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In the last lecture we examined some of the 
foundational aspects of the work of Michel 
Foucault, particularly the way in which he 
sees truth, power, and knowledge interacting.

We covered the nature of truth, and power’s 
role in shaping our knowledge of it. 

In this lecture, we will examine the set 
reading in more detail, as well as the way in 
which Foucault’s work extends beyond our 
previous consideration into other areas. 
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READINGS

Your set readings for the preceding two sessions 
have been four chapters of the book 
“Understanding Foucault” – an excellent 
introductory text if you are interested in exploring 
his work further. 

The nature of this module is theory heavy and as 
such we will spend a significant amount of time in 
this session going through the set readings – please 
make sure you complete them after each session. 
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QUESTIONS OF KNOWLEDGE

1 – What is going on in this passage? 
Why does it resonate with Foucault?

2 – What does the differing taxonomy 
do to our own assumptions about 
knowledge and categorisation?
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QUESTIONS OF KNOWLEDGE

1 – What is it that epistemes allow us to 
do?

2 – Why is this important (biologically? 
socially? psychologically?)

3 – Are epistemes bad according to 
Foucault? What might make them so?
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QUESTIONS OF KNOWLEDGE

1 – This notion of the changing reference 
of the same term across time is important 
for Foucault. What else may change the 
reference of the same term?

2 – If it is the case that the same term 
can refer to different things or 
categories, what makes it mean one 
thing or another?

3 – Are any of these references ‘untrue’ 
or ‘incorrect’?
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QUESTIONING KNOWLEDGE

1 – What is the organising principle of 
the current episteme according to 
Foucault?

2 – What are examples of behaviour 
that fall foul of this episteme, and what 
are some examples of this behaviour 
taken to extremes?

3 – In the example, how does the ‘truth 
of resemblance’ operate?
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QUESTIONING KNOWLEDGE

1 – In what ways are individuals read 
within the institutions listed – schools, 
church, medicine?

2 – What role do these “institutions” 
play in the categorisation of individuals, 
and how are these categorisations 
communicated widely?

3 – What are the dangers of the 
process of seeking the reason behind a 
characteristic – serial murder, 
homosexuality, liking the colour blue?
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DISCOURSES

1 – What do we think drives this 
valorisation of the individual? How does 
it connect to the valorisation of ‘reason’?

2 – What is the ideal form of the current 
episteme?

3 – Why is irrationality seen as 
dangerous? What does it threaten?

4 – Do we dream in language?
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DISCOURSES

1 – What is the error in Hughes’ reading 
of Foucault?

2 – Does Foucault argue that because 
power is an inescapable facet of 
knowledge, we should just give up 
struggling?

3 – What is Foucault’s position then?
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DISCOURSES

1 – What is the difference between a 
statement and other forms of discourse?

2 – In the example given, what is 
operating as the statements of the 
discourse of law?

3 – Does this distinction operate for 
other discourses – e.g. politics? religion? 
sex?
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DISCOURSES

1 – Given the truth-speaking role of 
public institutions, what is required for 
them to have authority?

2 – How would private institutions 
‘pronounce truth’?

3 – What is the difference between the 
truth-speaking function of private / 
public institutions – who are their 
audiences?

4 – What truths does the University 
speak?
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DISCIPLINE AND INSTRUCTION

1 – What does Foucault mean by 
discipline / disciplining?

2 – What is the relation of discipline to 
things like ‘appropriateness’, 
‘respectability’, ‘fashion’, or ‘madness’?

3 – The example given shows an 
example of a discipline towards upper 
class behaviour. What are some 
differing examples, based on class, of 
disciplining?
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DISCIPLINE

1 – How does the first form of discipline 
exert control our behaviour?

2 – How does the second form of 
discipline exert control on our behaviour?

3 – How does the institution of the 
University, through disciplining you as 
individuals, change your knowledge of 
yourself and societies knowledge of you?
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DISCIPLINE

1 – How do we discipline ourselves? 
What are some examples?

2 – What are some examples of 
punishment for poor disciplining in our  
contemporary society?

3 – What are some examples of 
gratification for good disciplining in our 
contemporary society?

4 – When might this system of 
punishment / gratification no longer 
work?
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DISCIPLINE

1 – What is the Panopticon (Bentham) 
and why does Foucault engage with it?

2 – What role does Foucault understand 
‘the gaze’ to have in the disciplining of 
individuals?

3 – At what levels does ‘the gaze’ 
operate in this way – self, private, social, 
institutions, government?

4 – What might be the reason given by 
Foucault for the positioning of the 
feminine as the subject of the gaze in 
our society?
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DISCIPLINE

1 – What might the exceptions to this 
be?

2 – What might have changed between 
when Foucault was writing and 
nowadays to query this relationship?

3 – Does anonymity mean freedom?
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RELATIONS OF POWER

1 – Why can we not speak of truth 
being opposed to power, in Foucault’s 
work?

2 – Give an example of ‘biopower’ in 
our contemporary society – what controls 
us?

3 – Can we rid ourselves of biopower, or 
just change the shape of it?
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POWER

1 – Why is freedom problematic for us 
as individuals? For society?

2 – Why is democracy an ‘empty space’ 
while kingship is not?

3 – In what ways is power concealed in 
our contemporary society?

4 – Kafka’s ‘The Castle’ PDF
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POWER

1 – What was the function of the 
kingship for Foucault?

2 – What does it mean to say power is 
‘diffused’?

3 – What is the problem with the 
statements given as examples of hidden 
power?
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POWER

1 – What effect does this location of 
power as fluid and unowned do to 
conceptions of truth and / or 
knowledge?

2 – Is power a good or bad thing?

3 – What does this mean for our ability 
to shape our society?

4 – What would an ideal society look 
like for Foucault?
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POWER

1 – Why do ‘the people’ not really 
exist? What defines ‘the people’? Who 
are ‘the people’?

2 – In what way does Foucault propose 
that we do not have independent minds?

3 – Is this escapable? 

4 – What should we do?!
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FOUCAULT AND GENDER

Foucault’s work goes about showing us that the way 
we think about matters like Gender or Sexuality are 
not “essential” or “fixed” – there is no 
epistemological inevitability for our current 
conceptions of what gender is or what sexuality is.

The things we think about gender / sex discourse 
are attached in constructed categories to other 
fields of knowledge – religion, politics, science etc. 
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MICHEL 
FOUCAULT, 

“HISTORY OF  
SEXUALITY VOL 

1” 105

“Sexuality must not be thought of as a kind 
of natural given which power tries to hold in 
check, or as an obscure domain which 
knowledge tries gradually to uncover. It is 
the name that can be given to a historical 
construct…”
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FOUCAULT AND GENDER

Critically, this means that all our beliefs are 
constructed by our location in society. 

This is not just subjectivity, per post-modern theory, 
but also an awareness of structural construction in 
society.

This idea of a constructed identity, that identity is 
formed by our place in society, is at the heart of 
modern gender / queer theory. 
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FOUCAULT AND GENDER

Identity is not fixed; instead, it is fluid, 
unstable, and context-specific. 
Identity also changes and is unmoored from 
any physical reality. 

While feminism may have argued that social 
roles are unmoored from the physical reality 
of sex (female pilots!), this largely operated 
within the sexual binary, reforming the 
gendered roles in society, rather than 
seeking to disrupt the binary itself – the 
system of power that formed knowledge 
around sex such that it become a (false) 
binary choice between male/female and 
masculine/feminine.

For Foucault, Power is not an “all-or-nothing” 
proposition. 

Foucault's critique of forms of feminism (and 
other universalist ideologies – Marxism etc) is 
that they imply those in power hold all the 
power.

Furthermore, clear definitions of identity 
(e.g., bourgeoisie vs. proletariat, men vs. 
women) unrealistically portray both the 
reality of identity and the power dynamic.
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FOUCAULT AND GENDER

Instead, Foucault believed that power can be used and 
deployed by particular people in specific situations, 
which itself will produce other reactions and resistances; 
power is not tied to specific groups or identities.

Power is context-specific, as are identities.

We all function within complicated and changing systems 
of power relations that are never fixed, static, or 
inevitable.
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ROUND UP

Truth is produced by power through the 
categorisation of knowledge.

Knowledge  is formed by the power to 
categorise new experiences according to 
existing categories

Power operates obviously, through 
systems of control like institutions, and 
diffusely, through social norms and 
expectations.

Foucault's insight means that our “truths” 
become detached from any innate 
nature. 

We do not HAVE to have categories of 
sane and insane, nor do those categories 
have to be formed the way they are.

We choose to have them

We could choose not to 

have them…
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READING

Today, we have completed our discussion of Michel 
Foucault and his work. We turn in the next sections 
to aspects of feminist theory and the work of Judith 
Butler. 

Your reading for this session are the chapters 
‘Gender’ and ‘Subjectivity, Identity, and Desire’ 
from the book “Understanding Judith Butler”

A permalink to this book is included on the Moodle 
page.  
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