the Other Subject;” p.
08,

Butler, “Viclence, Mourning, Politics,” p. 31.

Butler, Giving arn Acconnt of Oreself, p. 82; emphasis in original.

Butler, "Viclence, Mourning, Politics,” p. 31.

Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, p. 15.

Ibid,, p. 135.

Butler, “Violence, Mourning, Politics,” p. 22.

Ibid., pp. 27, 28.

Ibid., p. 24.

Ibid., p. 45. See also Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, chapter 1.

Ibid,, p. 44.

Ibid., p. 27.

Ibid., p. 28.

Similarly, in Giving an Account of Oreself, Butler indicates a desire “to revise rec-
ognition as an ethical project” a move that requires us to see recognition as “in
principle, unsatisfiable;” because the subject is not and cannct be fully transparent
even to itself, let alone to an other (p. 43).

Butler, “Longing for Recognition,” p. 133.

Ibid., p. 134.

Ibid.

Ibid,, p. 135.

Ibid., p. 144.

Ibid., p. 145.

Ibid., p. 147.

Ibid.

Benjamin, Like Subjects, Love Objects, p. 24.

Ibid,, p. a7

Benjamin, “The Shadow of the Other Subject;’ p. 96.

Ibid., p. 97.
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Nor, incidentally, does Benjamin greund her notion of recognition in the assumed
self-transparency of the subject; as such, her work would not be subject to the cri-
tique of Hegeltan models of recognition that Butler endorses in Giving an Account
of Oneself (see, especially, chapters 1 and 2),

See Benjamin, The Bonds of Love.

Benjamin, Like Subjects, Love Gbjects, pp. 47—48.

In this sense the book Giving an Account of Oneself represents a significant shift
in Butler’s thought inasmuch as it constitutes an initial attempt to think the in-
tersubjective and the intrapsychic dimensions of subjectivity together. However,
evenin this book, these dimensions are not fully integrated; instead, Butler claims
both that “recognition is a form of power” (p. 123) and that we are nevertheless de-
pendent upen sustaining forms of relationzlity without giving us a coherent way
of combining these two insights. Benjamin’s idea that recogrition and destruction
are both permanent and ongoing possibilities of dynamically unfolding human
relationships offers a useful way of integrating these two perspectives that Butler
would do well to consider.

Benjamin, “The Shadow of the Other Subject) p. 8s.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 179.

Benjamin, The Bonds of Love, pp. 19—20.

See Butler, “Longing for Recognition; p. 147.

Butler, “Competing Universalities] p. 159.

As such, Benjamin’s account could alse be understood 2s “an encounter with alter-
ity that is irreducble to sameness” (Butler, Giving an Account of Osteself. p. 27).
Benjamin, The Bownds of Love, p. 171.

Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 8.

Butler, “Competing Universalities,” p. 151.

5. Empowering the Lifeworld?

1. Habermas, “Knowledge and Human Interests;” p. 314; emphasis in original.

W

CEECIRRE

10.

11.

- Habermas, “Moral Development and Ego Identity” pp. 7073
- For Habermas’s acknowledgment of this central role, see Between Facts and

Norms, pp. 445-46.

Habermas, “Morality and Ethical Life! p. 207.

See Coole, “Habermas, Autoromy, and the Identity of the Self”

Ibid,, p. 276.

See ibid.

Ibid, p. 277.

Tbid., p. 279. For a similar account of autonomy as rational accountability, see Mc-
Carthy in Hoy and McCarthy, Critical Theory, pp. 42—47.

Habermas, “Some Further Clarifications of the Concept of Communicative Ratio-
nality” p. 310.

Ibid ; emphasis in original.

This line of criticism should not be teken to deny the very interesting and fruitful
convergences between Habermasian and feminist accounts of autenoimy, particu-
larly those of relational autonomy. For positive, though not uncritical, feminist ap-
praisals of Habermas’s conception of autonemy, see Coole, “Habermag, Feminist,
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and the Question of Autonomy,’ Meehan, "Autonomy, Recognition, and Respect”
and Weir, “Toward a Model of Self-identity”’
See, for example, Honneth, The Critique of Power, chapter 9.
Fraser, “What's Critical About Critical Theory?” p. 121. Habermas, in his more
recent work, particularly Between Facts and Norms, addresses this problem by
distinguishing between social power, which he understands in largely Weberjan
terms, as “a measure for the possibilities an actor has in social relationships to
assert his own will and interests, even against the opposition of others” (Be-
tween Facts and Norms, p. 175), and administrative power, which he understands
in the systems-theoretical sense that he articulated in Lifeworld and Systemn:
A Critique of Functionalist Reason, volume 2 of The Theory of Comimunicative
Action (on which Fraser’s critique is based). However, it is not clear that this
meodification in his understanding of power meets the full force of Fraser’s ob-
jection, as his account of social power, despite being rooted in the lifeworld, is
better sunited to diagnosing the influence that interest groups, media outlets, and
political parties can have on the political process than it is to anzalyzing gender
subordination.
MecNay, “Having It Both Ways, p. 17.
Fraser, “What's Critical About Critical Theory?” p. 138.
Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 286.
[bid., p. 287.
Habermas, "A Reply,” p. 254.
Ibid,, pp. 252, 258.
[bid., p. 247.
In light of this admittedly narrow focus, I shall leave discussion of Habermas’s
account of power in Between Facis and Norms aside, as this account centers
on the relationships between social power understood largely on the model of
large corporations, media outlets, political parties, and interest groups and their
capacity to have an impact on public political debate, the communicative power
generated through the public exercise of popular sovereignty, 2nd the adminis-
trative power wielded by the state (for Habermas's account of this relationship,
see Between Facts and Noris, chapter 4). As interesting and rich as this account
of power may be, it does not bear directly on the issue that is my primary con-
cern here, namely, the role that power plays in the lifeworld context of social-
ization processes, and how the account of this in Habermas might need to be
rethought in light of the analyses of subjection offered by Foucault and Butler,
discussed above.
Habermas, Lifeworld and Systesn, p. 367.
Ibid., pp. 372—73.
Habermas, “A Reply, p. 258.
MeCarthy, “Die politische Philosophie und das Problem der Rasse,” p. 645.
Habermas, Lifeworld and System, p. 388. .
See, for example, Bohmarn, “Participating in Enlightenment” Habermas himself
praises Bohmar’s worl for demonstrating how the formation of ideology can”be
analyzed using the theory of communicative action; see Habermas, “A Reply, p-
292, I 73.
Habermas, “Reflections on Communicative Pathology; p. 147.
Ibid.
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Ibid., pp. 154—55; emphasis in original. Habermas argues that “there is no vio-
lation of truth that is symptomatic of systematically distorted communicatior”
(ibic., p. 154).

Ibid., p. 147.

Ibid., p. 156.

Ibid., pp. 161—62.

Ibid., p. 164.

Ibid.

For classic feminist analyses of normative femininity and its role in maintaining
womens subordination, see Bertky, Ferininity and Domination, and “Sympathy
and Solidarity” and Other Essays, especially chapter 1.

On this point, see Butler, Lndoing Gender.

Habermas clearly takes Foucault’s work to be emblematic of this abstract negation
strategy. As I have argued in chapter 2, I think this claim rests on 2 misreading of
Foucault’s worlk.

- Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. :10; emphasis in original,
41,
42,

Ibid.

Habermas, “Discourse Ethics,” p. 58; see also Habermas, Reason and the Ratio-
nalization of Society, pp. 273ff. For more recent refinements of the distinction
between communicative and strategic interaction, see Habermas, “Some Further
Clarifications of the Concept of Conmmunicative Rationality”

Ibiel.; emphasis in original.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

See Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Madernity, p. 342.

Habermas, Reason and the Rationalization of Society, p. 70.

Hebermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 314.

For clerification of the relation between system and lifeworld, see Habermas, “A
Reply;” pp. 250—64.

Habermas, “Individuation Through Socialization”

Ibad,, g 153.

Ibid., p. 168.

[bid., p. 170.

[bid., p. 177.

See Mead, Mind, Self, and Society.

Dews, "Communicative Paradigms and the Question of Subjectivity,’ p. 102.
Habermas, “Individuation Through Socialization] p. 177.

Ibid., p. 18¢.

Ibid,, p. 182.

For interesting critiques of this move, see Dews, “Communicative Paradigms and
the Question of Subjectivity” and Meehan, “Habermas and the Summum Bo-

num.
Hebermas, “Individuation Through Socialization,” p- 152; emphasis added.
Habermas, “Moral Development and Ego Identity] p. 86,

Ibid., p. 74; emphasis in original.

Habenmas, “Individuation Through Socialization” p-188.

Ibid., p. 186. There is 2 crucia! difference, however, between identity claims that aim
at intersubjective recogrition and validity claims that aim at intersubjective ggree-
ent. Habermas is not suggesting that my sense of myself is dependent on whether
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or not others agree with me, but that it is dependent upon whether or not they
recogrize me as an identical subject and a moral agent. Moreover, Habermas claimg
that this sort of intersubjective recognition has to be presupposed before the re-
demption of validity claims can happen (ibid., p. 190). In other words, "among the
universal and unavoidable presuppositions of action oriented to reaching under-
standing is the presupposition that the speaker qua actor lays claim to recognition
both as an autonomous will and 25 an individuated being” (ibid., p. 191).

Ibid., p. 192.

Ibid.

For the comparison of Fouczult to Luhmann, see Habermas, The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity, p. 354.

See Habermas, Lifeworld and System, pp. 180, 183.

On this point, see, for example, Foucault’s methodological claim that one mnst
conduct an ascending rather than z descending analysis of power in Foucault,
“Two Lectures,’ p. 99.

Garfinkel, “Studies of the Routine Grounds of Fveryday Activities” For discussion
of the connection between Garfinkel’s ethnomethodelogy and Habermasian criti-
cal theory, see McCarthy in Hoy and McCarthy, Critical Theory, chapter 3.
Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, pp. 242, 249.

Ibid., p. 312; emphasis added.

Habermas, “A Reply, p. 251.

Habermas, The Philosophical Discovirse of Moderity, p. 203.

Tbid., p. 338; emphasis in original.

Habermas, quoting Parsons, in Lifeworld and System, p. 207.

Habermas, “Moral Development and Ego Identity,’ p. 74.

Habermas, “Mora! Consciousness and Communicative Action,” pp. 153-54; em-
phasis in original.

Johanna Meehan criticizes Habermas's account on precisely these grounds. She
argues that Habermas pays insufficient attention to the “psychic cost inherent in
socialization? to the fact that “all processes of socialization, no matter how benign
ot rational, require a psychic subjugation that is almost inevitably blind and furi-
ous” (Meehan, "Habermas and the Summum Bonum, p. 13).

Habermas, “Morzl Consciousness and Commuricative Action,” p. 154.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

[bid., p. 155; emphasis in original,

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 150; emphasis in original.

Ibid,, p. 161,

Ibid., p. 162.

Tbid., p. 139; emphasis in original.

Ibid, p. 140.

Ibid., p. 147.

Ibid., pp. 140—41.

Ibid., p. 148.

Ibid., p. 152.

Ibid., p. 163.

This is not to say that the child is wholly dependent on the parent or that the child
is unable to exercise any power in the relationship. Habermas isn't tallking about
young infants here, but about young children {ages 5 to 12).
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Habermas, “Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action,” p. 147

Ibid.

Ibid., p- 153

Habermas, Lifeworld and System, p. 39; emphasis in original.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid.; emphasis in original. Habermas reiterates this point in “Moral Conscious-
ness and Communicative Action,’ . 155.

Ibid., p. 45.

Rehg, Insight and Solidarity, pp. 23—24. See Habermas, Reason and the Rational-
ization of Society, pp. 298-305.

Habermas, “Remarks on Discourse Ethics,” p. 42; emphasis in original.
Habermas, The Future of Human Nature, p. 62.

Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, p. 63.

Ibid., pp. 66—67.

Ibid., p. 64.

And, as 1 also discussed in the previous chapter, Butler herself has qualified her
adherence to this Nietzschean account of the formation of the morally account-
able subject in her recent book, Giving an Account of Oneself (see, especially, pp.
15, 135).

Habermas, “Lawrence Kohlberg and Neo-Aristotelianism,” p. 131.

Butler in Benhabib et al., Femninist Contentions, p. 39.

See Habermas, The Future of Human Nature, p. 62.

For an insightful discussion of the Foucault-Habermas debate that situates the
debate within the context of Habermas's reading of Nietzsche, see Biebricher,
“Habermas, Foucault, and Nietzsche.”’

Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 123.

[bidl., p. 125; emphasis in original.

Meehan, “Habermas and the Summum Bonum, pp. 14—15.

McCarthy in Hoy and McCarthy, Critical Theory, p. 77.

6. Contextualizing Critical Theory

McCarthy, “Die politische Philosophie und das Problem der Rasse!” p. 645.

Ibid., p. 6s2. For the charge that Foucault’s work offers a totalizing critique of mo-
dernity that ultimately undermines its own foundations, see Habermas, The Philo-
sophical Discourse of Modernity, chapters 9 and 10, and McCarthy, Ideals and I-
lusions, introduction and chapter 2. For my response to this charge, see chapter 2
above.

Ibid., p. 653.

Ibid,, . 654.

For a similar line of argument with a2 somewhet different focus, see Whitebook,
Perverson and Utopia, pp. 12—13.

I am grateful to Ciaran Cronin for raising this point.

Fraser, “Foucault 6n Mcdern Power”

McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jiirgen Habermas, p. o1.

Habermas, Knowledge crd Huwian Interests. For helpful discussion, see McCar-
thy, The Critical Theory of Jiirgen Haberas, chapter 2.

Habermas, Knowledge ard Humiarn Interests, p. 194.

Habermas, “Knowledge and Human Interests,’ p. 313.
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McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jiirgesn Habermas, pp. 92—93.

Habermas, “A Postscript to Krnowledge and Human Interests; p. 176, quoted in
McCarthy, The Critical Theory of liirgen Habermas, p. 93; emphasis in original.
McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jiirgen Habermas, p. 93.

Ibid.

Habermas, “A Postscript to Knowledge and Huwman Interests,’ p. 182.

Ibid., p. 183.

Ibid., pp. 183—84.

Ibid., p. 184.

Ibid.

McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jiirgen Habermaes, p. 101.

Ibid,, p. 102.

Habermas, Reascr and the Rationalization of Society, p. 108; emphasis in original.
Interestingly, in this context, Habermas mentions Foucault’s critique of modernity
as an instance of a kind of Hegelian critique of this tendency toward Kantian for-
malism.

Habermas, “Moral Development and Ego Identity] p. 75.

Ibid,, p. 78.

For an excellent critical discussion of this point, see Whitebock, Perversion and
Utopia.

Habermas, “Moral Development and Ego Identity,” p. o1.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. u3.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 4.

Whitebook, Perversion and Utopia, p. 87.

Ibid.

For discussion of this point, see ibid., p. 181, and Dews, “Communicative Para-
digms and the Question of Subjectivity”

Ibid., p. 89.

See Benjarnin, Like Subjects, Love Objects, and The Shiadow of the Other.
Benjamin, The Shadow of the Other, p. 93.

Whitebook, Perversion and Utopia, p. 8.

See, for example, Habermas, “Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action.”
For some of Habermas's reservations about Kohlberg, see Habermas, “Lawrence
Kohlberg and Neo-Aristotelianism.”

Habermas, “Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action,’ p. 183.

Ibid., p. 171; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 187.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 187—88; emphasis in original.

For this distinction, see Habermas, Justification and Application.

Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 297-

Ibid., pp. 297—98.

Ibid., pp. 300—301.

Ibid., p. 301.

Ibid., p. 322. Indeed, Rorty criticizes Habermas along these lines, arguing that “by
insisting that communicative rationality incorporates the notion of universal va-
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lidity Habermas accomplishes precisely the resurrection [of the purism of pure
reason] he hopes to avoid” (“The Ambiguity of ‘Rationality,” p. 43).

Ibid.

McCarthy, Ideals and Rlusions, p. 2; emphasis in original.

Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 322.

Ibid., p. 323; emphasis in original.

For a concise statemnent and defense of these idealizations, see Habermas, “Dis-
course Ethics,” pp. 82—98,

On this point, see Habermas, “What is Universal Pragmatics?”

Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 325; emphasis in original.
Ibid., pp. 323—24-

Habermas, Theory and Practice, p. 40, quoted in McCarthy, Ideals and Hlusions,
p. 151

Habermas, The Philosophical Discottrse of Moderity, p. 16; emphasis in original.
For this argument with respect to Foucault, see ibid., pp. 276—81.

Ibid., p. 127; emphasis in original.

Habermas, “Reconstruction and Interpretation in the Social Sciences,” p. 32.

An example of this might be the claim, based on Carol Gilligan's feminist ethics
of care, that Kohlberg’s work, which was based on research conducted solely on
boys, offers a stereotypically masculine account of moral development. By rely-
ing on this account, Habermas relies on a potentially ideological conception of
motal development, one that is grounded in and serves to reinforce the view that
men (or at least those who are masculine) have a better developed capacity for
raticnality and sense of justice. If this is how we understand Gilligan’s challenge
to Kohlberg, then Habermas's response to this challenge, which basiczlly says that
Gilligan: confuses ethical with moral issues and difficulties of application with
those of justification, misses the point entirely, For Gilligan's critique of Kohlberg,
see Gilligan, In a Different Voice. For Habermas’s response, see Habermas, "Moral
Consciousness and Communicative Action,” pp. 175—82.

Hzbermas, The Philoscphical Discourse of Modernity, p. 96.

Coole, Re-presenting the Good Society, p. 2; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 3.

Tbid,, p. 4.

Ibid.

See ibid,, pp. 14—15.

Ibid., p. 15.

Ibid,, p. 16.

Thid., pp. 14, 15.

Ibid., p. 23; emphasis in criginal.

Ibid; emphasis in original,

Ibid, p. 34.

Of course, one might object to Cooke’s criticisms of Rorty, first, on the grounds
that his combination of frank ethnocentrism and cosmopolitan liberalism al-
lows him to avoid the charge of the restriction in scope, and second, by pointing
out that Rorty drops the idea of truth &s a goal of inquiry in favor of a focus on
social practices of justification, and that his account of such practices is compat-
ible with viewing disputes across contexts as rational but without relying on a
strong notion of context transcendence. If these respoenses are convincing, then
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it might seem that Cooke overplays the differences between her version of con-
textualism and Rorty's. Although I thinl it is quite possible that a close examina-
tion of this issue would reveal that the position of contextualist Habermasiang
such as Cooke (and McCarthy, as we shall see below} is much closer to that of
Rorty than they would care to admit, a full discussion of this issue will have to
wait for another occasion. | am grateful t¢ Colin Keopman for helpful discus-
sion of these issues.

Cocke, Re-presenting the Good Society, p. 4.

Ibid,, p. 44.

Ibid, p. 47.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 47-48.

See Habermas, Postmetaphysical Thinking.

Cooke, Re-presenting the Good Society, pp. 49—50.

Ibid,, pp. s0-51.

Ibid,, p. 5.

Ibid., p. 51.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. s2. Indeed, Habermas seems to acknowledge as much when he admits
that argnmentation as such is 2 more demanding form of communicative action
that emerges only at the collective level with the advent of modernity and at the
individual level with the achievement of a postconventional ego identity. For dis-
cussion of this point, see Cooke, Language and Reascn, pp. 31-34.

Tbid.

Ibid., p. 55.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 57. Habermas acknowledges this point in “A Genealogical Analysis of the
Cognitive Content of Morality, p. 45.

Ibid., p. 58.

Ibid.

Moreover, there are two further problems with Habermas’s account of modernity
that Cooke does not discuss. First, as we saw in chapter 2, Habermas’s critique of
one of the main rivals to his account of modernity—that of Foucault—is based
in 2 misunderstanding of Foucault’s stance vis-3-vis modernity and the Enlight-
enment. With respect to Foucault at least it would thus be inaccurate to claim
that Habermas “successfully exposes the confusions and contradictions” of this
rival account. Second, even if one granted Habermas the substance of his critique,
much of that critique rests on the truth or at least the plausibility of Habermas's
formal pragmatics (see especially Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Mo-
dernity, pp. 276—86). Thus, if we have independent reasons to doubt the plausibil-
ity of that account—or at least of its claim to universality—then we have further
reason to wonder about the success of Habermas's critique of Foucault.

Cooke, Re-presenting the Good Society, p. 10s.

Ibid., p. 100.

100. For this criticism of Hzbermas, see Laclau, “Identity and Hegemony," pp- 81—82.
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Ibid., p. 176.

Ibid., p. 129.

Ibid., p. 132.

Ibid., p. 147.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p- 148.

Ibid., p. 149.

On this point, see ibid, p. zc.
McCarthy, Ideals and Hlusions, p. 1.
Ibid., p. 3.

Ibid., p. 145.

Ibid., p. 150; emphasis added.

Ibid., pp. 150—-51.

Ibid., pp. 181—82.

For a similar critique, see Benhabib, Sizuating the Self.
McCarthy, Ideals and Hlusions, p. 182.
Ibid., p. 185.

Ibid., p. 186.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 188. On the politics of need interpretztion, see Fraser, [nruly Practices,
chapters 7 and 8,

McCarthy, Ideals and Dlusions, p. 194.
Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., p. 5.

. Ibid., p. 6.

Hoy and McCarthy, Critical Theory, p. 14.

Ibid., p. 15.

Ibid,, p. 21.

For an interesting critique of McCarthy that suggests that the insights of ethno-
methodology push in 2 more radically contextualist direction than McCarthy re-
alizes. see Rehg, “Adjusting the Pragmatic Turn.”

Hoy and MeCarthy, Critical Theory, p. 72.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 75-76.

Ibid,, p. 77.

Ibid., p. a7.

Ibid.; emphasis in criginal,

Thid., p. 40.

Ibiel., pp. 74, 75. These formulations are similar to Cooke's use of the term “con-
text-transcending validity” which alse emphasizes the dynamic, temporal aspect
of such claims. See Cooke, Re-presenting the Good Society, p. 20, and nete 111
above.

Ibid., p. 81; emphiasis in original.

Ibid., p. 8.

Ibid., p. 36.
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Habermas, “Erom Kant's ‘Ideas’ of Pure Reason to the ‘Idealizing’ Presuppasitions
of Communicative Action.” p. 12. For z similar line of argument, see Rorty, "The
Ambiguity of ‘Raticnality, " p. 50.

Foucault, “Space, Knawledge, Power” p. 358.

One might argue that, in Habermas's recent work (particularly in his writings on
religion and his reflections on contemporary pdlitical events post-9/11), he himself
has moved further in the direction of the kind of pragmatic, contextualist formu-
lation of critical theory that T am advocating here. (Foran overview of Habermag's
views on religion, see Habermas, Religion and Rationality; Tor his reflections on
contemporary politics, see Habermas, The Postnational Constellation.) As | sce
it, this remains an open question. However, even if this is the case, it is all to the
good and would only serve to strengthen the overall argument of this book: that
the critical-thecreticzl approaches of Foucault and Habermas are much closer
than has previously been realized and that we can and should draw simultaneous-
ly on bath thinkers in our efforts to understand the relationship between power
and autonemy in the constitution of the self. 1am grateful to Eduardo Mendieta
for raising this point with me.

7. Engendering Critical Theory

. Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities;” p. 337.
. Ibid,, pp- 337, 338

Benhabib et al., Ferninist Contentions, p. 20.

. Ibid., p. 36.
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. Benhabib, Critiqgue, Norm, and Litopia, p. 242.
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Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid., pp. 61—62.

Ibid,, p. 38.

Ibid.; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 74.

Benhabib, Critigue, Norm, and Litopia, p. 252.

Ibid,, p. 253.

Benhabib, Situating the Self, pp. 109-10.

Ibid., p. 110.

Thid., p. 8.

Ibid.

Ibid., pp. 188—89.

Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities; p. 339.

Ibid., p. 340.

Ibid.

It is far from clear that Benhabib’s Habermasian view really does a better job of
explaining the possibility of creativity and spontaneity than does Butler’s account.
Critics of Habermas such as Dieter Henrich have argued that his account of sub-
jectivity does not so much explain as presuppose this possibility. For z discussion
of the Habermas-Henrich debate, see Dews, “Modernity, Self-Conscicusness, and
the Scope of Philosophy” Similarly, Benhabib's claim that we are born into webs
of narrative does no more tc explain how we come to be capable of constructing
our own narratives than does saying that although we are compelled to perform
our gender, we are capable of performing it differently. Both views presuppose a
fundamental capacity for spontaneity and creativity on the part of the subject.
It seems to me, however, that this isnt a particular fault of Benhabib’s narrative
conception of the self; most views of subjectivity run into this problem.
Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Cellective Identities,” p. g41.

Benhabib, Situating the Self, p. 162.

Benhabib et al., Ferninist Contentions, p. 21.

Benhabib, The Reluctant Modersism of Hannah Arendt, p. 112.

Benhabib, The Claims of Cuiture, p. 15.

Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities,” p. 3a4.

Ibid.

Ibid,, p. 346.

Ibid,, pp. 346—47; emphasis in original.

Ibid., p. 34s.

Ibid.,, p. 347; emphasis in original.

Ibid,, p. 350.

Ibid,, p. 348.

Ibid., p. 345.

Ibid.

Benhabib, The Claims of Culture, p.16.

Benhabib, Situating the Self, pp. 161—62.

Benhabib, Z#e Claims of Culture, p.15.

Benhabib, Situating the Self, p. 108.

Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities, p. 343.
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Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities) p. 344.

Ihid., p. 348, n. 10, quoting Somers and Gibson, “Reclaiming the Fpistemnological
'Other” p. 73

Ibid,, p. 3a5.

Indeed, elsewhere Benhabib acknowledges that “the gender-sex system,” defined
as “the social-histerical, symbalic constitution, and interpretation of the anatomi-
cal differences of the sexes,” “is the grid through which the self develops an exmbod-
ied identity, a certain mode of being in one’s body and of living the body” (Situar-
ing the Self, p. 152; emphasis in the original).

See Benhabib, Situating the Self.

Benhabib et al, Ferninist Contentiors, pp. 110—11. To my knowledge, Benhabib
does not actually discuss this empirical literature in detail.

See ibid.

Golombcek and Fivush, Gender Developrent, p. 27.

Ibid., pp. 22—23.

See ibid., p. 25.

Tbid., p. 26. See Stern and Karraker, “Sex Stereotyping of Infants”

Ibid,, p. 25.

‘That Benhabib considers the ability to construct a narrative to be a necessary con-
dition for being a self is implied by her suggestion that it is not possible to be a
self at all without the ability to generate coherent and meaningful narratives. See
Benhabib, “Sexual Difference and Caollective Identities,” p. 347.

On this point, see Fivush and Schwarzmueller, “Children Remember Childhood;”
and Nelson, “The Psychological and Social Origins of Autobiographical Memory?”
Fivush and Schwarzmueller, “Children Remember Childhood;' p. as7.

Fivush, “The Stories We Tell; p. 484.

Fivush and Schwarzmueller, “Children Remember Childhood.’ p. 457.

Fivush, “The Stories We Tell,’ p. 486.

Buckner and Fivush, “Gender and Self in Children’s Autobiographical Narratives;
pp- 421—22. Buckner and Fivush point cut that these differences cannot be ex-
plained by gender difference in language skills.

Benhabib et al,, Ferninist Contentions, p. 109.

Tbid., pp. 109—10; emphasis in criginal.

Benhabik, Situating the Self, pp. 217—8.

Benhabib et al., Ferninist Contentions, p. 110.

Benhabib, Critigue, Norm, and Litopia, p. 298.

Concluding Reflections

1. Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?” p. 317.
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An acknowledgment of this problem may well be why Butler herself has started
to develop a broader conception of the social—and, as a result, a less negative
conception of the ethical—in her recent book, Giving ar Account of Oneself.
Foucault, “Palitics and Ethics,” p. 379.

Butler, “Longing for Recognition,’ p. 133.

Lynch, “Is Power All There Is?” p. 6s.
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