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Power and Freedom in the Space 
of Reasons

This book argues that the received view of the distinction between free-
dom and power must be rejected because it rests on an untenable account 
of the discursive cognition that endows individuals with the capacity for 
autonomy and self-governed rationality.

In liberal and Kantian approaches alike, the autonomous subject is a 
self-standing starting point whose freedom is constrained by relations of 
power only contingently because they are external to the subject’s consti-
tution. Thus, the received view defines the distinction between freedom 
and power as a dichotomy. Michel Foucault is arguably the most impor-
tant critic of that dichotomy. However, it is widely agreed that Foucault 
falls short of justifying the alternative view he develops, where power and 
freedom are essentially entangled instead. The book fills out the gap by 
investigating the social preconditions of discursive cognition. Drawing 
on pragmatist-inferentialist resources from the philosophy of language 
(Wittgenstein, Sellars, and Brandom), it presents a new interpretation of 
Foucault’s philosophy that is unified by his overlooked idea of “the archae-
ology of knowledge.” As a result, the book not only explains why and how 
power and freedom must be entangled but also what it means ethically to 
pursue and gain autonomy with respect to one’s own understanding.

Power and Freedom in the Space of Reasons will appeal to scholars 
and advanced students working in social and political philosophy, critical 
theory, ethics, philosophy of language, and the history of 20th-century 
philosophy.

Tuomo Tiisala is a Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Vienna, 
Austria. He has taught at the University of Helsinki, New York University 
Abu Dhabi, and New York University, where he was a Bersoff Faculty  
Fellow after earning his PhD from the University of Chicago.
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Introduction

Michel Foucault’s reputation as a champion of discontinuity has made it 
virtually unthinkable that his apparently disparate studies of knowledge, 
power, and ethics, in fact, might be unified by one core problem. Yet that 
is what I undertake to show in this book. My claim is not that Foucault 
was only ever concerned with this one problem, nor that everything he 
wrote was somehow related to it. But I want to highlight a previously 
overlooked intellectual continuity, which reflects Foucault’s commitment 
to a distinctive philosophical outlook that can be presented in the form of 
a problem. I call it the problem of structural heteronomy. It is an ethical 
problem that concerns understanding, specifically the role of concepts in 
enabling, organizing, and limiting what is intelligible. This book presents 
an interpretation of Foucault’s philosophy as an attempt to reply to the 
problem of structural heteronomy. It is an exegetically ambitious under-
taking that makes the archaeology of knowledge, which has been widely 
marginalized in the scholarship, the centerpiece of the philosophical pro-
ject Foucault came to present in the form of his original conception of 
critique. In addition, my aim is to show that the problem of structural 
heteronomy merits systematic philosophical attention. I seek to establish 
this goal by explaining in detail how the problem emerges and noting, 
in outline, how it transforms the ethical landscape around the ideal of 
autonomy.

The limits of intelligibility are, by the same token, limits of freedom 
because they define what kinds of thought and intention are available to 
us as thinkers and agents. But what if the limits of intelligibility changed? 
Or if they could change even when they appear inevitable? According to 
the new interpretation of Foucault’s philosophy this book formulates, its 
guiding concern is to identify and help people overcome such contingent 
but apparently inevitable limits for thought and action. This is a well-
known theme in the secondary literature, but it has not been explored 
systematically. Specifically, what has not been explained is why there 
should be any such limits, what they consist in, and why they appear 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032673035-1
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inevitable if they are not necessary. This book answers all these questions 
in terms of the problem of structural heteronomy, combining exegetical 
detail with a systematic philosophical argument Foucault himself never 
formulated. The key idea is that such limits are structurally inevitable 
because they arise from the preconditions of discursive cognition, namely 
of the distinctively rational type of understanding we have as concept- 
users. Despite this structural heteronomy, Foucault’s conception of  
critique illustrates the ethical importance of working on the given con-
figuration of the “present limits of the necessary” for the sake of gaining 
an enlarged scope of freedom, not a complete liberation, but a trans-
formed space of discursive possibilities for the exercise of autonomy.1 
Thus, the new interpretation of Foucault’s critical project is meant to 
show how autonomy as an ethical ideal extends from agency to the do-
main of understanding.

There is no reason to deny that some limits of intelligibility are in-
deed necessary. Foucault uses the term “historical a priori” to designate 
the changing limits of intelligibility he studies and cautions that “nothing 
would be more amusing, but more inaccurate, than to conceive of this 
historical a priori as a formal a priori that was, in addition, endowed 
with history.”2 By means of the archaeology of knowledge, Foucault seeks 
to disclose and map different configurations of intelligibility as distinct 
systems of thought in history. But when Foucault begins to frame his 
overarching project in terms of critique, anchoring its motivation in the 
historical present, he nonetheless says explicitly that critique is archaeo-
logical.3 Even to those familiar with the secondary literature, this is likely 
to seem odd, at least for three reasons. First, following David Owen’s cru-
cially illuminating separation between Foucault’s conception of critique, 
on the one hand, and ideology critique, on the other, it is now common-
place to classify the former as genealogical critique.4 When Foucault states 
that critique is archaeological in its method, he immediately adds that it 
has a genealogical aim [finalité].5 So, critique, on Foucualt’s view, is cer-
tainly genealogical, although not only genealogical or even primarily so, 
as far as the method is concerned, but its archaeological dimension has 
been effectively eclipsed by the predominant focus on “genealogical cri-
tique” in the literature. Second, Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow argued 
influentially against the very idea of the archaeology knowledge in their 
1982 monograph on Foucault that has shaped the reception of his philoso-
phy in the English-speaking world probably more than any other book.6 
As I will show, however, this argument is flawed, so archaeology can be 
vindicated. Third, as a consequence of the two previous points, there are 
no attempts, to my knowledge, to even try to understand what it would 
mean that “critique is archaeological in its method.”7 My interpretation 
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of Foucault’s philosophy that foregrounds the importance of the archaeol-
ogy of knowledge, especially for the critical project, will not only show 
that the scholarship is severely incomplete in this respect. Reclaiming the 
archaeological perspective will result in a transformed, more unified vision 
of Foucault’s work overall.

The pivotal idea at the heart of this book is that discourse is a so-
cial practice whose conceptual rules are by default implicit and therefore 
unknown to the participating subjects whose discursive possibilities they 
nonetheless shape. The archaeology of knowledge charts changing con-
figurations of intelligibility precisely by uncovering transformations at 
the level of such implicit rules in discursive practices. On the one hand, 
this key idea helps to explain why the critique’s response to the problem 
of structural heteronomy needs to be archaeological. In short, the limits 
of intelligibility that constrain us contingently do so in virtue of us not 
knowing what they are. Therefore, critique needs to archaeologically re-
veal “the present limits of the necessary” to undo the constraint they exert 
on thought and action. On the other hand, the same key idea will be used 
to ground Foucault’s account of critique in a theory of discursive practice 
that draws on pragmatist-inferentialist resources in the philosophy of lan-
guage, especially from Ludwig Wittgenstein, Wilfrid Sellars, and Robert 
Brandom. Two ideas are particularly important in this respect. The first, 
as already implied, is that discursive cognition depends on implicit norms 
of a discursive practice that constitute, at least in part, the concepts one 
has available for thinking and acting. The second idea is that concept-users 
can gain rational control over concepts they use by coming to know given 
implicit norms of a discursive practice as representations of rules that can 
be assessed and revised.

Beyond the interpretation of Foucault’s work, then, the systematic goal 
of this book is to identify a new line of ethical work that is required if 
one endorses the ideal of autonomy as self-governing. Instead of agency, 
the domain for this practice of self-governing is understanding. But the 
means of self-governing –– the vehicle of autonomy –– is the same, namely 
representations of rules. Sellars and especially Brandom have shown that 
rules of inference enable concept-users to exert rational control over the 
concepts they use. Thus, analogously to principles of action through which 
one can govern one’s own will as an agent, one can use rules of inference 
to govern one’s understanding as a concept-user, of course, nonetheless as 
a member of a linguistic community. But the ethical significance of this 
possibility remains virtually unexplored. The overarching argument of 
this book merges the pursuit of “semantic self-consciousness” that enables 
control over concepts, as laid out by Sellars and Brandom, with the ethical 
outlook of Foucault’s critical project.8 Thus, the book extends the reign of 
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autonomy as an ethical ideal to the domain of understanding. Importantly, 
the resultant new line of ethical work should not be conflated with concept 
choice as an ethical question. It is widely recognized that choosing, creat-
ing, and improving the concepts we use to make sense of the world and 
ourselves in it often requires an ethical perspective.9 In contrast, however, 
the topic of this book is how to make concepts available for assessment 
and revision, to begin with. As we will see, the need for such work, in turn, 
depends on what we think concepts are.

Overall, this book aims to revise the core distinction between freedom 
and power in moral and political philosophy by grounding it in a proper 
account of the preconditions of the discursive cognition, which endows 
individuals with the capacity for autonomy, namely self-governed ration-
ality. In liberal and Kantian approaches alike, the autonomous subject is a 
self-standing starting-point, whose freedom is constrained by relations of 
power only contingently because they are external to the subject’s constitu-
tion. But the problem of structural heteronomy shows that the distinction 
between power and freedom should be redrawn inside the space of reasons 
instead. By acknowledging this problem, one acquires a new perspective to 
social ontology, and, consequently, to moral and political philosophy, in 
which power and freedom are essentially entangled.

Notes

 1 Michel Foucault, “Qu’est-ce que les Lumières?,” in Dits et écrits II, 1976–
1988, eds. Daniel Defert and François Ewald (Paris: Gallimard, 2001), 1391.

 2 Michel Foucault, L’archéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), 169.
 3 Michel Foucault, “Qu’est-ce que la critique?,” in Qu’est-ce que la critique? 

Suivi de La culture de soi, eds. Henri-Paul Fruchaud and Daniele Lorenzini 
(Paris: Vrin, 2015), 53; Foucault, “Qu’est-ce que les Lumières?,” 1393.

 4 David Owen, “Criticism and Captivity: On Genealogy and Critical Theory,” 
European Journal of Philosophy 10, no. 2 (2002); Colin Koopman, Gene-
alogy as Critique: Foucault and the Problems of Modernity (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2013); Daniele Lorenzini, The Force of Truth: Cri-
tique, Genealogy, and Truth-Telling in Michel Foucault (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2023).
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 6 Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism 
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 7 Foucault, “Qu’est-ce que les Lumières?,” 1393.
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sive Commitment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), xix–xx, 
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Structural heteronomy

The goal of this chapter is to show how the problem of structural heter-
onomy emerges from the pragmatist solution to the regress of rules. In the 
wake of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, the consequences of 
the rule-following regress have been studied extensively in connection with 
theories of conceptual content in the philosophy of language and the phi-
losophy of mind, but little attention has been paid to the regress of rules on 
the side of practical philosophy.1 It is a guiding thought of this book that 
thinking through the regress will have thoroughgoing consequences also 
in moral and political philosophy. Specifically, I will argue that the distinc-
tion between autonomy and heteronomy – freedom and power – needs to 
be relocated inside the space of reasons where it is grounded in a contrast 
between representational understanding and dispositional understanding, 
which is structurally necessary for the discursive cognition that enables 
autonomy, namely self-governed rationality.

I use “discursive” to designate conceptual cognition that is intrinsically 
related to the capacity to reason. Throughout this book, I will be using 
“concept” and “conceptual” in this sense of discursivity, but the above 
explication is needed to acknowledge that it is controversial whether dis-
cursiveness is a requirement for conceptual cognition as such.2 The au-
thors whose views I discuss and develop belong to a broad tradition that 
identifies the conceptual and the discursive.3 Following this approach, I, 
too, maintain that conceptual competence essentially involves a capac-
ity to reason with concepts, in addition to a partitioning of the logical 
space. I borrow the expression logical space of reasons from Sellars to 
highlight the requirement that, on this view, conceptual competence is in-
separable from reasoning.4 Not all concept-use is reasoning, of course, 
but the connection with reasoning illustrates that, in general, conceptual 
competence is informed by an understanding of reasons – reasons for and 
reasons against – that pertain to the use of a concept in the given circum-
stances. As concept-users, we do not merely respond appropriately to cir-
cumstances, but our responses are informed by an understanding of what  

1
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Structural heteronomy 7

kinds of response are required or forbidden in the relevant circumstances, 
which include situations of perceiving, inferring, and acting.5 This under-
standing of reasons, in part, constitutes conceptual competence. What the 
regress of rules reveals, then, is a structural requirement regarding the pre-
conditions of such understanding.

It is an appealing idea to define concept-use as rule-following because 
that would explain the understanding of reasons that is required for con-
ceptual competence as knowledge of rules.6 Moreover, this approach helps 
to make sense of autonomy, the distinctive type of freedom concept-users 
exercise, not as a lack of constraint but, on the contrary, as a constraint that 
is self-imposed by endorsing representations of rules.7 The key idea is that 
principles, representations of rules, are the vehicle of autonomy.8 As rule-
followers, concept-users enjoy a distinctive capacity for self-determination 
because they can assess and revise the rules of reasoning they use. This 
reflexive process is rational because it can be conducted by means of argu-
ment. By doing so, concept-users exercise autonomy over the concepts they 
use, which are constituted, in part, by the rules of reasoning under evalua-
tion. Thus, concept-use as rule-following is, at the same time, an account of 
freedom as autonomy.

As we will see, however, the regress of rules undermines this account of 
freedom because it shows that the understanding of reasons that is required 
for conceptual competence cannot consist in rule-following, specifically, 
not on acting on the basis of representations of rules. In other words, the 
regress of rules reveals that conceptual competence as rule-following can-
not be based on the reflexive model of autonomy alone. It is worth empha-
sizing that this issue is orthogonal to the debate on whether autonomy is 
compatible or not with nature as a system of causality.9 The longstanding 
focus on autonomy in terms of the problem of determinism has eclipsed 
this independent challenge to the metaphysics of autonomy as a model for 
conceptual competence. As we have seen, this challenge arises from the 
essential role that understanding plays in the view of conceptual compe-
tence as rule-following. To follow a rule, it is not enough that the action 
conforms to the rule. The conformity must be intentional, resulting from 
an attempt to follow the rule that is informed by a correct understanding 
of the rule. The requirement may seem like a platitude, but it creates the 
regress that reveals that the space of reasons presupposes something other 
than representations of rules. This result has been recognized, but only 
narrowly, because its consequences with respect to the distinction between 
power and freedom remain chiefly unexplored.10 However, given the link I 
have identified between autonomy and rule-following, it should not come 
as a surprise that the regress of rules results in a revised account of free-
dom. Because the regress shows that conceptual competence rests on an 
understanding of reasons that is something other than rule-following, also 
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freedom as autonomy must be dependent on something else. Autonomy, it 
turns out, presupposes heteronomy.

The problem of structural heteronomy, then, arises from a tension be-
tween the ethical ideal of autonomy as rational control, on the one hand,  
and the practice-based preconditions for discursive cognition, on the 
other. I will argue, following Brandom and Sellars, that the bedrock of 
understanding consists of a set of socially coordinated dispositions to 
enact norms that are not represented as such. Because these norms are 
constituted by normative attitudes that concept-users enact as patterns 
of concept-use, the norms are not fixed for good. They can be assessed 
and revised, however, only insofar as concept-users know what the norms 
are. Therefore, gaining rational control over such implicit norms re-
quires that they be represented as rules. As concept-users, we can thus 
acquire  “semantic self-consciousness” about a given concept whose infer-
ential structure we explicate, and thereby gain rational control over the 
 concept.11 Since we can thus increase our autonomy in the domain of un-
derstanding, it appears, in the light of the ethical ideal of autonomy, that 
we ought to pursue semantic self-consciousness. As concept-users we are 
ethically required to seek a representational grasp of the normative basis 
of our own understanding, in order to bring it into the purview of rational 
control. At the same time, however, the implicit normative bedrock of a 
discursive practice remains a necessary structural requirement for discur-
sive cognition. How should concept-users as ethical subjects navigate that 
tension? This is the problem of structural heteronomy.

1.1 Autonomy as the ethical ideal

As I have already said, the problem of structural heteronomy is predicated 
on a commitment to autonomy as an ethical ideal. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to begin by clarifying what this commitment consists in, and espe-
cially what other meanings of the term “autonomy” it does not involve. 
The commitment is to autonomy as a value, specifically as a moral good. 
This is not to deny that autonomy might also be an epistemic good. How-
ever, let me put that possibility to the side and discuss from now on the 
ideal of autonomy only as a moral good. Autonomy is positive freedom, 
namely self-governing on the basis of principles one endorses. There are 
many moral goods, but an ethical ideal is the highest good, the final end 
that structures an entire ethical outlook. We can say, roughly, that besides 
the ethical outlook organized around the ideal of autonomy, there are two 
well-known alternatives. One aims to maximize welfare or happiness. The 
other seeks a unity of virtues that manifests itself in practical wisdom. 
The problem of structural heteronomy, however, can only emerge within 
the ethical outlook that aims at autonomy. It would be misleading to call 
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this outlook “Kantian” since authors as varied as Karl Marx, John Stuart 
Mill, and Friedrich Nietzsche, as well as their respective followers, build 
different projects around the ideal of autonomy as self-governing.12 While 
these philosophers, and many others, recognize autonomy as the ethical 

The scope of the ideal of autonomy need not be limited to the principles 
of action that apply to the will, if one understands concepts, too, in terms 
of representations of rules. In this regard, Kant’s account of concepts as 
rules for making judgments provides an early formulation of the key idea 
which others, especially Sellars and Brandom, have elaborated.15 The idea 
is that the content of a concept is determined, at least in part, by inferential 
relations between different statements in which the concept is used.16 In a 
discursive practice, in contrast to a formal language, these are typically 
material inferences, not deductively valid formal ones. Nevertheless, the 
inferences are governed by norms. Some but not all patterns of inference 
are permissible, and some but not all are mandatory. Along these lines, 
the vehicle of autonomy, namely representations of rules, is extended to 
the domain of understanding, where it enables concept-users to assess and 
revise the concepts they use.17 Accordingly, the ethical ideal of autonomy 
also applies to understanding, alongside the will, as a domain of freedom 
where rational control can be exercised.

1.2  The regress of rules: From representational to dispositional 
understanding

Now, let me turn to discuss what the regress of rules reveals about the 
limits of representational understanding and why it motivates an account 
of discursive cognition in terms of an implicit normative bedrock in a 
discursive practice. Following Wittgenstein’s discussion of the regress, I 
take it as a reductio of a representationalist account of understanding.18 
The upshot is that the representationalist account of understanding as 
interpretation cannot constitute a complete, self-standing account of un-
derstanding because, in its basic form, understanding is something other 
than representing. I will designate this basic, non-representational mode 
of understanding as dispositional understanding. The revised account of 

ideal, they need not, and often do not, share Immanuel Kant’s metaphysi-
cal view about what makes autonomy as positive freedom possible. In gen-
eral, the commitment to autonomy as the ethical ideal should be separated 
from metaphysics altogether. In particular, it does not entail a commitment 
to Kant’s metaphysics of autonomy as a self-standing capacity of rational 
beings.13 Another meaning of “autonomy” that should be distinguished 
from the commitment to the ethical ideal concerns autonomy as a cri-
terion of legitimacy, especially in political philosophy.14 The problem of 
structural heteronomy presupposes nothing about justification, in general.
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understanding, in turn, which is based on dispositional understanding, I 
will call the pragmatist account of understanding.

Let us consider how Wittgenstein presents the threat of an infinite re-
gress and the solution to it:

198. “But how can a rule show me what I have to do at this point? 
Whatever I do is, on some interpretation, in accord with the rule.” – 
That is not what we ought to say, but rather: any interpretation still 
hangs in the air along with what it interprets, and cannot give it any 
support. Interpretations by themselves do not determine meaning. […]

201. This was our paradox: no course of action could be deter-
mined by a rule, because any course of action can be made to accord 
with the rule. The answer was: if any action can be made out to ac-
cord with the rule, then it can also be made out to conflict with it. 
And so there would be neither accord nor conflict here.

It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere 
fact that in the course of our argument we give one interpretation 
after another, as if each one contented us at least for a moment, until 
we thought of yet another standing behind it. What this shows is 
that there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, 
but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying the rule” and “going 
against it” in actual cases.

Hence there is an inclination to say: any action according to the 
rule is an interpretation. But we ought to restrict the term “interpre-
tation” to the substitution of one expression of the rule for another.19

Here Wittgenstein considers and ultimately rejects the representational-
ist view, according to which understanding consists in representing, spe-
cifically of substituting one representation for another as its interpretation. 
The regress emerges as an infinite hierarchy of representations that are 
solicited as additional interpretations in the hope of providing the correct 
understanding of r. The regress is infinite because the problem iterates on 
each level: to understand a representation r consists in substituting another 
representation r2 for r as its interpretation, but understanding r2 requires 
a new representation r3 as its interpretation, and so r3 requires a new in-
terpretation r4, and so on. No additional interpretation can secure correct 
understanding because any representation might be misapplied. Therefore, 
the conclusion Wittgenstein draws from the infinite regress is that some-
thing that is not a representation is needed for understanding.20

It is not enough for the pragmatist view to deny that understanding con-
sists in representing. To show that the regress can be avoided, the pragma-
tist needs to formulate an alternative account of the basic understanding 
in non-representational terms. Because understanding/misunderstanding is 
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an activity governed by standards of correctness, the challenge is specifi-
cally to formulate an account of norms without appealing to representa-
tions. The criteria of adequacy for the account, indeed for any account of 
understanding, can be stated as two conditions: (1) Conformity: In under-
standing something, one conforms to the relevant standard of correctness; 
(2) Non-accidentality: This conformity is not accidental, but one conforms 
to the standard because it is the relevant standard of correctness in the 
given circumstances. What the non-representational approach excludes, 
then, is the straightforward answer that one conforms to the relevant 
standards of correctness because one is following a rule that represents 
this conformity as something that ought to be done. As Sellars notes, the 
regress argument undermines an entrenched yet false dichotomy between 
intentional and accidental conformity to standards of correctness.21 The 
argument shows that understanding in its basic form is not intentional 
because it involves no representing. Nor is it merely accidental, however, 
that understanding conforms to the relevant standards. Understanding, in 
its basic form, conforms to standards of correctness neither intentionally 
nor accidentally. In some way, which needs to be specified below, under-
standing conforms to normative standards because of those standards but 
without representing them.

Before responding to this challenge, I want to caution against a wide-
spread characterization of the non-representational understanding as 
“blind.”22 This is potentially confusing because it threatens to deprive the 
basic type of understanding of its status as an understanding. Following 
Wittgenstein’s own remarks, however, the characterization has become 
customary.23 It does convey that dispositional understanding is logically 
prior to representational understanding and therefore cannot be guided 
by representations. But it is misleading if one takes the blindness of dis-
positional understanding to imply that conformity to standards of cor-
rectness is accidental. Episodes of understanding do not merely conform 
to the relevant standards of correctness, but they do so because of those 
standards. The regress argument shows that these two features of under-
standing are independent of representations of the normative standards, 
but this does not mean that dispositional understanding is “blind” in any 
stronger sense.

Another cautionary note concerns the learnability of non-representational 
understanding. It is learnable, even though it cannot be taught by means 
of instruction by representations of rules. Notably, Kant overlooks this 
alternative when he uses the regress of rules to argue that the power of 
judgment cannot be taught.24 According to Kant, “it becomes clear that 
although the understanding is certainly capable of being instructed and 
equipped through rules, the power of judgment is a special talent that can-
not be taught but only practiced.”25 Otherwise, if judging were determined 
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by the rules of understanding that subsume objects under concepts, an 
infinite regress of representations of rules would ensue that prevents the 
formation of a judgment. But, contrary to what Kant claims, the regress 
argument does not rule out the possibility that judging correctly is a learn-
able skill.26 It only shows that judging cannot be taught by means of in-
structions by representations of rules.

The more plausible alternative is to conclude that judging is acquired 
by means of training, a particular kind of teaching that does not use rep-
resentations of rules.27 This is the conclusion Sellars draws from the re-
gress of rules regarding the learnability of language as a system of rules.28 
Training, a particular kind of teaching, is needed to explain how “an or-
ganism might come to play a language game […] without having to obey 
rules, and hence without having to be playing a metalanguage game (and a 
meta- metalanguage game, and so on).”29 The transmission of conceptual 
competence from one generation to the next requires a mechanism that 
does not presuppose conceptual competence from the latter. Whatever in-
nate potential for concept use human beings have, no individual can ac-
tualize those capacities without linguistic training in a social practice. But 
since linguistic training makes individuals concept-using subjects in the 
first place, it cannot rely on the trainee’s yet-to-be-actualized capacity to 
understand conceptually articulated instructions.

Finally, before developing an account of dispositional understanding, 
it is important to note that the structural requirement for a non-represen-
tational basic mode of understanding does not, as such, define what type 
of social structure, if any, is needed. As I will show, the need to locate 
the dispositional bedrock of understanding in a social practice arises from 
a meta-normative challenge to make sense of the constitution of norma-
tive standards without representations of rules. This meta-normative chal-
lenge, too, is a consequence of the regress argument, assuming, as I do, that 
norms are attitude-dependent.30 On the level of dispositional understand-
ing, there are no representational resources for the expression of norma-
tive attitudes. Therefore, the view that normative statuses are constituted 
by normative attitudes can be maintained on the basic level of normativity 
only if the attitudes can be expressed without representing anything. We 
can represent the meta-normative challenge in Figure 1.1.

Thus, the limits of representational understanding, which the re-
gress argument reveals, apply also to the understanding of norms and, 

Figure 1.1 The explanandum: Dispositional understanding of normative attitudes.

Form of understanding Normative attitude

Representational Endorsement
Dispositional ?



Structural heteronomy 13

consequently, to the metaphysics of normativity. In Brandom’s words, this 
consequence of the pragmatist view of understanding can be summed up, 
thus: “Norms that are explicit in the form of rules presuppose norms im-
plicit in practices.”31 At this stage, however, nothing has been said yet 
about a social practice, so, strictly speaking, the fundamental distinction 
holds between norms that are represented, and constituted by rendorsing 
them, on the one hand, and norms that are expressed and thus constituted 
by doing something else, on the other. But, as we will see next, uphold-
ing this distinction requires a specific social structure for dispositional 
understanding.

1.3 I-thou, I-we, you-we sociality

I will argue in this section that an account of dispositional understanding 
requires a view of discourse as a social practice that involves three kinds 
of social relations. The argument proceeds as a transcendental argument 
that enriches the ontology of social relations in a discursive practice in 
two steps. First, I will argue that I-thou sociality, exemplified by Bran-
dom’s account of deontic scorekeeping, presupposes I-we sociality, namely 
group membership. Second, I will show that membership in a discursive 
community, in the relevant sense, can be produced only by means of the 
distinctive type of you-we social relations that are established in linguistic 
training. This second requirement has been illustrated in the well-known 
discussions of training by Wittgenstein and Sellars, but, to my knowledge, 
it has not been previously systematized as a necessary structural element in 
the social ontology of discursive practices.

After concluding from the regress of rules that understanding, in its 
basic form, must be something other than representing one item as an 
interpretation of another, Wittgenstein adds that, therefore, rule-following 
is possible only in the context of a practice: “And hence also ‘obeying a 
rule’ is a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. 
Hence, it is not possible to obey a rule ‘privately’: otherwise thinking one 
was obeying a rule would be the same thing as obeying it.”32 Since Witt-
genstein defines rule-following in the same context as a custom and an 
institution, it seems clear that the practice of rule-following, as he intends 
it, must be a social practice.

Is what we call “obeying a rule” something that it would be pos-
sible for only one man to do, and to do only once in his life? –  
This is of course a note on the grammar of the expression “to 
obey a rule.”

It is not possible that there should have been only one occasion on 
which only one person obeyed a rule. It is not possible that there should 
have been only one occasion on which a report was made, an order 
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given or understood; and so on. – To obey a rule, to make a report, to 
give an order, to play a game of chess, are customs (uses, institutions).

To understand a sentence means to understand a language. To 
understand a language means to be master of a technique.33

This oft-quoted passage sketches out contours for the non-represen-
tationalist alternative I have undertaken to develop: understanding is a 
practical ability that can only be exercised in a practice with several par-
ticipants. Sociality as a requirement for multiple perspectives follows from 
the need to uphold the distinction between correct and incorrect perfor-
mances. Otherwise, in Wittgenstein’s words, “thinking one was obeying a 
rule would be the same thing as obeying it.”34 But how exactly does the 
social structure of a discursive practice have to look like, so that the meta-
normative challenge can be met and the constitution of norms explained 
in terms of normative attitudes that are expressed, but not represented, in 
a discursive practice?35

It is a common proposal to explain a social practice in terms of I-thou 
relations between the participants.36 In response to the meta-normative 
challenge, Brandom’s account of deontic scorekeeping provides the most 
elaborate development of this approach. “Deontic scorekeeping is the form 
of understanding involved in communication. It is a kind of interpreting. 
But it is implicit, practical interpretation, not explicit theoretical hypoth-
esis formation.”37 Contrary to what the metaphor of scorekeeping might 
suggest, this passage clarifies that deontic scorekeeping belongs to the 
basic level of understanding that involves no representing. Brandom ex-
plains, in a different context, that he shares a commitment with “the early 
Heidegger, the later Wittgenstein, and Dewey’s pragmatism” to herme-
neutical (non-representational) understanding as a structurally necessary 
background for algebraic (representational) understanding.38 Therefore, 
it is crucial to Brandom’s account that a concept-user who participates in 
deontic scorekeeping by default does not represent the normative scores, 
her own and her interlocutors’, that she is tracking. Participation in score-
keeping is not a choice, however, but deontic scorekeeping is the activity 
of understanding and interpreting that, according to Brandom’s account, 
endows individuals with conceptual competence, to begin with. It is a mat-
ter of knowing how one is entitled, obligated, and forbidden to move in 
“the logical space of reasons”.39 In addition to one’s own normative score, 
a concept-user keeps score on the interlocutors’ normative scores, namely 
the entitlements, obligations, and prohibitions they incur due to the as-
sertions they make. Thus, scorekeeping involves two dimensions: under-
standing one’s own normative score and interpreting the normative scores 
of one’s interlocutors. Deontic scorekeeping is “the form of understanding 
in communication […] that is implicit, practical interpretation.”40



Structural heteronomy 15

In Brandom’s account, the social structure of a discursive practice con-
sists in I-thou relations between concept-users as scorekeepers. “This is an 
I-thou sociality rather than an I-we sociality. Its basic building block is the 
relation between an audience that is attributing commitments and thereby 
keeping score and a speaker who is undertaking commitments, on whom 
score is being kept. The notion of a discursive community — a we — is to 
be built up out of these communicating components.”41 Each concept-user 
interprets others from the perspective of her own understanding. Thanks 
to this social-perspectival structure the account manages to uphold the 
distinction between performance and its assessment. On the basic level, 
doing something is a way for one to take oneself to be entitled to what one 
does. Paradigmatically, by making an assertion I take myself to be entitled 
to it. Whether I am entitled to the assertion, however, is not decided by 
the positive normative attitude I enact by making the assertion. In this 
way, in virtue of the social-perspectival structure of deontic scorekeeping, 
Brandom can maintain that normative statuses such as entitlement are 
constituted by normative attitudes, but not reducible to them.42 However, 
as Danielle Macbeth has argued, the lack of any coordination between 
the different perspectives makes it unintelligible how communication and 
interpretation between scorekeepers gets off the ground.

On Brandom’s account, […] there need be no essentially shared pub-
lic language, no shared set of norms, even implicit in practice, gov-
erning the correctness and incorrectness of responses. Each player 
keeps his or her own set of books, according to his or her own rules, 
in what is in effect a private language. Nor could Brandom reply 
that, on his account, although what I do may be perhaps vacuously 
correct by my own lights, it may nonetheless be incorrect by your 
lights, and that this is what is essential to his account; for what is 
at issue is whether any content can be given to the idea that I in 
acting, or indeed you in assessing, do something normatively sig-
nificant at all. […] The point is not that what we do is the criterion 
of correctness (it need not be), but rather that it is only within the 
context of an essentially social practice, as it contrasts with one that 
is essentially individualized or private, that it makes sense to talk of 
correctness, and incorrectness, at all. The worry is that the practices 
Brandom describes are, in the relevant sense, individualized, private, 
and therefore cannot fund any notion of correctness, hence of con-
tent (whether objective or not), at all.43

Put differently, the criticism is that Brandom’s account can meet the meta-
normative challenge only at the expense of losing grip of the original topic, 
namely understanding. In Brandom’s account, implicit normative attitudes 
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are unexplained explainers. Not only are they thus susceptible to the full 
range of variance and contingency human psychology allows for, but, ac-
cording to Macbeth, they have no significance to begin with because there 
is no common ground between the different perspectives of concept-users 
that makes communication and interpretation between them intelligible in 
the first place. What is missing is a shared, public language that functions 
as a common ground between the individuals.

Ultimately, the problem is that Brandom’s account of deontic score-
keeping relies on the activity of communication to explain the normative 
statuses in reasoning that define conceptual contents, while communica-
tion, in fact, already requires shared concepts. Communication is crucially 
different from a host of other activities that can be coordinated between 
partners. It essentially involves understanding and interpretation. There-
fore, communication requires that the speaker and the audience share, 
roughly, the same concepts, including a background of dispositional un-
derstanding. This is because communicating is an activity conducted by 
means of concepts, whereas activities like dancing, shaking hands, and 
driving on the right side of the road can be coordinated between partners 
without any concept use. We often do communicate to make the social 
coordination of these activities easier, but the activities themselves can be 
performed and coordinated without speaking. So, why is Brandom com-
mitted to a social ontology of I-thou relations? “Assessing, endorsing, and 
so on, are all things we individuals do and attribute to each other, thereby 
constituting a community, a ‘we’. But this insight is distorted by I-we spec-
tacles — perhaps the same that have always been worn by political philos-
ophers in conceiving their topic.”44 To be sure, groups can have normative 
attitudes and perform assessments only derivatively, if at all, namely based 
on the assessments and attitudes of their members. And Brandom is right 
to reject the approach that tries to explain the attitude-dependence of 
normative statuses in terms of communal assessment.45 But from the fact 
that normative attitudes fundamentally belong to individuals, it does not 
follow that the individuals are ontologically self-standing. Yet Brandom’s 
account of deontic scorekeeping relies on individuals as though they were 
self-standing sources of understanding and normativity.

To be charitable, however, this criticism only shows that a successful 
account of dispositional understanding, including normative statuses, 
cannot be formulated in terms of I-thou relations alone. Coordination 
of dispositional understanding must be built into the social structure of 
the account to enable communication and interpretation between indi-
viduals. Moreover, it is important to recognize that the shortcoming of 
Brandom’s account pertains to social coordination at the level of dispo-
sitional understanding, not to the meta-normative challenge itself. This 
means that Brandom’s account will provide an adequate response to the 
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meta-normative challenge if the account can be otherwise vindicated. 
And there is a plausible prospect for vindication by means of enriching 
Brandom’s I-thou ontology. Thus, if the ontological expansion I will ar-
ticulate succeeds, then the meta-normative challenge can be met essentially 
in terms of Brandom’s account. Indeed, this is what I seek to show.

The social structure that is needed is one of membership, not between 
individuals, but between an individual and a group, in this case a linguistic 
community as a group of concept-users. This is I-we sociality. What makes 
an account of a discursive practice essentially social is the indispensable 
role of I-we social relations in it. Wittgenstein and Sellars link the pragma-
tist conclusion of the regress of rules to an account of understanding that 
is essentially social in this sense. Sellars sums up the point, thus: “As Witt-
genstein has stressed, it is the linguistic community as a self-perpetuating 
whole which is the minimum unit in terms of which conceptual activity 
can be understood.”46 The crucial idea, however, is ontological. Not only 
is I-we sociality required to make sense of conceptual activity, but it is 
also a requirement for the existence of individuals who are concept-users. 
No doubt, it is this stronger claim that makes Wittgenstein and Sellars 
interested in the practice of linguistic training. Recall that training is the 
type of teaching that does not rely on instruction by representations of 
rules. Specifically, the interest in training is motivated by the view that 
conceptual competence is acquired through linguistic training. Not yet a 
concept-user, a trainee cannot enter into I-thou relations of communica-
tion and interpretation. Those I-thou relations are possible for the trainee 
only once she has become a member, through a long and piecemeal pro-
cess, of the linguistic community of her trainers. This I-we relation in turn, 
comes about only insofar as there are trainers who make it their goal to 
train someone and thus transform her from someone endowed with innate 
conceptual capacities to an individual with conceptual competence. Thus, 
we can see that training, understood as an early of the longer process of 
Bildung, requires a particular type of social relation between the trainers 
and the trainees. I call this you-we sociality. The trainer treats the trainee 
as a potential group member, as a you that ought to be and will become, 
one of us, but only as a result of trainers’ actions.

Coordination and transmission are two aspects of the same core prob-
lem the ontology of I-thou relations faces concerning the social structure 
of understanding. Embracing the I-thou perspective, Stephen Turner sums 
up, unwittingly, its inadequacy by noting that a central task for a philo-
sophical theory of practices is to solve the following puzzle: “Practices 
are supposed to be ‘shared’, and it should be the case that the same prac-
tice can be transmitted to another person. But no account of the process 
of transmission could explain how the same thing got into different peo-
ple. Dropping the notion of ‘sameness’, however, reduces the practices to 
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habits.”47 The solution is to see why the coordination and transmission 
of understanding are inseparable. This is illustrated, as I have shown, by 
the fact that I-we sociality presupposes you-we sociality. The common 
ground of a shared language is what is being transmitted to new mem-
bers of the linguistic community through training. Therefore, it is not a 
mystery how “the same thing got into different people,” if the people are 
concept-users in the same linguistic community.48 Now, with respect to 
the meta-normative challenge, however, the fact that deontic scorekeeping 
rests on a common ground of a shared language does not jeopardize the 
possibility of disagreement, including disagreements about concepts. On 
the contrary, such discrepancies of perspective are only intelligible against 
the background of socially coordinated dispositions of understanding.

1.4 From training to pattern-governed behavior

Sellars develops a useful account of the socially coordinated background 
of dispositional understanding in terms of pattern-governed behavior. Re-
call that there is no dichotomy between intentional and accidental con-
formity to a rule. One can also conform to a rule because of the rule, thus 
non-accidentally, without knowing the rule. Pattern-governed behavior 
exhibits this third type of conformity to rules. “The key to the concept 
of a linguistic rule is its complex relation to pattern governed linguistic 
behavior. The general concept of pattern governed behavior is a familiar 
one. Roughly, it is the concept of behavior which exhibits a pattern, not 
because it is brought about by the intention that it exhibit this pattern, but 
because the propensity to emit behavior of the pattern has been selectively 
reinforced, and the propensity to emit behavior which does not conform 
to this pattern selectively extinguished.”49 The goal of linguistic training is 
to produce pattern-governed linguistic behavior. Because trainees do not 
understand instructions by representations of rules, training must proceed 
by means of selective reinforcement of behavioral dispositions.50 In this re-
spect, Sellars notes, the starting point is the same for humans and dogs, for 
instance: “we learn habits of response to our environment in a way which 
is essentially identical with that in which the dog learns to sit up when I 
snap my fingers. And certainly these learned habits of response – though 
modifiable by rule-regulated symbol activity – remain the basic tie between 
all the complex rule-regulated symbol behavior which is the human mind 
in action, and the environment in which the individual lives and acts.”51

A trainee must learn to conform to an up-and-running pattern of con-
cept-use, without representing as rules the normative statuses that define 
the pattern. Therefore, when the trainee learns to conform to a given pat-
tern, the conformity is not intentional. Nor is it accidental, however, that 
it is this particular pattern, as opposed to other alternatives, the trainee 
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learns to reproduce. Unlike trainees, it is trainers who know what ought 
to be the case, namely what trainees ought to do: “They [the trainers] can 
be construed as reasoning: Patterned behavior of such and such a kind 
ought to be exhibited by trainees, hence we, the trainers, ought to do this 
and that, as likely to bring it about that it is exhibited.”52 The trainers’ 
knowledge of a rule, a representation of what ought to be, gives them a 
reason to make it so that trainees conform to the rule. Making this con-
formity hold is what the trainers ought to do. The result is that “[t]rainees 
conform to ought-to-be’s because trainers obey corresponding ought-to-
do’s.”53 Assuming that the trainers apply the same ought-to-be’s to their 
own behavior as well, a uniformity of behavioral patterns gets produced 
not just among the trainees but also between the trainees and trainers. 
Thus, it is such “ought-to-be’s which are actualized as uniformities by the 
training that transmit language from generation to generation.”54 Sellars 
summarizes the shift, which linguistic training brings about, as follows: 
“the members of a linguistic community are first language learners and 
only potentially ‘people’, but subsequently, language teachers, possessed 
of the rich conceptual framework this implies. They start out by being the 
subject-matter subjects of the ought-to-be’s and graduate to the status of 
agent subjects of the ought-to-do’s. Linguistic ought-to-be’s are translated 
into uniformities by training.”55

But pattern-governed behavior is not merely of genetic importance. As 
we have seen already, it structures the space of reasons throughout as a so-
cially coordinated dispositional basis for concept use. Every concept user 
is ontologically dependent on a group of concept users, but this does not 
entail an implausibly monolithic view of linguistic communities. A group 
in the relevant sense is constituted by the trainers and a trainee. A linguistic 
community as a whole is made out of many such groups that overlap, which 
leaves room for some divergence of patterns without undermining mutual 
intelligibility. However, the crucial point pattern-governed behavior dis-
plays is that understanding is essentially socially coordinated. In general, 
one does not acquire a capacity in abstraction from some particular way to 
use that capacity. Learning to play the piano involves learning a repertoire, 
although there is no particular repertoire one must acquire in order to 
learn to play the piano. Similarly, linguistic training does not make human 
beings concept users who autonomously decide how to use the acquired 
capacity, as though it were available in a purely abstract form. Instead, 
the conceptual competence of any individual is necessarily an element of a 
social network of patterns of judging, inferring, and acting by means of the 
given concepts. This level of dispositional understanding is required for 
both genetic and structural reasons: “It is the pattern-governed activities 
of perception, inference, and volition, themselves essentially non-actions, 
which underlie and make possible the domain of actions, linguistic and 
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non-linguistic. […] The linguistic activities which are perceptual takings, 
inferences and volitions never become objeyings of ought-to-do rules. […] 
[N]ot only are the abilities to engage in such thinking-out-loud acquired
as pattern governed activity, they remain pattern governed activity. The
linguistic activities which are perceptual takings, inferences and volitions
never become obeyings of ought-to-do rules.”56

1.5 Semantic self-consciousness

Because of the regress of rules, pattern-governed behavior is not only the 
medium of linguistic training but also structurally necessary for concept-
use as the background of dispositional understanding. It is this structur-
ally necessary dispositional background that gives rise to the problem of 
structural heteronomy, because, as Sellars acknowledges, concept-users 
can nonetheless gain rational control over the given patterns of reasoning 
and intentionally change them. Sellars indicates this possibility, as follows:

It is the pattern-governed activities of perception, inference, and vo-
lition, themselves essentially non-actions, which underlie and make 
possible the domain of actions, linguistic and non-linguistic. Thus 
the trainee acquires not only the repertoire of pattern-governed lin-
guistic behavior which is language about non-linguistic items, but 
also that extended repertoire which is language about linguistic as 
well as non-linguistic items. He is able to classify items in the lin-
guistic kinds, and to engage in theoretical and practical reasoning 
about his linguistic behavior. […] The trainee acquires the ability to 
language about languagings, to criticize languagings, including his 
own; he becomes one who trains himself.57

This passage describes a qualitative shift from dispositional understand-
ing as pattern-governed behavior to a representational understanding that 
enables concept-users to assess and revise the concepts they use. Thanks 
to the reflexivity of thought enabled by the linguistically acquired capac-
ity for discursive representation, a subject need not endlessly repeat the 
given patterns of dispositional understanding. Those patterns, including 
crucially their implicit normative structure, can become objects of thinking 
as representations of rules whose legitimacy can be scrutinized and content 
modified by means of giving and asking for reasons. Thus, as Sellars puts 
it, through a shift from dispositional to representational understanding 
one “reach[es] […] the level at which [one] can formulate new and so-
phisticated standards in terms of which to reshape [one’s] language and 
develop new modes of thought.”58
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Thus, against the background of pattern-governed behavior as a so-
cially coordinated basis of dispositional understanding, Sellars introduces 
the idea that concept-users can gain autonomy with respect to their own 
understanding. The key idea is, as I have put it, that representations of 
rules constitute the vehicle of autonomy. The task of making it explicit, a 
guiding theme in Brandom’s philosophy, can be seen as an elaboration of 
this view of freedom as autonomy. In Brandom’s terminology, it is a ques-
tion of gaining “semantic self-consciousness” that enables rational control 
over the formation of concepts.

Logic is the organ of semantic self-consciousness. It brings out into 
the light of day the practical attitudes that determine the conceptual 
contents members of a linguistic community are able to express – 
putting them in the form of explicit claims, which can be debated, for 
which reasons can be given and alternatives proposed and assessed. 
The formation of concepts – by means of which practitioners can 
come to be aware of anything at all – comes itself to be something 
of which those who can deploy logical vocabulary can be aware. 
Since plans can be addressed to, and intentional practical influence 
exercised over, just those features of things of which agents can be-
come explicitly aware by the application of concepts, the formation 
of concepts itself becomes in this way for the first time an object of 
conscious deliberation and control.59

Semantic self-consciousness is achieved by turning implicit norms of dis-
positional understanding into representations of rules. Once the norma-
tive standards of dispositional understanding are represented as rules of 
inference, one can begin to assess and revise them. This reflexive ability to 
rationally revise the conceptual makeup of one’s understanding constitutes 
an increase in autonomy. As one gains knowledge of the patterns of one’s 
dispositional understanding, always locally with respect to some specific 
patterns of concept-use, that activity is no longer dispositional but a new 
object of self-governing. When one brings new knowledge of normative 
standards to self-consciousness by making norms of a practice explicit as 
statements of rules, the scope of one’s responsibility and freedom expands 
in two ways. One becomes responsible to an explicit standard of correct-
ness, but one is now also responsible for the correctness of that standard. 
The decisive point is that by means of thus exercising the expressive power 
of reason, concept-users can transform unknown forces they are subjected 
to in a discursive practice into forces they authorize autonomously and 
wield intentionally. Thus, one’s freedom increases within a space of rea-
sons as one’s knowledge of its normative structure grows.
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Following Brandom, we can call the tools of linguistic representation 
that enable this shift logical vocabulary: “Logic is the linguistic organ of 
semantic self-consciousness and self-control. The expressive resources 
provided by logical vocabulary make it possible to criticize, control, and 
improve our concepts.”60 Rational evaluation of a concept becomes pos-
sible only once norms governing its inferential structure are represented as 
statements that can function as premises or conclusions of an argument. 
This is typically achieved by means of conditional statements that repre-
sent inferential patterns in the up-and-running practice of reasoning and 
thereby turn those regularities into objects of rational assessment and revi-
sion. By evaluating and readjusting the inferential patterns, one is in effect 
revising the concepts involved because their content is defined, at least in 
part, by the inferential patterns in which they are used. To elucidate this 
process, let me discuss two examples.

BOCHE
The first example, originally by Michael Dummett, is used by Brandom 
himself to illustrate how logical vocabulary, paradigmatically the condi-
tional, can be used to increase semantic self-consciousness by represent-
ing hitherto implicit norms of reasoning as statements of rules.61 Consider 
the concept BOCHE, which applies to all and only persons of German 
nationality and entails an unusually high disposition to cruelty. By us-
ing  BOCHE, speakers established an inferential pattern, which can be de-
scribed by means of the following two rules. The Rule of Introduction: “If 
x is  German, then x is a Boche.” The Rule of Elimination: “If x is a Boche, 
then x is cruel.” The inferential pattern, however, is enacted as pattern-
governed behavior. This means that the activity of reasoning is guided by 
a dispositional understanding of Germans as cruel, but that understand-
ing remains unavailable for a rational assessment until it is represented 
that Germans are cruel. As long as the pattern from “x is German” to “x 
is cruel” recurs in the practice of reasoning without the transition itself 
being represented as something that ought to be the case, the putative 
propriety of this pattern of reasoning eludes the participants’ powers of 
rational evaluation. To represent the inferential transition, then, one needs 
the conditional: “If x is German, then x has an unusually high disposition 
to cruelty.” By thus representing a norm of pattern-governed behavior, 
one turns it into an object of rational control and self-governing. For one 
now needs to ask whether there are any counterexamples to the universal 
statement about Germans the conditional expresses. One must either en-
dorse or reject the universal statement, but in each case one is exercising 
a rational control over BOCHE. Endorsement of the conditional amounts 
to acceptance of BOCHE, whereas the conditional cannot be rejected 



Structural heteronomy 23

without thereby also repudiating BOCHE. Either way, one is exercising a 
rational control over the concept, scrutinizing its status in the light of one’s 
other commitments. Thus, acquiring semantic self-consciousness consists 
in coming to understand one’s understanding as one’s own.

The pivot on which the possibility of assessing and revising concepts 
turns is the pragmatically ambiguous role of statements that express ma-
terial conditionals that link two or more empirical predicates. The logi-
cal form of the proposition “If x is German, then x is cruel” allows for 
two kinds of treatment. The statement can be a description that is either 
true or false, depending on whether all Germans are cruel or not. But the 
statement can just as well be treated as a representation of a rule for how 
the concepts GERMAN and CRUEL ought to be used. In Wittgenstein’s 
words: “It is clear that our empirical propositions do not all have the 
same status, since one can lay down such a proposition and turn it from 
an empirical proposition into a norm of description.”62 There is nothing 
in the logical form of this kind of proposition that determines whether it 
is to be treated as an empirical or a normative statement in a discursive 
practice. However, there is no choice to be made so long as no statement 
has been formulated about a relationship between Germans and cruelty. 
Crucially, so long as the given pattern of reasoning is being reproduced as 
pattern-governed behavior, the connection it articulates between the con-
cepts GERMAN and CRUEL appears inevitable.

SEXUAL PERVERSION
The second example comes from Arnold Davidson’s work in the history 
of psychiatry that investigates the conceptual conditions for a theory of 
sexual perversion in the second half of the 19th century.63 In Davidson’s 
words, he studies the emergence of the conceptual space in which it be-
came intelligible to define sexual perversion as an illness.64 Historically, 
Davidson argues, this conceptual space for psychiatric reasoning about 
sexual perversion emerged between two alternative conceptual frame-
works that exclude, in two distinct ways, the intelligibility of the very 
concept  SEXUAL PERVERSION. There are two things in particular that 
I want to illustrate by means of Davidson’s account of this conceptual 
history. First, as the example of BOCHE, it illustrates how a concept can 
perpetuate problematic normative attitudes while those attitudes remain 
unarticulated. Secondly, with the example of Sigmund Freud’s Three 
 Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Davidson’s account illuminates the 
value of semantic self-consciousness.

The emergence of sexuality as a site of illness was precluded through the 
first half of the 19th century by Broussais’s principle, according to which 
every disease must be localized in some organ. The conceptual framework 
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of this anatomical style of reasoning makes diseases of sexuality literally 
unintelligible, unless they are in effect diseases of the reproductive organs.65 
Therefore, Broussais’s principle had to be jettisoned in the psychiatric dis-
course for a conceptual space to open up for SEXUAL PERVERSION as 
a disease category. Not only had the requirement for an organic seat to 
be rejected, however, but concurrently a new, functional, understanding 
of illness needed to be articulated. The emergence of sexuality as a site of 
pathology was grounded in a functional understanding of the sexual in-
stinct as geared towards the reproductive aim. This understanding enabled 
the application of the distinction between the normal and the pathological 
to the individual’s sexuality, in contrast to the anatomy of reproductive 
organs, which at the same time became understood as a privileged site 
of access to the individual’s personality. As a result, sexual perversions, 
understood as various deviations of the sexual instinct, became seen as 
symptoms of pathological psychic constitution, indeed as evidence of ab-
normal personality.66

Davidson’s account suggests that the crucial conceptual shift, namely 
psychiatry’s adoption of the functional understanding of the sexual in-
stinct, took place without semantic self-consciousness: “Nineteenth-
century psychiatry silently adopted this conception of the function of 
the sexual instinct, and it was often taken as so natural as not to need 
explicit statement.”67 Instead of explicit conceptual articulation and ar-
gument, SEXUAL PERVERSION came into being as a tactically useful 
instrument for harnessing and perpetuating normative attitudes regard-
ing sexual propriety that needed no articulation precisely because they 
were so widespread in the culture. Through the inferential patterns that 
came to define SEXUAL PERVERSION those normative attitudes con-
cerning sexual conduct congealed into a new concept that eventually could 
be made explicit under the guise of psychiatric authority. As one might 
expect from a treatise titled Psychopathia Sexualis, published to a large 
acclaim by Richard von Krafft-Ebing in 1886, it makes the dispositional 
understanding of sexual impropriety explicit by representing the inferen-
tial structure of the new concept of perversion: “With opportunity for the 
natural satisfaction of the sexual instinct, every expression of it that does 
not correspond with the purpose of nature – i.e., propagation – must be 
regarded as perverse.”68 The obligation Krafft-Ebing here designates by 
“must” is in fact an “ought” that is built into the inferential structure of 
SEXUAL PERVERSION and hereby made explicit.

Once made explicit, however, SEXUAL PERVERSION was quickly 
undermined, namely in Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexual-
ity from 1905, whose argument makes the decisive conceptual link be-
tween the sexual object and the reproductive aim undone. Davidson 
argues that Freud’s theory of sexual development, especially the account  
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of infantile sexuality, articulates a novel conceptualization of the sexual 
instinct whose inferential reconfiguration undermines SEXUAL PERVER-

1.6 Structural heteronomy

The two examples show not only how semantic self-consciousness can be 
obtained, but they also illustrate its value thus motivating structural het-
eronomy as an ethical problem. To be sure, semantic self-consciousness 
is epistemically valuable. Given that knowledge is intrinsically good, and 
therefore something one ought to pursue, semantic self- consciousness, 
too, constitutes an end in itself for an epistemic agent. Moreover, semantic 
self-consciousness is required for the rational revision of concepts that are 
epistemically or normatively defective. In fact, Brandom characterizes the 
function of semantic self-consciousness in terms of the rectification of defec-
tive concepts: “The rational enterprise, the practice of giving and asking for 
reasons that lies at the heart of discursive activity, requires not only criticiz-
ing beliefs, as false or unwarranted, but also criticizing concepts. Defective 
concepts distort our thought and constrain us by limiting the propositions 
and plans we can entertain as candidates for endorsement in belief and in-
tention. This constraint operates behind our backs, out of our sight, since 
it limits what we are so much as capable of being aware of. Philosophy, in 
developing and applying tools for the rational criticism of concepts, seeks to 
free us from these fetters, by bringing the distorting influences out into the 

SION, even if Freud does not fully acknowledge this. Freud argues that 
the sexual instinct begins its development from a child’s auto-erotic ex-
periences that explore different regions of one’s own body as a source 
of pleasure, and only in puberty does the instinct find an object that is 
suitable for the reproductive aim in the genitalia of the opposite sex.69 
Thus understood, the aim of the sexual instinct is pleasure. But this aim is 
compatible with a multitude of sexual objects, none of which need to be 
suitable for the reproductive aim. Consequently, the distinction between 
the normal and the pathological can no longer be combined with this new 
understanding of the sexual instinct. As we have seen, a functional un-
derstanding of the reproductive aim provides the basis for classifying dif-
ferent sexual objects as normal or pathological. But Freud’s theory severs 
that normative connection between the sexual object and the reproductive 
aim, and, in doing so, it in effect undermines SEXUAL PERVERSION, 
the concept itself. Therefore, it is puzzling that Freud should characterize 
the child, an auto-erotic explorer, as “polymorphously perverse.”70 But 
this only betrays, as Davidson suggests, the limits of Freud’s own seman-
tic self-consciousness. In Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud 
continues to describe the topic of childhood sexuality in the very terms his 
novel theory undermines.
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light of conscious day, exposing the commitments implicit in our concepts 
as vulnerable to rational challenge and debate.”71 Gaining a representa-
tional understanding of the inferential structure of a concept enables one 
to identify and rectify what makes the concept epistemically or normatively 
defective. The problem can be addressed by making revisions to the con-
cept’s inferential structure, at the limit by rejecting the concept altogether.

In Brandom’s account, however, the quest for semantic self-consciousness  
has no explicitly ethical motivation. In fact, it remains unclear whether, 
on Brandom’s view, making explicit concepts’ inferential profiles is 
something one ought to do. Relatedly, it is not entirely clear why, ac-
cording to Brandom, the rational control over concepts that semantic self- 
consciousness enables is worth pursuing. The two questions are related. For 
instance, one might think that semantic self-consciousness is worth pursu-
ing because knowledge is worth pursuing. Semantic self-consciousness is 
a special type of self-knowledge, and acquiring knowledge is good. But 
are we obligated to pursue knowledge? If so, knowledge about what? We 
would still somehow choose semantic self-consciousness from an infinite 
list of all possible objects. On the other hand, semantic self-consciousness 
enables a subject to exercise autonomy over understanding. Assuming the 
ethical ideal of autonomy, then, semantic self-consciousness is worth pur-
suing as a means to increase autonomy. Moreover, since representations 
of rules constitute the vehicle of autonomy, the same ideal demands that 
concept users pursue semantic self-consciousness. Thus, the ideal of au-
tonomy creates an ethical obligation to seek semantic self-consciousness as 
a precondition for exercising autonomy over understanding. This ethical 
motivation does not preclude epistemic motives for the pursuit of semantic 
self-consciousness. But the ethical motivation is crucially independent of 
any epistemic benefits since it is grounded in the ideal of autonomy.

Thus, the ethical value of the autonomy which semantic self-consciousness  
provides is not derivative from the epistemic benefits it provides. Seman-
tic self-consciousness is required for rational control over the concepts 
one uses and thus for the exercise of autonomy in the domain of under-
standing. To recognize the ethical value of semantic self-consciousness, 
one does not need to reject any given concept as defective. As recent work 
in conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering illustrates, concept choice 
involves thorny issues susceptible to reasonable disagreement.72 It would 
be naïve to claim that semantic self-consciousness must result in better 
concepts. And even if it did invariably produce concepts that are unques-
tionably better than their predecessors, the ethical obligation to pursue 
semantic self-consciousness, as I defend it, would remain independent of 
these results.

The structurally necessary requirement for dispositional understanding 
is not ethically significant as such, but I have argued that it creates a new  
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ethical problem for those who are committed to the ideal of autonomy. 
Since one can, locally, make explicit the implicit normative structure of 
dispositional understanding, one ought to do so. For only that way does 
one acquire rational control over norms that are implicitly guiding one’s 
use of concepts and thus shaping the understanding these concepts articu-
late. Alternatively, if one endorses a representationalist solution to the 
regress of rules, then the problem of structural heteronomy would not 
arise.73 Following the pragmatist solution to the regress of rules, however, 
a new line of ethical work emerges whose task is to promote autonomy 
with respect to the concepts that define one’s understanding. In the light 
of the ideal of autonomy, the quest for semantic self-consciousness consti-
tutes an ethical task that is distinct from the unification of the will in moral 
psychology. And, as I will show in the following chapters, this problem 
of structural heteronomy constitutes a core of Foucault’s philosophical 
work, linking his seemingly disparate studies of knowledge, power, and 
ethics. To recognize this unappreciated unity in Foucault’s philosophy, 
however, it will be crucial to reconsider and vindicate his idea of the ar-
chaeology of knowledge. For, as we will see, archaeology’s subject matter 
is precisely the implicit system of rules in a discursive practice that un-
beknownst to concept-users defines changing limits of intelligibility that, 
however, can be intentionally transformed only if critique cancels their 
apparent inevitability. Savoir is Foucault technical term for this implicit 
bedrock of rules in a discursive practice. In the next chapter, then, I will 
argue that concept-users’ essential dependence on savoir does not under-
mine their capacity for autonomy, but instead it gives rise to the problem 
of structural heteronomy in Foucault’s work.
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Replacing the Sovereign Subject 
with savoir

In “The Subject and Power,” published in 1982, Foucault summarizes the 
twofold nature of being a subject, as follows: “There are two meanings 
of the word ‘subject’: subject to someone else by control and dependence, 
and tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge.”1 What is 
at stake, however, is not just the meaning of the word “subject” but a ten-
sion between two aspects of subjectivity, which motivates Foucault’s philo-
sophical work throughout its shifting points of focus. On the one hand, the 
preconditions of understanding make concept-users essentially dependent 
on discourse as a social practice. On the other, self-consciousness enables 
 concept-users to control and revise their own thinking and agency. As we 

and Brandom who pursue a practice-based theory of discursive cogni-
tion. In Foucault’s terminology, the distinction between  “assujettissement” 
 (subjection) and “subjectivation” (subjectivation) marks the contrast be-
tween these two aspects of subjectivity. Through the following chapters, I 
seek to show that it is illuminating to interpret Foucault’s philosophy as a 
consistent engagement with this tension at the heart of subjectivity from the 
changing perspectives of knowledge, power, and ethics.

I will argue that these three perspectives are linked by the essential role 
of understanding in the constitution of subjectivity and, therefore, by the 
problem of structural heteronomy. Because the basic mode of understand-
ing is not representational, a concept-user is constitutively dependent on 
something she does not know, specifically on something other than princi-
ples she endorses. In Foucault’s vocabulary, this background understand-
ing is savoir in contrast to the representational connaissance, which is a set 
of truth-claims and corresponding beliefs.2 But, as we know already, this 
distinction can give rise to the problem of structural heteronomy only in-
sofar as one is committed to the ethical ideal of autonomy. Therefore, it is 
crucial for my interpretation of Foucault’s philosophy as a response to the 
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saw in the previous chapter, this tension between the two aspects of sub-
jectivity can be established as a consequence of the pragmatist solution to 
the regress of rules, and it is recognized, but only in passing, by  Sellars 
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problem of structural heteronomy to show that the conception of critique 
he develops is motivated by this commitment. I will focus on the topic 
of critique, including Foucault’s commitment to autonomy as the ethical 
ideal, in Chapter 5. Since I will be there explicating and defending Fou-
cault’s claim that critique “is archaeological in its method,” it is necessary 
that I first vindicate the very idea of the archaeology of knowledge. That 
will be the task in Chapter 3. To begin with, however, it is important to 
clarify in what sense exactly Foucault rejects the subject as a self-standing 
source of meaning and knowledge. As I have already explained, autonomy 
as a value, and specifically as the ethical ideal, need not presuppose the au-
tonomy of the subject in the metaphysical sense one finds in Descartes and 
Kant, for instance, but which Foucault denies. On the other hand, I need 
to show that Foucault’s view that meaning and knowledge are based on 
savoir, an implicit system of rules in a discursive practice, does not cancel 
his entitlement to autonomy as the ethical ideal. Therefore, in this chapter, 
I will investigate why and how Foucault replaces the self-standing subject 
with savoir as the basis that enables meaning and knowledge.

2.1 Foucault’s rejection of the Sovereign Subject

“Death of the man” is the provocative slogan associated with Foucault’s 
1966 study The Order of Things, which made him famous as the main 
proponent of “anti-humanism” in the pivotal intellectual debate of the 
1960s in France.3 Whereas the humanist camp denounced Foucault for 
having denied freedom and thereby the prospect of historical progress, 
Foucault’s target was a particular view of the subject, namely the subject as 
a metaphysically self-standing source of meaning and knowledge. In 1969, 
Foucault explains that he repudiates specifically “the Subject with a capital 
‘S’, the subject as the origin and foundation of Knowledge, Freedom, Lan-
guage, and History.”4 Foucault continues: “One may say that the entire 
Western civilization has been subjugated, and philosophers have only cer-
tified this by relating all thought and all truth to consciousness, the Self, the 
Subject. In the rumbling that shakes us today, one may have to recognize 
the birth of a world where it will be known that the subject is not one, but 
split, not sovereign, but dependent, not the absolute origin, but a function 
that is constantly modifiable.”5 Instead of rejecting the subject as a thinker 
and agent tout court, which would be odd indeed, this statement already 
expresses the same twofold picture of the subject as both essentially de-
pendent and capable of reflection and self-determination, which Foucault 
later presents in “The Subject and Power.” Foucault is objecting to the 
metaphysically self-standing status of the subject in modern philosophy, 
namely to the unified, sovereign, and originary status which the Cartesian 
cogito and the Kantian rational subject share, despite other metaphysical 
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differences. Therefore, as Foucault explains in 1973, “on the level of gen-
eralities where I situate myself, I do not make a difference between the Car-
tesian and Kantian conceptions.”6 From Foucault’s perspective, they are 
but two particularly influential articulations of the key metaphysical com-
mitment that has defined the orientation of modern philosophy but needs 
to be rejected, namely the view of the Sovereign Subject. “Two or three 
centuries ago Western philosophy postulated, explicitly or implicitly, the 
subject as the foundation, as the core source [noyau central] of all knowl-
edge [connaissance], as that in which and starting from which freedom 
revealed itself and truth could emerge.”7 In sweeping statements, Foucault 
claims occasionally, quite inaccurately, that this postulate has remained 
unchallenged until his day: “since Descartes until Sartre […] it seems to 
me that the subject was indeed understood as something fundamental but 
something one left untouched: it was that which was not called into ques-
tion. […] The idea that the subject is not the fundamental and originary 
form, but the subject is being formed starting from a number of processes 
that are not of the order of subjectivity […] but more fundamental and 
more originary than the subject itself, did not emerge.”8 This statement is 
a major oversimplification, at the very least, if not downright false. The 
rejection of the metaphysically self-standing status of the subject is a guid-
ing theme in post-Kantian philosophy, shared by canonical authors such 
as G. W. F. Hegel, Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Martin Heidegger.9

However, Foucault’s narrative is more nuanced and plausible when he 
interprets the history of French philosophy. Foucault contrasts “philoso-
phy of the subject,” running from René Descartes to Jean-Paul Sartre, with 
“philosophy of the concept” developed in the epistemological tradition 
from Auguste Comte through Gaston Bachelard to Georges Canguilhem.10 
Thus, Foucault indicates that his rejection of the subject with a capital 
“S” is informed by this alternative approach of French epistemology, even 
though the metaphysical status of the epistemic subject was never explic-
itly its topic. However, by studying the formation of knowledge on the 
basis of specific conceptual frameworks and their transformations in the 
history of sciences, this approach shifts the focus from the subject as a self-
standing starting point to a system of concepts as the source of meaning. 
Crucially, here concepts are not understood as private mental items, innate 
ideas, or intentional acts, but as elements of reasoning, to be identified 
and studied by reference to the formation and transformations of specific 
rationalities in the history of sciences.11

According to Foucault, the idea that meaning is constituted by a sys-
tem of concepts, not by a self-standing subject, is the crucial insight that 
is shared by a motley crew of authors who object to the metaphysics of 
the Sovereign Subject. Referring to his own generation in the context of 
French philosophy, Foucault sums up: “we found something else, another 
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passion: the passion of the concept and of what I would call the ‘sys-
tem’.”12 The insight is that language is the system that constitutes meaning, 
and the existence of a thinking subject therefore depends on language.13 
Acknowledging this essential dependence marks a sharp departure from 
Sartre’s philosophy of the subject as the source of meaning, which had 
defined the outlook of the previous generation: “The breaking point was 
the day when Lévi-Strauss and Lacan showed us, respectively, that mean-
ing for societies and for the unconscious was probably but a surface effect 
[…] and what deeply pervaded us, what was before us, what we sustained 
in time and space, was the system.”14 Thus, as Foucault elaborates in a 
different context, it was not only the structuralists but also authors such as 
Maurice Blanchot, Georges Bataille, and Pierre Klossowksi, who “showed 
indeed that there was not this originary and self-sufficient form which phi-
losophy classically presupposed.”15 They, as well as Foucault himself, “all 
agreed on this point that one must not depart from the subject […] in the 
sense of Descartes as the originary point starting from which everything 
was to be generated, that the subject itself has a genesis.”16 It may seem 
surprising that the objection Foucault makes to the self-standing subject as 
a source of meaning and knowledge is not very radical as such and, again, 
something many philosophers outside of the French context had already 
argued. After all, Foucault argues that a linguistic turn in philosophy un-
dermines the idea of a metaphysically self-standing subject.17 This is why 
Foucault also recognizes Gottlob Frege as a predecessor and ally in this 
respect.18 Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein, too, are featured on 
Foucault’s list of allies because they locate the source of meaning in lan-
guage, not in the mind of a self-standing subject.19

However, it is not only the subject’s dependence on language, but specifi-
cally a pragmatist approach to language that comes to inform Foucault’s 
philosophy, especially the project of the archaeology of knowledge. In 1967, 
when working on the systematic presentation of the archaeological project 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault emphasizes that instead of 
structuralist abstractions he is approaching language as a discursive prac-
tice that can be located and studied in a concrete historical context.

Personally, I am rather obsessed by the existence of discourses,  
by the fact that utterances have been made [que des paroles ont eu 
lieu]: these events have functioned in relation to their original situa-
tion, they have left traces behind, they remain [subsistent] and exert, 
due to this very existence [subsistance] in history, a certain number 
of manifest or secret functions. […] It is starting to be understood, 
especially among logicians, students of Russell and of Wittgenstein, 
that one could not analyze the formal properties of language but on 
the condition of taking its concrete functioning into account. Lan-
guage may well be a set of structures, but the discourses are units 
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of functioning, and the analysis of language in its entirety [totalité] 
cannot fail to meet this essential requirement. To this extent, what I 
do belongs to the general anonymity of all the studies that currently 
revolve around language, that is, not only around the linguistic sys-
tem that enables something to be uttered, but around discourses that 
have been uttered.20

We know from Foucault’s correspondence with Daniel Defert that “the 
English analysts” provided him with a crucial example of how to study 
language in terms of its functioning, as a discursive practice, in contrast 
to the structuralist vogue in the 1960s. When writing The Archaeology of 
Knowledge, after struggling to find a conception of language that would 
be adequate to his approach, Foucault reports success, in May 1967: “I am 
rather delighted by the English analysts; they allow one to see well how to 
do non-linguistic analyses of statements. Treat statements in their function-
ing.”21 Foucault discovered this pragmatist approach to language in the 
works of “Wittgenstein, Austin, Strawson, Searle,” as he later explains.22

Unlike “the English analysts,” however, Foucault only investigates lan-
guage as a practice of making truth-claims or, as he later puts it, as “truth 
games.”23 This game metaphor has multiple aspects, but most fundamen-
tally it expresses the insight that meaning and therefore knowledge depend 
on language as a system of rules. In 1968, Foucault sums up this essential 
dependence, thus: “What matters to me is to show that there are not, on 
the one hand, discourses that are inert, already more than half-dead, and, 
on the other, an omnipotent subject who manipulates them, shakes them 
up [les bouleversent], renews them; but that the discoursing subjects be-
long to the discursive field, where they have their place (and their possibili-
ties and displacements), their function (and their functional possibilities 
and mutations). Discourse is not the place of irruption of pure subjectivity; 
it is a space of differentiated positions and functions [fonctionnements] 
for the subjects.”24 Although Foucault also acknowledges differences in 
speaker positions, or “enunciative modalities,” that depend on social sta-
tus or group membership, the fundamental dependence holds between a 
concept-user and the rules of intelligibility of a discursive practice.25

To explain this essentially dependent status of the subject is a new cen-
tral task for philosophy, as Foucault notes in 1971:

The philosopher’s question is no longer to know how something 
[tout cela] is thinkable, nor how the world can be lived, experienced, 
passed through by the subject. Now the problem is to know what 
conditions are imposed on a subject of some sort so that it could 
enter [s’introduire], function, and serve as a node in the systematic 
network that surrounds us. With that starting point, the object of 
description and analysis will no longer be the subject in its relations 
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with humanity and formality, but the mode of existence of certain 
objects, such as science, which function, develop, and undergo trans-
formations without any reference to something like the foundation 
of intuition in a subject. The subjects that succeed one another are 
limited from the start by the side doors [ports lateral], so to speak, 
inside a system which not only has been in place since a certain time, 
with its own systematicity that in a sense is independent of people’s 
consciousness, but that also has its own and independent existence 
in relation to the existence of this or that subject.26

This new topic arises from the realization that a subject is not a metaphysi-
cally self-standing source of meaning but instead essentially dependent on 
language. In the end, however, Foucault never addresses the topic on the 
level of abstraction at which he describes it here. In The Order of Things, 
Foucault registers the subject’s essential dependence by noting, in Carte-
sian terms, that all thought presupposes a remainder of “unthought.”27 
And savoir is precisely a background that remains unthought as such be-
cause it involves no representations. 

But how individuals become thinking subject in virtue of acquiring 
savoir is not something Foucault ever undertakes to explain, even though 
he announces in 1973 the historical constitution of the subject as a central 
topic of his own research, thus:

It would be interesting to try to see, through history, how is being 
produced the constitution of a subject that is not pregiven [donné dé-
finitivement], that is not the starting point from which truth arrives to 
history, but of a subject that is constituted within history itself, and 
that is formed and reformed by history at every moment. One needs to 
advance toward this radical critique of the human subject by history.

A certain tradition of Marxism at universities or in academia 
has not yet given up this traditional philosophical conception of the 
subject. But, in my sense, that is what needs to be done: to show 
the historical constitution of a subject of knowledge [connaissance] 
through a discourse understood as a set of strategies that belong to 
social practices.28

One might think that Foucault’s subsequent analysis of techniques of dis-
ciplinary power elaborates this approach, and in a sense it does, but not 
at the level of generality that is required to address the constitution of a 
concept-using subject as philosophy’s new problem. The crucial point is 
that training [dressage] in Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power is not 
linguistic training.29 The people in prisons, armies, factories, and schools 
are already concept-users. In this regard, Foucault’s philosophy remains 
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incomplete, but this is not a problem for two reasons. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, an account of linguistic training can be formulated in 
terms of pattern-governed behavior. And this account can be provided as 
a supplement to Foucault’s historical analyses. Moreover, as we will see, 
Foucault’s philosophy has a diagnostic orientation, which culminates in 
his conception of critique. The practice of critique does not require an ac-
count of linguistic training, although, as I will show, it is precisely savoir as 
the socially coordinated background of dispositional understanding that 
critique, according to Foucault, needs to target. However, the account of 
savoir Foucault formulates in The Archaeology of Knowledge indicates, 
by the same token, what it is that individuals must learn in order to be 
able to participate in a discursive practice. Savoir provides Foucault’s ac-
count of conceptual competence, which is based on rules that are implicit 
in discourse as a social practice.

2.2 Foucault’s inferentialism

Foucault’s topic in The Archaeology of Knowledge  is not the forma-
tion of subjects as concept-users, but his account of the formation of 
concepts as an element of savoir indicates indirectly that linguistic train-
ing, as discussed by Sellars and Wittgenstein, is the right model for ad-
dressing the new philosophical problem, namely how individuals become 
concept-users. In a sense, the connection is plain to see: since concepts 
on Foucault’s account are constituted by rules of savoir, individuals must 
become concept-users by learning these rules. As we saw in the previous 
chapter, the rules have to be learned as pattern-governed linguistic behav-
ior that is produced by training.30 Accordingly, it is not surprising that 
Foucault’s account of the formation of concepts is both inferentialist and 
pragmatist. I will discuss Foucault’s pragmatist turn in the next chapter, 
but let me first show how the practice-based approach to the formation 
of concepts in terms of rules for making statements is articulated in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge.

In 1973, when Foucault’s focus is shifting to power as an element that 
intersects with discourse as a social practice, he notes explicitly that he 
adopted the practice-based approach to discourse from “the studies con-
ducted by the Anglo-Americans.”31 In this context, the game metaphor 
serves Foucault to conceptualize discursive practices as a strategic element 
in relations of power. Instead of studying facts of discourse linguistically, 
which was the default approach of French structuralism, Foucault says 
that he is following the Anglo-Americans and approaching discourse as 
“strategic games.”32 However, it is in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 
published in 1969, that “the English analysts” are featured as a recur-
ring reference. In this discussion, Foucault’s topic is not power, but the 
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distinctive object of study he has singled out for archaeology, namely 
savoir. Yet it is not explicit what Foucault’s approach owes to “the English 
analysts,” besides the general idea to study discourse “on the level of its 
existence” as a social practice.33 Therefore, it is worth quoting at length 
how Foucault approaches the formation of concepts in this context. Not 
only will the passages support the continuity I suggested above between 
Foucault’s account of savoir and linguistic training as the process of sub-
ject formation. What is more, the discussion of the formation of concepts 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge provides a concrete illustration of the 
throughgoing influence the pragmatist approach of “the English analysts” 
had on Foucault’s conception of the archaeology of knowledge.

“Rather than wanting to locate the concepts in a virtual deductive edi-
fice, one should describe the organization of the field of statements where 
they appear and circulate.”34 This statement at the outset of the discus-
sion on the formation of concepts makes it concrete what it means, for 
Foucault, to study discourse, and the concepts involved, “on the level of 
its existence.”35 Instead of treating concepts as abstract entities that defy 
history, Foucault seeks to explain the formation and transformations of 
concepts in the history of thought by means of an analysis of discourse 
as a rule-governed practice. “Such an analysis therefore concerns, at a 
level that is in a sense preconceptual, the field where the concepts can 
coexist and the rules to which this field is subordinated.”36 Now, consider 
how clearly Foucault then presents the view that concepts are constituted 
by the rules that govern their use in discourse as the practice of making 
truth-claims:

The preconceptual level that has been thus circumscribed refers nei-
ther to a horizon of ideality nor to an empirical genesis of abstrac-
tions. […] In fact, one poses the question at the level of discourse 
itself which no longer translates concepts from outside but is the 
site where the concepts emerge. One does not attribute that what 
is constant in the discourse to the ideal structures of the concept, 
but one describes the conceptual network starting from the internal 
regularities of the discourse. One does not subordinate the multi-
plicity of utterances to the coherence of concepts, and this to the 
silent repository of a meta-historical ideality. One establishes the in-
verse series: one locates the pure intentionality [les visées pures] of 
non-contradiction in the network in which conceptual compatibility 
and incompatibility intersect [reseau enchvêtré de compatibilité et 
incompatibilité conceptuelles]; and one relates this intersection [en-
chevêtrement] to rules that characterize a discursive practice. […] In 
the analysis that is proposed here, the rules of formation have their 
place not in the “mentality” or consciousness of individuals, but in 
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the discourse itself; they are consequently being imposed, according 
to a sort of uniform anonymity, to all the individuals who undertake 
to speak in this discursive field.37

Thus, the discursive practice itself is identified as the site of the formation 
of concepts. It is clear that, on Foucault’s view, to become a concept-user is 
to acquire savoir, namely a set of rules whose mastery constitutes concep-
tual competence in the given discursive practice. The anonymity of these 
conceptual rules is twofold. The rules have no identifiable author nor are 
they expressed as statements of rules but implicitly enacted in a discursive 
practice. Therefore, as I showed in the previous chapter, these rules must 
be both acquired and enacted as pattern-governed behavior.

The rules of savoir constitute limits of intelligibility. It depends on these 
rules what kinds of statements can be intelligible truth-claims. Foucault 
sums up the inferentialist idea that meaning depends on rule-governed pat-
terns of use, thus: “The patterns of use [schemes d’utilisation], the rules of 
use, the constellations in which the statements can play a role, their stra-
tegic potential, constitute a field of stabilization that enables, despite all 
the different utterances, the same statements to be repeated in their iden-
tity.”38 The identity in question pertains to the assertable content, namely 
to that which can be said to be true or false. Because conceptual content 
is an element of the assertable content, the field of stabilization has the 
same stabilizing effect with respect to both. Conversely, the patterns of 
use that stabilize the contents depend on the rules for the formation of 
concepts. But because these rules are implicit, they are, in fact, enacted 
as patterns of use. “The constancy of a statement, the maintenance of its 
identity through the singular events of utterances, its doublings across the 
identity of forms, all of this depends on the field of utilization in which it 
finds itself invested.”39 Following Arnold Davidson, one might summarize 
Foucault’s view by saying that “the field of utilization of a statement con-
stitutes its field of stabilization.”40

The replacement of the Sovereign Subject by savoir opens a historical 
perspective to meaning and knowledge that is bound to remain closed so 
long as one maintains that the same conceptual resources are available to 
people always and everywhere independently of discourse as a social prac-
tice and specifically of the rules that constitute concepts in it. Davidson 
makes the point succinctly, thus: “Many analytic philosophers have recog-
nized that a bad picture of concepts can have profoundly obfuscating con-
sequences in the philosophy of mind and the philosophy of language. But 
many fewer have seen that a fixated picture of concepts, as free-standing, 
self-identifying entities, can have, and does have, deep consequences on 
how one writes the history of systems of thought. The idealization and de-
contextualization of concepts strips the history of thought of its different 
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possibilities, draws one to a historiography of the everlasting, as if to write 
the history of thought is to write a history of the successive instantiations 
of the same, as though a clearly circumscribed number of thoughts, our 
thoughts now, must eternally recur.”41 Here Davidson has in mind theo-
ries that seek to define concepts detached from patterns of reasoning and, 
therefore, in abstraction from the history of discursive practices. However, 
I have shown that in this respect Foucault’s archaeological approach to 
concepts, in fact, finds its strongest support and a formidable repository of 
additional resources from pragmatist-inferentialist strand within the tra-
dition of analytic philosophy, broadly construed, which I have discussed 
with reference to the works of Wittgenstein, Sellars, and Brandom.

2.3 An external history of truth

The picture of thought that takes shape after the Sovereign Subject has 
been replaced with savoir is one of both dependence and freedom.

In all historical periods, people’s way of thinking, writing, judging, 
speaking (including the most everyday conversations and writings 
on the street) and even people’s way of experiencing things, the reac-
tions of their sensibility, all their conduct, is ordered by a theoretical 
structure, a system, that changes with the ages and societies—but 
that is present in all ages and in all societies…. One thinks inside an 
anonymous and constraining system of thought [d’une pensée anon-
yme et contraignante] of a historical period and of a language…. It 
is the ground on which our “free” thinking emerges and sparkles for 
a moment.42

Here the quotation marks are for those who insist that freedom means 
complete independence and the capacity for concept-use must be free in 
this sense. But I have already argued against that presumption in the pre-
vious chapter. Appreciating that “[k]nowledge [connaissance] liberated 
from the subject-object relationship is savoir,”43 one might ask how the 
subject-object relationship itself is constituted in a discursive practice. 
Indeed, Foucault emphasizes that one needs “to think knowledge [con-
naissance] as a historical process before the topic of truth [problématique 
de la verité], and more fundamentally than in terms of the subject-object 
relationship.” Thus, following Nietzsche’s genealogical urge to “watch out 
for [events] where one least expects them and in what is taken to have no 
history at all,” Foucault undertakes to study how the semantic access to 
truth, which philosophy of the subject takes for granted, is constituted 
historically in the field of social practices.44 What in the philosophy of the 
subject is taken as a pregiven semantic relation between the subject and 
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objects needs to be accounted for. This is the task behind the project Fou-
cault first calls “the history of truth,” but which, as we will see, would be 
more accurately described as “history of the emergence of truth games.”45

The question of truth, as Foucault understands it, becomes topical 
when one views savoir and its transformations in a historical perspective: 
“The subject of knowledge itself has a history, the relation of the subject 
with the object, or, more clearly, truth itself has a history.”46 Foucault’s 
phrasing here might be rather confusing, but, as I will show, for him the 
question of truth concerns indeed the constitution of “the relation of the 
subject with the object,” not the justification of truth-claims. History of 
truth, then, seeks to identify changing conditions of intelligibility in the 
history of thought and to account for them by studying relations between 
discursive practices and other social practices. In 1968, Foucault sketches 
out this practice-based approach, underscoring that he seeks to “make ap-
pear the polymorphous network of correlations” between different kinds 
of social practice, including discursive practices:47 “Discourse would thus 
appear in a describable relation with a set of other practices. Instead of 
being a matter of an economic, social, or political history that envelops a 
history of thought (that would be its expression and double), instead of 
being a matter of a history of ideas that would be referred (either by a play 
of signs and expressions, or by causal relations) to external conditions, it 
would be a question of a history of discursive practices in the specific rela-
tions that link them to the other practices.”48

Foucault notes explicitly that by approaching the question of truth 
within this framework of social practices, he adopts a perspective that is 
external with respect to the justification of truth-claims in the discursive 
practices he studies.

The hypothesis I would like to propose is that there are two histories 
of truth. The first type is an internal history of truth, the history of 
truth that rectifies itself on the basis of its own principles of regula-
tion. That is the history of truth as it happens in the history of sci-
ences or as it is written with that starting point. On the other hand, 
it seems to me that there are in society, or at least in our societies, 
several other places where truth is formed, or a certain number of 
rules of a game are defined – rules of a game that give birth to certain 
forms of subjectivity, certain fields of objects, certain types of knowl-
edge [savoir] –, and as a result one can do, with this starting point, 
an external history of truth from the outside.49

In other words, the approach is external because it is critical in the Kantian 
sense of an inquiry into the constitution of intelligibility as a preconditions of 
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knowledge. That is why Foucault can provide an alternative description of 
the same project as “critical history of thought,” as follows.50

In sum, critical history of thought is neither a history of the acquisi-
tion nor a history of the occultations of truth. It is a history of the 
emergence of truth games, that is, a history of “truth-telling” [vérid-
ictions] understood as the forms according to which discourses that 
can be said to be true or false are connected with a field of things: 
what were the conditions of this emergence, the price that was some-
how paid for it, its effects on the reality and the way in which, relat-
ing a certain type of object to certain modalities of the subject, it 
constituted for a given time, area, and individuals, the historical a 
priori of a possible experience.51

In both passages, Foucault unequivocally contrasts the approach of his 
project with an epistemological perspective that focuses on justification. 
But the difference between that epistemological perspective and Foucault’s 
alternative approach reflects a division between two different topics that 
do not exclude but complement one another.
This clarity of perspective is required for not to misunderstand Foucault’s 

the context of further elaborating the project of an external history of 
truth, Foucault explains that he wants “to understand by truth a set of 
regulated procedures for the production, law, distribution, circulation, 
and functioning of statements,” which means that “truth is connected in 
a circular fashion to systems of power that produce and support it, and 
to effects of power it induces and that transmit it.”52 This suggests that 
Foucault uses “truth” to designate simply a discursive practice in which 
the question of the true and the false can be raised and adjudicated. The in-
terpretation is confirmed by the following passage from 1981: “The reality 
of the world is not its own truth. Or in any case, let’s say that the reality of 
a true thing is never the reason why the truth of this thing is said in a dis-
course of truth. When I talk about this epistemic wonderment that consists 
of asking, ‘why is there, in addition to reality, truth,’ I don’t mean truth 
understood as the truth of a proposition, but as a certain game of the true 
and the false, a game of making truth claims that comes to be added to the 
reality and transforms it.”53 In other words, Foucault means by “truth” a 
discursive practice that functions as a truth game, and the external history 
of truth is precisely the history of the emergence of truth games.

When Foucault then, within this historical outlook, characterizes truth 
as a division [partage], this is yet another way to describe the changing 
limits of intelligibility.54 The division operates by constituting the limits of 
intelligibility that function as a historical a priori for the experience in a 

non-standard and readily misleading uses of “truth” [vérité]. In 1976, in 
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given historical and geographical context. In The Order of Things, Fou-
cault characterizes the historical a priori as that which, “in a given period, 
carves out in experience a field of possible knowledge, defines the mode 
of being of the objects that appear in it, endows everyday perception with 
theoretical powers, and defines the conditions under which a discourse 
that is recognized as being true can be held about things.”55 Again, it bears 
emphasizing that Foucault, who bypasses questions of justification, by no 
means suggests that the essential role of a historical a priori would some-
how threaten the possibility of knowledge. On the contrary, it is what 
enables knowledge, not in general, but about a specific field of objects in a 
particular context. Nevertheless, the given configuration of savoir, by the 
same token, rules out alternative conceptual possibilities. Therefore, from 
the external perspective of Foucault’s history of truth, the operation of 
savoir as a historical a priori can be seen as an enabling constraint. “To be 
sure, if one situates oneself at the level of a proposition that is internal to 
a discourse, the division between the true and the false is neither arbitrary, 
modifiable, institutional, nor violent. But if one situates oneself on a differ-
ent scale, if one poses the question to know what has been, what continues 
to be, through our discourse, this will to truth that has run through so 
many centuries of our history, or what is, in the very general form, the type 
of division that rules our will to know, then it is perhaps something like a 
system of exclusion (a historical, modifiable, institutionally constraining 
system) one sees to take shape.”56

2.4 Archaeology and genealogy of savoir

Within Foucault’s overarching project of the history of truth, in the spe-
cific sense I have just explained, there are two lines of inquiry, which 
are customarily called the archaeology of knowledge and genealogy of 
power, respectively. Yet this description of the division risks misleadingly 
suggesting that the object of study for Foucault’s genealogy of power is 
completely distinct from savoir, which is the object of the archaeology 
of knowledge. Therefore, it is important to underscore that savoir is an 
object in common between the two lines of analysis, namely archaeology 
and genealogy. They focus, respectively, on two complementary tasks of 
disclosing different configurations of savoir and accounting for their his-
torical transformations. The archaeology of knowledge [savoir] unearths 
its discontinuous forms that succeed one another in the history of thought, 
whereas the genealogical axis studies their formation by analyzing the field 
of social practices in terms of relations of power.57

Thus, power becomes a central topic in Foucault’s history of truth be-
cause the project undertakes to explain, in addition to simply identifying, 
transformations in the rules of savoir that constitute limits of intelligibility. 
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This means that the intelligibility of truth-claims is constitutively depend-
ent on something that cannot be assessed in terms of truth and falsity. 
Something other than truth-claims is needed to explain why delinquency 
and sexual perversion, for instance, were constituted as new fields of in-
quiry in the 19th century. Foucault uses the expression “the will to know” 
to underscore the fundamental role of action and interests in this regard. 
“It all happens as though […] the will to know had its own history, which 
is not that of constraining truths: history of the fields of objects to know, 
history of the functions and positions of the knowing subject, history of 
the material, technical, instrumental investments of knowledge [connais-
sance].”58 Foucault elaborates this line of analysis into the analytic of 
power, but already designates the approach as “genealogical” in the in-
augural lecture at the Collège de France, in 1970: “The genealogical part 
of the analysis addresses instead the series of the effective formation of 
discourse: it tries to grasp it in its power of affirmation, and by this I do not 
mean a power that would oppose that of denying, but the power to consti-
tute fields of objects about which one can affirm or deny propositions that 
are true or false.”59 However, once Foucault’s usage of “truth” has been 
properly detached from the perspective of justification, his emphatic claim 
that truth games are based on relations of power is likely to not live up 
to its controversial reputation.60 The claim is simply that the possibility of 
inquiry into some specific field of objects is not inherent in subjectivity, but 
it depends on the given configuration of savoir, which receives its shape as 
an element in a broader constellation of social practices that is organized 
by multifarious aims and interests that can be analyzed in terms of tactics 
and strategies. For instance, as Foucault explains in Discipline and Punish, 
in 1975, “it is not that the activity of the subject of knowledge produced 
knowledge, which is either useful or indisposed for power, but power-
knowledge, the processes and struggles that permeate and constitute it, de-
termines the forms and the possible fields of knowledge [connaissance].”61

Although Foucault presents the dependence of savoir on other social 
practices as a consequence of Nietzsche’s radical insight that truth is 
based on something other than truth, in fact, this point is also known in a 
more sober formulation as Wittgenstein’s anti-foundationalist conclusion 
that it is “our acting that lies at the bottom of the language-game.”62 For 
Foucault, Nietzsche’s insight in this respect is that our semantic access 
to questions of truth and falsity does not rest on an epistemically unas-
sailable foundation. The question of the true and the false is intelligible 
to us, not because there is a privileged set of truth-claims we cannot but 
know, but because of non-epistemic motives that give rise to “a will to 
know.”63 According to Foucault, Nietzsche revealed that our semantic ac-
cess to truth is based on something that is altogether different in kind 
from truth-claims. However, as Foucault emphasizes, this basis of inquiry  
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does not imply that inquiry cannot discover truths. “Truth survives, being 
preceded by the not-true, preceded rather by something about which one 
can neither say that it is true nor that it is false, since it is antecedent to 
truth’s own division. Truth emerges out of what is foreign to the division 
of the true.”64

Even this brief overview of savoir as the basis of meaning and knowl-
edge that is historical because it is located in discourse as a social practice 
suffices to show that one is hard-pressed to find any distinctively prob-
lematic ideas in Foucault’s remarks on truth, knowledge, and power. In 
Chapter 4, I will further explain how the archaeology of knowledge and 
the analytic of power diagnose savoir in two distinct but complementary 
ways. But now, with this background, let me turn to assess the influential 
line of criticism that the subject has an untenable, even contradictory, sta-
tus in Foucault’s philosophy.

2.5 The charge of lost autonomy

Perhaps most famously, Jürgen Habermas claims that “[f]rom [Foucault’s] 
perspective, socialized individuals can only be perceived as exemplars, 
as standardized products of some discourse formation – as individual  
copies that are mechanically punched out.”65 The implied charge is that 
because subjects are formed in relations of power, as Foucault maintains, 
they cannot be autonomous. This criticism seems to assume that the ca-
pacity for autonomy as rational self-determination requires metaphysical 
autonomy and cannot be a result of heteronomous training. It is an odd 
assumption because training would be superfluous if the trainee already 
had the capacity for autonomy. Moreover, if this is Habermas’s criticism, 
then it does not only apply to Foucault, but to any account of conceptual 
competence as being socially acquired through linguistic training. Nev-
ertheless, in the reception of Foucault’s philosophy, this point has been 
persistently identified as a crucial problem. Richard Bernstein repeats 
it, in the context of a generally more sympathetic discussion, thus: “But 
Foucault not only fails to explicate this sense of agency, his genealogical 
analyses seem effectively to undermine any talk of agency which is not a 
precipitate of power/knowledge regimes.”66 Again, the assumption is that 
Foucault is not entitled to attribute the capacity for autonomy to subjects, 
if he maintains that subjects are formed in relations of power – or, at 
least, that he should, but fails, to explicate how the acquired capacity for 
autonomy is compatible with its acquisition through relations of power. 
Most thoroughly, Béatrice Han develops this point into a systematic and 
potentially devastating criticism of Foucault’s philosophy. Han argues that 
the capacity for autonomy, whose exercise in practices of the self is the 
main topic in Foucault’s ethics, is incompatible with the conception of the 
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subject in his archaeological and, especially, genealogical analyses: “The 
Foucauldian analysis of subjectivity […] appears to oscillate in a contra-
dictory manner, between a definition of subjectivity as ‘self-creation’, on 
the one hand, and, on the other hand, the need, in order to understand the 
games of truth through which recognition itself operates, to go back to the 
practices of power of which subjects are not masters and are usually not 
even aware.”67

In response, some of Foucault’s defenders and followers, most notably 
Judith Butler, have insisted that this line of criticism is based on a naïve 
and untenable conception of autonomy, precisely the kind of sovereignty 
of the subject Foucault repudiates. Whereas Han and others are worried 
that Foucault’s thought leaves no conceptual room for autonomy, Butler 
insists that we ought to jettison the notion of autonomy instead. Becoming 
a subject, Butler maintains, always involves subordination to relations of 
power: “within subjection the price of existence is subordination.”68 From 
the thought that there is “a primary subordination or, indeed, a primary 
violence” in the process through which individuals become subjects in the 
first place, Butler concludes that also the apparently autonomous actions 
of a subject are, in fact, determined by this subordination. Thus, Butler’s 
view is the mirror image of the charge that Foucault’s conception of the 
subject undermines the notion of autonomy. It indeed does, according to 
Butler, but this claim makes it hard to find conceptual room in her ac-
count for understanding why subjects are nonetheless tactically invested 
in the relations of power that shape their social existence. If any constella-
tion of relations of power involves “a primary subordination or, indeed, a 
primary violence” with respect to the subject, as Butler argues, then why 
bother pursuing the ends one endorses and resisting those that only others 
seek to impose on one’s action?

The challenge, then, is to avoid the excess of repudiating the notion of 
autonomy altogether, as Butler does with her view of subjection as subor-
dination, without harking back to the conception of autonomy as a meta-
physically self-standing capacity that seems to implicitly motivate Han, 
Habermas, and others in their criticisms of Foucault. In other words, how 
to rethink autonomy after repudiating the metaphysics of autonomy as a 
self-standing capacity of rational beings? In response, Amy Allen convinc-
ingly argues that “Butler fails to distinguish adequately between depend-
ence and subordination.”69 On pain of assuming that our ability to use 
concepts is independent of language acquisition through training in social 
practices, one must admit that, as subjects, we are ontologically dependent 
on essentially social practices whose normative structure is independent of 
our endorsement. Endorsing or rejecting a norm is something one is able to 
do only as a result of linguistic training. That is why training must proceed, 
as we have seen, by other means than a shared conceptually articulated 
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understanding between the trainers and the trainees. For the same reason, 
however, it is a mistake to characterize this relationship between trainers 
and trainees as “subordination” in any normatively loaded sense, as Butler 
clearly does, instead of acknowledging it simply as a relation of constitu-
tive dependence. Again, I concur with Allen, who argues against Butler 
that “what is required is a distinction between subordination as a norma-
tively problematic relationship and dependency as a normatively neutral 
one, albeit a relationship that is fraught with danger insofar as it renders 
us vulnerable to subordination.”70

The argument I presented in the previous chapter helps us see why Allen  
is right in insisting on the importance of this distinction. The upshot was 
that the capacity for autonomy cannot be metaphysically self-standing 
because it requires a background of dispositional understanding, which 
is produced and socially coordinated through linguistic training. In the 
absence of an alternative, it is not apt to characterize that relation of de-
pendence as morally or politically problematic as such by characterizing it 
as subordination. Once we accept that every concept-user is constitutively 
dependent in this way, it makes little sense to argue that this requirement 
as such constitutes a problem. The fact that both Han and Habermas, on 
the one hand, and Butler, on the other, nevertheless describe that relation 
of dependence as subordination reveals a failure to fully appreciate the 
lack of a plausible alternative. I do not mean to suggest that Foucault 
adequately explains how the capacity for self-determination emerges from 
linguistic training. As I have already said, it seems clear that Foucault 
never even tries to formulate such an explanation. Instead, the point is 
that this influential line of criticism is predicated on a view of the capacity 
for autonomy that must be rejected as incoherent. To present an alterna-
tive account of the capacity for self-determination, however, we need to 
look beyond Foucault’s work and resort to conceptual resources he never 
utilized but that are available to one who seeks to elaborate his view.

Although we have already seen in the previous chapter how concept-
users can attain semantic self-consciousness and thereby extend autonomy 
over the concepts they use, let us briefly revisit the topic now from the per-
spective of the charge that Foucault is not entitled to attribute autonomy, 
in any sense, to subjects because he maintains that individuals are formed 
into subjects through relations of power. Recall that Foucault never pro-
vides an account of the acquisition of conceptual competence through lin-
guistic training, but in this regard, his view of savoir can be supplemented 
with the account of pattern-governed behavior Sellars formulates. And de-
spite Foucault fails to provide a philosophically adequate account of how 
“the subject is being formed starting from a number of processes that are 
not of the order of subjectivity,” he is right to identify savoir as the socially 
coordinated background of implicit norms that enables understanding and 
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thus subjectivity, in the first place.71 The realization that conceptual com-
petence must be acquired and exercised against a background of disposi-
tional understanding may seem to reinforce the charge that subjects must 
be determined in their use of concepts. But there is something peculiarly 
implausible about this idea. In a sense, we are forced to use the concepts 
we have, which are not originally of our own making, but why should that 
mean that it is impossible, in principle, for us to assess and revise them?

Conceptual competence is fundamentally dispositional, but this does 
not mean that we exercise the capacity randomly. As far as concept-use 
goes, what one is doing is essentially an activity that is informed by an un-
derstanding of norms. And what one is doing, including what one is doing 
with words, can become an object of discourse and reflection. Brandom 
sums up this point, as follows: “As concept users, we are beings who can 
make explicit how things are and what we are doing – even if always only 
in relief against a background of implicit circumstances, conditions, skills, 
and practices. Among the things on which we can bring our explicating 
capacities to bear are those very concept-using capacities that make it pos-
sible to make anything at all explicit.”72 There is nothing mysterious about 
the emergence of the capacity for semantic self-consciousness. It is simply 
an application of the capacity for linguistic representation to the activity 
of using that capacity. As concept-users, we can talk and think about how 
others use language, and we can do the same with respect to our own talk 
and thought.

In closing, it is helpful to cast the charge of lost autonomy against the 
background of Miranda Fricker’s diagnosis of what she calls “the ra-
tional postmodern malaise.”73 Fricker argues convincingly that the sig-
nature postmodernist thesis that there is no distinction between reason 
and power is best seen as the wrong conclusion drawn by philosophers 
holding onto an unreasonably demanding standard for rationality, namely 
reason’s presumed capacity for complete self-vindication. Upon recogniz-
ing that reason cannot completely vindicate itself, they concluded that 
nothing is rational, after all, instead of rejecting complete self-vindication 
as an unrealistic criterion. My defense of Foucault’s claim that subjects 
are both essentially dependent on savoir and capable of autonomy has 
proceeded analogously, namely by pointing out that the alternative is to 
maintain, highly implausibly, that a concept-user must be metaphysically 
self-standing.
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Keeping it implicit
A defense of the archaeology 
of knowledge

The central idea motivating Foucault’s notion of an archaeology of 
knowledge is that our discursive possibilities – what kinds of thought 
one can intelligibly entertain as being true or false – are partially shaped 

3

A major challenge to my interpretation of Foucault’s archaeology of knowl-
edge is constituted by the influential and putatively devastating line of 
criticism by Dreyfus and Rabinow, who argue that Foucault’s archaeologi-
cal project is based on an incoherent conception of the rules of the discur-
sive practices it purports to study.1 Therefore, before further elaborating 
my interpretation of Foucault’s philosophy as a response to the problem 
of structural heteronomy, my goal in this chapter is to vindicate the very 
idea of an archaeology of knowledge. Still today, over four decades after 
Dreyfus and Rabinow published their book, its argument against archae-
ology continues to play a pivotal role in the interpretation of Foucault’s 
philosophical work. On the one hand, the argument has convinced many 
that Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge was an ill-conceived project, 
whose distinctive goal and method were supplanted by his later analyses 
of power and ethics. Symptomatically, one finds no extensive discussion 
of archaeology in the recent surge of philosophical scholarship on Fou-
cault’s work.2 On the other hand, none of the sympathetic interpreters of 
Foucault’s archaeology have adequately explained how it could avoid the 
charge of incoherence Dreyfus and Rabinow level against it.3 This situa-
tion is particularly problematic for two reasons. Firstly, Foucault’s widely 
discussed ideas regarding relations of power and practices of the self can 
be fully understood only against the background of the distinctive view of 
savoir that informs archaeology. Secondly, Foucault’s archaeological pro-
ject remains an unexplored repository of insight for debates in philosophy 
today concerning the relationship between practice and reflection in the 
structure of thought.4 However, neither of these claims is viable, unless 
one can vindicate archaeology of knowledge from the charge of incoher-
ence. That is why the argument by Dreyfus and Rabinow merits particular 
attention.
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behind our backs, as it were, by a system of normative determinations we 
fail to recognize as such. As we have seen already, Foucault maintains that 
this unconscious yet constitutive element of thought is not a psychologi-
cal feature of a thinking subject, but a structural component of discourse 
as a social practice. As such, “the positive unconscious of knowledge” is 
susceptible to historical transformations.5 Specifically, Foucault conceptu-
alizes this historically dynamic unconscious dimension of thought in terms 
of rules of discursive practices that are unknown to the subjects whose dis-
cursive possibilities they shape. Archaeology aims to uncover historically 
specific systems of such unconscious rules and thus to identify changing 
systems of thought, each with a distinctive set of discursive possibilities. 
Therefore, the very idea of an archaeology of knowledge stands or falls 
with the specific conception of the rules it purports to study.

In Chapter 1, I already introduced the notion of rules that are implicit 
yet efficacious in a discursive practice and defended it as an outcome of the 
pragmatist solution to the regress of rules. Let us call it the pragmatist 
conception of rules. Despite it may seem that Dreyfus and Rabinow attack 
archaeology’s commitment to the pragmatist conception of rules as such, 
I will show that, in fact, their argument only calls into question Foucault’s 
entitlement to it. In particular, Dreyfus and Rabinow claim that Foucault’s 
entitlement is canceled by “the structuralist move,” which they attribute to 
his archaeological project.6 My strategy to defend archaeology against this 
line of criticism consists of three main steps. First, I will explain Foucault’s 
motivation for holding that the rules of discursive practices archaeology 
studies are both implicit and efficacious. In the second place, I will briefly 
revisit the regress of rules argument to provide an independent justifica-
tion for this pragmatist conception of rules. Finally, I will vindicate Fou-
cault’s entitlement to the pragmatist conception of rules by explaining how 
the charge of its incompatibility with a structuralist move is based on a 
throughgoing misunderstanding about the nature and aspiration of the 
archaeology of knowledge. Specifically, I will argue that the misinterpreta-
tion arises from Dreyfus’s own decidedly different philosophical concerns 
that focus on the constitution of intentionality. In contrast, I will show 
that Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge is a diagnostic project with an 
expressive goal, which makes it suitable for the task of critique to expand 
the scope of autonomy in the domain of understanding.

3.1 The charge of “regularities which regulate themselves”

To make intelligible the specific type of rules that archaeology of knowl-
edge studies, Dreyfus and Rabinow consider and reject several alterna-
tives. Since the rules are historically changing, Dreyfus and Rabinow reject 
a view of them as social laws based on physical laws that operate in the 
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brain.7 They reject the model of rule-following, in turn, because the rules 
must be unrecognized as such by the subjects whose thoughts they shape. 
It seems more promising, at first, to understand the rules as descriptive 
regularities of a discursive practice because one could thus meet the re-
quirement that the rules be unconscious. However, the conception of the 
rules as descriptive regularities cannot be reconciled with Foucault’s other 
central commitment, namely that the rules archaeology studies were, in 
fact, operative with specific effects in particular historical circumstances. 
As Dreyfus and Rabinow see it, Foucault must choose between attributing 
historical efficacy to the rules, on the one hand, and holding that the rules 
are not recognized as such by the thinking subjects, on the other. Since 
Foucault rejects neither of these two commitments, Dreyfus and Rabinow 
conclude that he commits himself to an incoherent view that conflates the 
descriptive and normative registers by attributing causal efficacy to the 
very descriptions of regularities archaeology arrives at through a retro-
spective analysis of discursive practices.

Foucault cannot look for the regulative power which seems to govern 
the discursive practices outside of these practices themselves. Thus, 
although nondiscursive influences in the form of social and institu-
tional practices, skills, pedagogical practices, and concrete models 
constantly intrude into Foucault’s analysis […] he must locate the 
productive power revealed by discursive practices in the regularity of 
these same practices. The result is the strange notion of regularities 
which regulate themselves. Since the regularity of discursive practices 
seems to be the result of their being governed, determined, and con-
trolled, while they are assumed to be autonomous, the archaeologist 
must attribute causal efficiency to the very rules which describe these 
practices’ systematicity.8

Dreyfus and Rabinow draw this conclusion at the end of a discussion of the 
explanatory power of Foucault’s archaeological analyses. As they correctly 
emphasize, archaeology of knowledge is not merely a descriptive enterprise 
in the history of thought. Foucault’s distinctive idea, which is expressed by 
his use of the notion of a historical a priori, is to identify historically specific 
systems of thought, “discursive formations,” on the basis of different sets of 
rules archaeology uncovers by analyzing discursive practices.9 By thus cir-
cumscribing different systems of thought, each governed by a distinct set of 
rules that were unknown to the thinking subjects, Foucault seeks to account 
for systematic patterns in the history of thought without reliance on indi-
vidual psychology or some metahistorical notion of rationality.10 Obviously, 
this explanatory connection requires that the rules of discursive practices 
archaeology studies were in fact historically efficacious.
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By insisting that Foucault must choose between the requirements of 
implicitness and efficaciousness, Dreyfus and Rabinow suggest that ar-
chaeology’s explanatory ambitions rest on an incoherent conception of 
the rules of discursive practices it purports to study. Their diagnosis is 
that “in his account of the causal power of discursive formations, Fou-
cault illegitimately hypothesized the observed formal regularities which 
describe discursive formations into conditions of these formations’ exist-
ence.”11 In order to save archaeology, Dreyfus and Rabinow recommend 
that Foucault relinquish the idea that his archaeological analyses possess 
any explanatory power. In their view, Foucault’s “unclearness concerning 
the question of causal efficacy surely shows that the archaeologist should 
never have raised this problem in the first place.”12 In fact, however, a 
choice between implicitness and efficaciousness is mandatory only if the 
alternative that combines them has been excluded. And that independent 
alternative is provided, as I will show next, by the pragmatist conception 
of rules.

3.2 Foucault’s pragmatist turn

For Foucault, the task of finding a conception of rules that can combine 
the requirements of implicitness and efficaciousness is motivated by the no-
tion of savoir as an unconscious system that, as I explained in the previous 
chapter, enables semantic access to truth. The implicit rules constitute and 
constrain a set of discursive possibilities that are actualized as truth claims 
in specific fields of empirical knowledge, connaissances. For instance, Fou-
cault explains, in History of Madness “it was this knowledge [savoir] that 
I wanted to examine, as condition of possibility of knowledge [connais-
sances], institutions, and practices” that identify mental illness as an ob-
ject of theoretical investigation and practical intervention.13 As we already 
have seen, Foucault contrasts this view with the philosophical tradition 
that treats the subject as a self-standing source of meaning and knowledge. 
Instead, Foucault maintains, discursive possibilities depend on language as 
a system of meaning, whose historical formations and transformations he 
undertakes to analyze in terms of discourse as a social practice. Again, as 
we have already seen, Foucault explicitly distinguishes this pragmatist ori-
entation from structuralism: “Unlike those who are called structuralists, I 
am not that much interested in the formal possibilities offered by a system 
like language [la langue]. Personally, I am rather obsessed by the existence 
of discourses, by the fact that utterances have been made [que des paroles 
ont eu lieu]: these events have functioned in relation to their original situ-
ation, they have left traces behind, they remain [subsistent] and exert, due 
to this very existence [subsistence] in history, a certain number of manifest 
or secret functions.”14
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Archaeology of knowledge studies the “secret function” of statements 
[énoncé] to constitute a system of savoir that, unbeknownst to the speaking 
subjects, defines a particular set of discursive possibilities for their thought 
and action while, by the same token, excludes others. Foucault’s decid-
edly pragmatist key idea is that the rules of savoir are created, sustained, 
and sometimes transformed through the very activity of making statement 
without representing the rules as such.15 In short, the rules are simultane-
ously both implicit and efficacious. Focusing on the history of the hu-
man sciences, Foucault illustrates this requirement by saying that the rules 
function as “a positive unconscious of knowledge [at] a level that escapes 
the scientist’s consciousness and nevertheless partakes of the scientific dis-
course instead of contesting its validity and seeking to decrease its scien-
tific nature.”16 On Foucault’s view, these systems of constitutive rules are 
not merely theoretical constructions, but it is crucial for his archaeological 
project that “the development of this knowledge [savoir] and its transfor-
mations […] put in play complex relations of causality” in the history of 
thought.17 In other words, it is crucial that a system of savoir functions as 
a historical a priori. “It is this a priori,” Foucault explains in The Order of 
Things, “that, in a given historical period, carves out in experience a field 
of possible knowledge, defines the mode of being of the objects that appear 
in it, endows everyday perception with theoretical powers, and defines the 
conditions under which a discourse that is recognized as true can be held 
about things.”18 In The Archaeology of Knowledge, then, Foucault notes 
explicitly that his use of the notion of a historical a priori serves to mark 
an explanatory connection between the rules of a discursive practice and a 
particular system of thought: “The reason for using this a little barbarous 
term [historical a priori] is that this a priori must account for statements 
in their dispersion.”19 The explanatory connection is underwritten by the 
constitutive dependence between a particular set of discursive possibili-
ties and the rules of a given discursive practice. For Foucault, a historical 
a priori “is defined as the groups of rules that characterize a discursive 
practice,” and he indicates that constitutive dependence by underscoring 
that “these rules are not imposed from outside onto the elements they con-
nect [mettent en relation],” but the rules “partake in the very thing they 
connect [sont engages dans cela même qu’elles relient].”20 As we will see, 
grasping how Foucault combines this Kantian view of objects of knowl-
edge as conceptually constituted with a decidedly pragmatist conception 
of the constitutive rules that function as a system of savoir will be the key 
to a proper understanding of his archaeological project.

To fully appreciate the importance of the pragmatism approach, it is 
instructive to consider how Foucault’s understanding of the rules of savoir 
change in the course of writing The Archaeology of Knowledge, his sys-
tematic presentation of archaeology. In the book, published in 1969, 
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Foucault presents his considered view that the rules are not articulated as 
statements of rules but instead enacted implicitly in a discursive practice.21 
However, in the unpublished manuscript of The Archaeology of Knowl-
edge, Foucault instead defines savoir as a historically changing group of 
statements that play a constitutive function in a discursive practice. In the 
manuscript, Foucault argues that “[t]he grid that constitutes, for a given 
period […] the system of savoir, may be called the grid of determining 
assertions. This set of assertions cannot be said to be true or false within 
the scientific discourse they make possible.”22 In other words, in the manu-
script, Foucault understands savoir in terms of statements, indeed as a 
special set of assertions whose role is to define what types of statement 
can be formulated as intelligible empirical claims to be verified or falsified. 
Foucault articulates the view clearly: “This network of assertions is what I 
call savoir.”23 Thus, both specific bodies of empirical knowledge, connais-
sances, and the system of rules that constitutes the particular discursive 
possibilities they realize, savoir, are understood as statements. “The savoir 
[is] the network of assertions that give rise to scientific statements in their 
possibility, it is the space of their emergence.”24

Ultimately, however, this conception of savoir as an explicitly articu-
lated historical a priori defeats the purpose of an archaeology of knowl-
edge to unearth a system of rules that goes unrecognized by those whose 
discursive possibilities it shapes. Statements of rules cannot make up a 
positive unconscious of knowledge. It is therefore not surprising that in 
the published version of The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault under-
scores that the rules of discursive practices archaeology studies are not to 
be understood as statements. Foucault states that a discursive practice is 
governed by “a group of anonymous, historical rules,”25 and he is very 
clear about rejecting the view he had endorsed in the manuscript: “These 
rules are never given in a formulation, they traverse formulations and con-
stitute for them a space of coexistence; therefore one cannot find a single 
statement that would articulate them as such.”26 Given the very idea of 
savoir as an unknown system of rules, this considered view is indeed what 
Foucault ought to maintain.

This shift from an explicit to an implicit conception of the rules of 
savoir marks a pragmatist turn in Foucault’s philosophy. The central 
role of the concept of practice in Foucault’s thought was noted early on 
by some of his most astute interpreters, but only more recently has the 
topic received the wider attention it merits.27 I agree with those who have 
emphasized that already in Foucault’s doctoral work on Kant’s Anthro-
pology, one can recognize an attempt to approach the topic of the con-
stitution of experience, in Kant’s own words, from a pragmatic point of 
view, namely by investigating social practices.28 To be sure, this is the ap-
proach Foucault develops in the contemporaneous History of Madness.29  
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What I name Foucault’s “pragmatist turn” is more specific, however. It is 
best seen as an extension of the practice-based approach to discourse as 
a social practice and, crucially, to the rules that constitute the objects of 
discourse. Foucault later expressed his pragmatist orientation as “a third 
principle of method: address ‘practices’ as the field of analysis, conduct 
the study by privileging what ‘was done’.”30 What is done in a discursive 

be understood in terms practical abilities to do something.”32 This means 
that the basic mode of understanding the normative standards that govern 
the use of concepts is not representations of rules but, as I have argued, 
socially coordinated dispositions. As we have seen, this means that the 
intelligibility of propositionally articulated thought rests on a background 
of dispositional understanding whose norms the thinking subjects do not 
know as such.

To be sure, Foucault never presented an adequate philosophical ar-
gument for the pragmatist approach he adopted. But, as I have already 
shown, that argument is provided by the regress of rules. Therefore, to 
vindicate Foucault’s pragmatist turn, which the archaeology of knowledge 
presupposes, let us rehearse the lesson from that argument and connect 
it with the criticism Dreyfus and Rabinow level against archaeology. The 
pragmatist upshot of the regress is that normativity does not fundamen-
tally exist in a representational form. Brandom helpfully sums up the ensu-
ing challenge, thus: “how to understand proprieties of practice, without 
appealing to rules, justifications, or other explicit claims that something 
is appropriate?”33 The challenge arises from the twofold requirement that 
the rules must be both implicit and efficacious, as Foucault, too, insists. 
On the one hand, the regress argument undermines the view that all nor-
mative standards exist in a representational form. Following Brandom’s 

practice – the activity of making statements, in contrast to their repre-
sentational content – assumes a fundamental role in Foucault’s account 
of thought when he begins to conceptualize savoir as a system of rules 
that are implicit in a discursive practice. Implicit rules cannot be attrib-
uted to subjects as propositional knowledge, that is, as knowledge that 
something is (or may or ought to be) thus and so. Instead, conformity to 
implicit rules must be understood as a practical ability, namely as con-
ceptual competence that is exercised as knowledge-how, without invok-
ing representations of rules. Thus, although Foucault does not mention 
the distinction between “knowing that” and “knowing how,” his own 
distinction between connaissance and savoir needs to be drawn in terms 
of a contrast between representational content, on the one hand, and a 
practical ability, on the other.31 Or, as I have put it, we can see now that 
savoir must function as the background of dispositional understanding 
that enables discursive cognition. According to this pragmatist conception 
of thought, as Brandom puts it, “believing that things are thus-and-so is to 
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terminology, I call this view regulism. On the other hand, it might be 
tempting to try to avoid the regress by opting for an approach that is inde-
pendent of the understanding of norms by concept-users. According to this 
approach, the claims about the rules of a discursive practice should be un-
derstood as descriptions of regularities one identifies by observing a prac-
tice. Specifically, these claims attribute no understanding of norms to the 
participants of the practice. As a result, no regress of rules would ensue, 
but the descriptions of regularity would have no explanatory power either. 
In keeping with Brandom’s terminology, I call this alternative conception 
of rules regularism. The problem with the regularist strategy, however, is 
that by replacing an account of norms with descriptions of regularities, it 
loses the very idea that there are normative forces operative in a discursive 
practice. The strategy therefore has no resources to make sense of the fun-
damental fact of our discursive lives that we are susceptible to error when 
applying concepts because concepts have standards of correct application.

The challenge, then, as Brandom explains, is to “make sense of a no-
tion of norms implicit in a practice that will not lose either the notion of 
implicitness, as regulism does, or the notion of norms, as simple regu-
larism does.”34 But this twofold requirement for understanding the nor-
mative structure of a discursive practice corresponds to the two criteria 
of adequacy I have identified for Foucault’s conception of the rules of a 
discursive practice on the basis of the specific concerns that motivate his 
archaeological project. Therefore, it is all the more striking to see Dreyfus 
and Rabinow insist that Foucault must choose between regulism and regu-
larism: “If rules that people sometimes follow account for what gets said, 
are those rules meant to be descriptive, so that we should say merely that 
people act according to them, or are they meant to be efficacious, so that 
we can say that people actually follow them. Foucault certainly does not 
want to say that the rules are followed by the speakers. The rules are not in 
the minds of those whose behavior they describe. […] One might suppose, 
then, that since they are not rules subjects follow, they must be rules that 
serve to systematize phenomena; that statements can be given coherence 
according to them.”35 That is indeed what Dreyfus and Rabinow suppose 
when they proceed to conclude that Foucault is committed to a conceptual 
confusion of “regularities which regulate themselves,” a confusion that 
conflates the descriptive and normative registers by attributing normative 
force and causal efficacy to regularist descriptions that map regularities  
of discourse.

But why do Dreyfus and Rabinow overlook the pragmatist conception 
of rules, which not only provides an independent alternative and thus ena-
bles one to avoid a choice between regulism and regularism but also, as 
I have shown, constitutes a conceptual centerpiece of Foucault’s archae-
ological project? This appears especially perplexing given that Dreyfus 
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himself is a long-standing advocate of the pragmatist conception of dis-
cursive cognition, which he traces back to Heidegger’s view in Being and 
Time that Zuhandenheit (and Umgang) have an ontological priority over 
Vorhandenheit (and Erkenntnis).36 I believe that the most charitable expla-
nation for this omission is that Dreyfus and Rabinow fail to recognize the 
pragmatist approach in Foucault’s conception of rules because they inter-
pret archaeology, mistakenly, as I will show, as a type of structuralism. As 
they see it, Foucault himself rejects the pragmatist alternative by making 
“a structuralist move.” Therefore, rather than calling into question the 
pragmatist conception of rules as such, Dreyfus and Rabinow are in fact 
only arguing against Foucault’s entitlement to it jointly with the “struc-
turalist move” they attribute to archaeology. Curiously enough, Dreyfus 
and Rabinow are thus criticizing Foucault for abandoning the pragmatist 
approach that he, in fact, endorses. But is Foucault’s entitlement to the 
pragmatist conception of rules threatened by this line of criticism? I will 
argue next that Foucault is entitled to his considered, pragmatist view of 
the rules of a discursive practice because this criticism stems from a failure 
to grasp the specificity of his archaeological project. To show that, I will 
consider the charge of “a structuralist move” and then explain how it mi-
sattributes ontological ambitions to archaeology and overlooks its nature 
as a diagnostic project.

3.3 The charge of “a structuralist move”

According to Dreyfus and Rabinow, Foucault’s “structuralist move” makes 
archaeology of knowledge diametrically opposed to the pragmatist ap-
proach, which they favorably attribute to the early Heidegger, the later 
Wittgenstein, and others.37 Dreyfus and Rabinow believe that Foucault, 
as well as Heidegger and Wittgenstein, are all “interested in the practical 
background that makes objectivity possible.”38 As we saw in the previous 
chapter, in an important sense, that is indeed Foucault’s guiding concern 
after his rejection of the self-standing subject as the source of meaning and 
knowledge. According to Dreyfus and Rabinow, however, the crucial is-
sue is whether the background practices themselves are discursive or not: 
“Hermeneutic thinkers such as Heidegger and Kuhn would agree with Fou-
cault that subjects are surely not the source of discourse. All would agree 
that the source is ‘an anonymous field of practices.’ But those doing herme-
neutics would insist that this field is not purely discursive. […] Changing 
nondiscursive skills sustain the changing styles of statements, the modali-
ties of enunciation, and the kinds of subjects which are possible.”39 In con-
trast, Dreyfus and Rabinow argue, “Foucault […] makes a structuralist 
move which sharply distinguishes his account of the background practices 
from that of Wittgenstein and Heidegger. Although he is clearly aware that 
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nondiscursive practices play a role in ‘forming’ objects, he insists that the 
crucial role is played by what he calls discursive relations.”40

As Dreyfus and Rabinow put it, correctly, Foucault “claims that dis-
cursive relations have a certain effect on all other relations.”41 Thus, for 
them, Foucault’s “structuralist move” is “the extreme and interesting 
(if ultimately implausible) claim that discourse unifies the whole system 
of practices, and that it is only in terms of this discursive unity that the 
various social, political, economic, technological, and pedagogical factors 
come together and function in a coherent way.”42 To Dreyfus and Rabi-
now, this primacy of “discursive relations” means that “Foucault is not 
satisfied to accept social practices as a level of explanation.”43 As a re-
sult, they conclude that Foucault embraces a diametrically opposite view 
of the background practices than the view of “the existential-pragmatic 
philosophers,” exemplified by Heidegger and Wittgenstein: “In sum, ar-
chaeologists make exactly the opposite use of the social-background prac-
tices than the existential-pragmatic philosophers do. For thinkers like 
Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Kuhn, and Searle it is precisely the nondiscursive 
background practices that enable us to encounter objects and to speak 
about them. […] In this broadly hermeneutic view the regularities of dis-
cursive practice are influential but are themselves explained by the pur-
poses served by specific discursive practices in everyday meaningful human 
activities. Contrary to Foucault, these thinkers argue, each in his own way, 
that practical considerations determine which theoretical strategies will be 
taken seriously.”44

Let me explain now why this line of criticism is motivated by philo-
sophical concerns that are alien to Foucault’s archaeological project and, 
therefore, irrelevant to a judicious assessment of its merits and shortcom-
ings. Specifically, I want to show that Dreyfus and Rabinow understand 
the distinction between discursive and nondiscursive practices differently 
than Foucault does and that this divergence reflects a decisive discrepancy 
between their respective philosophical outlooks. To show this, I will first 
explain why Foucault’s notion of discursive relations needs to be under-
stood from within his generally Kantian epistemological outlook and then 
why it is plausible, within Foucault’s philosophical approach, to maintain 
that all nondiscursive practices depend on discursive practices.

3.4 Foucault’s Kantian pragmatism

It is important to note that Foucault’s discussion of discursive relations 
belongs to a section of The Archaeology of Knowledge titled “The For-
mation of Objects” where he consistently distinguishes between objects 
of discourse [objet] and prediscursive things [chose], explicitly excluding 
things thus understood from the scope of an archaeology of knowledge.45 
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Foucault’s generally Kantian epistemological outlook is clearly pro-
nounced: “in short, one wants to get rid of ‘things’ altogether, to de-present 
them. […] To substitute for the enigmatic treasure of ‘things’ that precede 
discourse, the rule-governed formation of objects that take shape only in 
it. To define these objects without referring to the ground of things, but by 
relating them to the set of rules that allow them to be formed as objects of 
a discourse and thus constitute their conditions of historical emergence.”46 
In contrast to things, thus understood, Foucault underscores that “the ob-
ject does not wait in a limbo for the order that will set it free and enable 
it to be embodied in a visible and sayable [bavarde] objectivity; nor does 
it pre-exist in itself, kept by some obstacle at the edges of light. It exists 
under the positive conditions of a complex bundle of relations.”47

It is these relations, which play a constitutive role with respect to ob-
jects of discourse, that Foucault calls “discursive relations.” In contrast 
to relations between things (not objects), on the one hand, and relations 
between linguistic-cum-semantic entities (not statements), on the other, 
Foucault underscores the specificity of the discursive relations by saying 
that they belong to discourse as a practice: “These relations character-
ize not the language [la langue] the discourse uses, not the circumstances 
where it unfolds, but the discourse itself as a practice.”48 Foucault’s in-
terpreters have widely failed to grasp the full significance of this claim, 
because they have not realized that his notion of discursive relations is a 
pragmatic category, specifically that these relations are generated by the 
activity of making statements understood as “connecting [une mise en re-
lations] that characterizes the discursive practice itself.”49 In contrast to 
relations between things, on the one hand, and relations between linguistic 
abstractions one can find in a discourse already pronounced, on the other, 
discursive relations are “at the limit of discourse, as it were: they provide 
it with the objects it can talk about.”50 Foucault, who has already stated 
that “an object […] does not pre-exist itself,”51 is quick to clarify that 
“rather (for this picture of offering presupposes that objects are formed 
on one side and discourse on another), they [the discursive relations] de-
termine the bundle of relations that discourse must bring about [effectuer] 
to be able to talk about such and such objects.”52 Thus understood, the 
discursive relations are constitutive of the objects of knowledge in a given 
discursive practice, and the configuration of these constitutive relations is 
governed by the given rules of savoir, understood as “a group of rules that 
are immanent in a practice and define it in its specificity.”53

This view of discursive relations is an expression of Foucault’s decidedly 
pragmatist elaboration of the Kantian thought that objects of knowledge 
are actively constituted by conceptual determinations. According to Fou-
cault, the constitutive relations themselves are created and organized by 
what is done in a discursive practice, namely by the activity of making 
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statements. Given this outlook, it should come as no surprise that Foucault 
is not concerned with prediscursive things but with objects of discourse. As 
Marc Djaballah emphasizes in his study of Kantian aspects in Foucault’s 
thought, “the objects of discourse have the basic structure of sensible ob-
jects in Kant’s theoretical philosophy. They are not less than the objects 
of which Kant deduces the conditions of possibility, but more.”54 Whereas 
Kant inquires into the necessary conditions for any object of knowledge, 
Foucault’s focus lies in the additional sufficient conditions for particular 
types of objects to become intelligible. Instead of asking how the pure 
concepts of the faculty of understanding determine the transcendental ob-
ject X, Foucault studies the historical articulation of further conceptual 
determinations that specify particular types of objects for thought, and he 
takes these further determinations to be constituted through the activity of 
making statements in a discursive practice.55

But why does Foucault maintain that the organization of all social prac-
tices depends on a given configuration of discursive relations understood 
in this way? Here it is crucial to recognize two versions of the distinction 
between discursive practices and nondiscursive practices – a broad and a 
narrow sense of that distinction. For Foucault, all constellations of social 
practices are discursive in the broad sense that they involve the use of 
concepts. A system of thought, as Foucault understands it, is a network 
[reseau] that correlates practices of making statements and practices of 
doing (other) things as two dimensions of a historically particular form 
of experience.56 According to this view, “thought is understood as the 
very form of action,”57 and therefore social reality is always discursive in 
the broad sense: “discourse must not be understood as the set of things 
that are said, nor as the manner of saying them. It is just as much in 
what is not said, or what is marked by gestures, attitudes, ways of being, 
patterns of behavior, spatial arrangements. Discourse is the set of con-
strained and constraining meanings that pass through social relations.”58 
Thus, when Foucault draws a distinction between “discursive practices” 
and “nondiscursive practices,” is it a narrow distinction within this al-
ready essentially concept-involving outlook. In the narrow sense, then, 
discursive practices consist of the activity of making statements, whereas 
nondiscursive practices consist of other actions that nonetheless involve 
an application of concepts. In other words, this narrow distinction marks 
theoretical and practical uses of reason as two kinds of practice within a 
system of thought.

The narrow sense of the discursive/nondiscursive distinction escapes 
Dreyfus and Rabinow because they believe, overlooking some decisive 
differences, that Foucault as well as the early Heidegger and the later 
Wittgenstein are all simply “interested in the practical background that 
makes objectivity possible.”59 Moreover, Dreyfus and Rabinow believe 
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that Foucault is specifically concerned with the preconditions for scientific 
knowledge about human beings. They urge that “like Kant who woke up 
from his dogmatic slumber and deduced the categories which were to put 
physics on a sure footing, Foucault wishes to wake us from our ‘anthropo-
logical sleep’ in order to open our eyes to a successful study of human be-
ings.”60 And they hold that “The Archaeology of Knowledge presents this 
new method in detail and sketches the theory of discourse on which it is 
based.”61 However, as Gary Gutting has argued compellingly, The Archae-
ology of Knowledge is a methodological treatise for conducting analyses 
of a specific type in the history of thought, and neither these analyses nor 
Foucault’s presentation of their distinctive methodology involve a concern 
with the preconditions of knowledge, in general, or for the human sci-
ences, in particular.62 On the contrary, Foucault emphasizes that his meth-
odological choices are informed by philosophical commitments that are 
geared toward the goal of “making the history of thought overcome its 
transcendental subjection,”63 namely its conceptual and methodological 
dependence on the notion of transcendental conditions of experience.64 
And Foucault gladly admits that “for the time being, and without being 
able to see an end to it, my discourse, far from determining the place from 
which it speaks, evades the ground where it could find support. It is a dis-
course on discourses, but it does not mean to find in them a hidden law, a 
covered origin that is only to be set free; nor does it mean to establish on 
its own and starting from itself the general theory whose concrete exam-
ples they would be.”65

Here Dreyfus’s own preoccupation with a transcendental inquiry into 
the preconditions of discursive cognition occludes the specificity of the 
concerns that motivate Foucault’s archaeological analysis. If one assumes 
that finding an ontological foundation for essentially concept-involving 
experience in some prediscursive activities is the philosophical problem 
that Foucault, among others, should be addressing, then archaeology of 
knowledge indeed seems to fail due to its lacking ontological founda-
tion.66 Most recently, Dreyfus has defended these ontological concerns 
in his debate with John McDowell regarding the extent to which human 
experience is conceptually structured. Dreyfus is dissatisfied with “con-
ceptualists” like McDowell – and Foucault – who overlook the topic of 
a prediscursive foundation of experience because doing that, so Dreyfus 
argues, makes the conceptualist view unavoidably incomplete. In contrast, 
Dreyfus insists that an adequate account of human experience must be 
based on a prediscursive foundation of skillful coping.

Following Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, I claim that affordances 
can indeed be experienced as data or features in a world of facts 
permeated by mindedness but that this objective world and its 
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conceptual order presupposes a preobjective/presubjective world – a 
world opened up by our body’s responses to solicitations drawing it 
to maintain and improve its grip on what, on reflection, we under-
stand to be the determinate, unified, namable, and thinkable, objec-
tive world.67

Only once our background coping has disclosed a world of stable 
objects with constant properties, can conceptualism spell out the con-
ceptual content that enables our minds to open onto what, accord-
ing to Merleau-Ponty, we can’t help but take to be a self-sufficient  
rationally structured world.

The world of solicitations, then, is not foundational in the sense 
that it is indubitable and grounds our empirical claims, but it is the 
self-sufficient, constant, and pervasive background that provides the 
basis for our dependent, intermittent, activity of stepping back, sub-
jecting our activity to rational scrutiny, and spelling out the objective 
world’s rational structure.68

However, neither Foucault nor McDowell is striving to formulate a philo-
sophical theory of human experience, and without that ambition, Drey-
fus’s point, however valid it may be, loses its force. As McDowell states 
laconically in his response to Dreyfus, “[n]o doubt we acquire embodied 
coping skills before we acquire concepts, in the demanding sense that con-
nects with rationality.”69 Nevertheless, McDowell argues, the experience 
of concept-using subjects is thoroughly discursive because the embodied 
coping skills become animated by rationality once we become full-fledged 
concept users: “I do not have to ignore embodied coping; I have to hold 
that, in mature human beings, embodied coping is permeated by minded-
ness,” namely by the use of concepts in thought and action.70

As I have already indicated, Foucault understands social reality simi-
larly as a constellation of practices that essentially involve the use of con-
cepts. In a 1981 interview, Foucault makes the point, as follows: “One 
must overcome the sacralization of the social as the only site of reality 
[seule instance du réel] and stop considering as thin air this essential thing 
in human life and human relations, namely thought. Thought, it exists, 
well beyond and below the systems and edifices of discourse. It is some-
thing that is often hidden, but always animates everyday behavior. There 
is always a little bit of thought even in the most foolish of institutions, 
there is always thought even in silent habits.”71 For Foucault, then, as he 
once put it succinctly, “there is thought everywhere.”72 And, to borrow 
Foucault’s own words, one might say of Dreyfus and Rabinow that their 
“mistake consists of forgetting that people think, and that their behaviors, 
their attitudes, and their practices are animated by thought [habités par 
une pensée].”73
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It is clear now that the specific orientation of Foucault’s archaeological 
project stems from his pragmatist elaboration of the Kantian thought that 
human experience is conceptually constituted. Like many others, Foucault re-
jects, or simply overlooks, Kant’s transcendental framework by investigating 
the conceptual form of experience in historically dynamic terms instead. 
What makes the archaeological approach stand out among the many 
elaborations of the notion of a historical a priori in 20th-century epis-
temology is Foucault’s decidedly pragmatist view that the rules perform-
ing the constitutive function are implicit in the very practice they shape.74 
Within Foucault’s generally Kantian philosophical outlook, there is noth-
ing specifically structuralist or anything particularly controversial about 
his commitment to the primacy of discursive practices over nondiscursive 
practices. To be sure, one might seek to explain from this pragmatist per-
spective how propositionally articulated knowledge, or semantic content, 
is possible at all. For example, Dreyfus develops his own philosophical 
work chiefly in response to this challenge.75 Similarly, Brandom’s Making 
It Explicit deploys a pragmatist strategy at this level of explanatory ambi-
tion, where the very capacity for propositionally articulated content is to 
be accounted for, as we have seen, in terms of deontic scorekeeping that is 
exercised as a prediscursive know-how.76 But Foucault’s philosophical ori-
entation belongs to a different level, where it is a historically given fact that 
we use concepts, make truth-claims, and perform actions in the constel-
lation of practices where we live our lives. The motivation for unearthing 
the implicit bedrock of savoir that underlies and shapes our concept-use is 
ultimately diagnostic and, therefore, as I will argue in Chapter 5, critical 
in Foucault’s specific sense of the term.

3.5 Archaeology as a diagnosis of the present

It is important to note, however, that, strictly speaking, the archaeology 
of knowledge can have three different functions. The basic function is to 
disclose an implicit system of norms that both enables and constrains a 
given system of thought. The diagnostic function is something archaeol-
ogy acquires by directing its basic function to the historical present, as op-
posed to a system of thought that is no longer active. The ethical function, 
in turn, belongs to archaeology insofar as the diagnosis of the present is 
conducted for the sake of the ethical ideal of autonomy, as illustrated by 
Foucault’s conception of critique, which I will present in Chapter 5. Thus, 
archaeology need not be diagnostic or ethically motivated, but it can be 
both, and it is this ethically motivated diagnostic use of the archaeology 
of knowledge that I am interested in as a response to the problem of 
structural heteronomy. I do not claim that Foucault explicitly formulates 
this critical usage of archaeology in the course of the 1960s, when he 
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developed archaeology as an original method for research in the history of 
thought – indeed, as he sometimes put it, as a study of the archive.77 More-
over, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault explicitly distinguishes 
the archive from the historical present: “The analysis of the archive thus 
involves a privileged domain: at once close to us, but different from our 
present [actualité].”78

However, when Foucault in the same period defends a diagnostic 
conception of philosophy, he links it explicitly to the archaeological ori-
entation of his own work.79 It is well known that Foucault defined the 
historical present as the focus of his philosophical attention in a series of 
discussions of Kant’s essay “What Is Enlightenment?,” ranging from 1978 
to 1984, but virtually no one has noted that Foucault explicitly endorses a 
diagnostic conception of philosophy already at the peak of his reflections 
on the archaeology of knowledge in the second half of the 1960s. This ear-
lier series of remarks reveals that for Foucault a diagnostic conception of 
philosophy was initially a bequest from Nietzsche and that the archaeol-
ogy of knowledge is meant to take up that diagnostic task. In 1966, when 
Foucault replies to a question about philosopher’s role in contemporary 
society, he invokes Nietzsche’s diagnostic conception of philosophy, thus: 
“But, speaking of Nietzsche, we can return to your question [what is the 
role of a philosopher in society]: for him, a philosopher was a diagnos-
tician of the state of thinking. Actually, one can envisage two kinds of 
philosophers, one who opens up new paths for thought, like Heidegger, 
and one plays the role of an archaeologist, who studies the space in which 
thought unfolds, as well as the conditions of this thinking, its mode of 
constitution.”80 If Foucault adopts the role of an archaeologist, he does it 
for the sake of pursuing this diagnostic task, and, as he explains in 1967, 
it is this diagnostic orientation that confers a decidedly philosophical char-
acter to his historical investigations: “It is very much possible that what 
I do has something to do with philosophy, especially to the extent that, 
at least since Nietzsche, philosophy’s task is to diagnose and it no longer 
seeks to tell a truth that would be valid for everyone and everywhere. I try 
to diagnose, to realize a diagnosis of the present: to say what we are today 
and what it means, today, to say what we say. This work of digging under 
our feet characterizes contemporary thought since Nietzsche, and in this 
sense I might declare myself a philosopher.”81

The two passages I have quoted belong to a longer series of rarely dis-
cussed remarks in which Foucault repeatedly endorses a diagnostic con-
ception of philosophy and presents the archaeology of knowledge as a 
diagnostic project, importantly before starting in 1978 to frame the di-
agnosis of the present in terms of the Enlightenment.82 What is at stake, 
however, is not only Foucault’s conception of archaeology as a diagnostic 
project but also his understanding of the role of philosophy in general. 
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For Foucault, the diagnostic task he undertakes by means of the archaeol-
ogy of knowledge is not external or even marginal to philosophy. On the 
contrary, Foucault maintains that the role of philosophy has decisively 
changed, and its new role is essentially diagnostic.

I believe that, in fact, the situation of philosophy has changed a lot 
during the past century. First of all, philosophy has formed an alle-
giance with an entire series of studies that constituted the human sci-
ences, and that was the first change. On the other hand, philosophy 
has lost its privileged status with respect to knowledge [connaissance] 
in general, and to science in particular. It has ceased to legislate, to 
judge. The third change, which usually receives no attention, is very 
characteristic and important. Philosophy has ceased to be an autono-
mous speculation about the world, knowledge [connaissance] or the 
human being. It has become a type of activity that is engaged in a 
certain number of domains. When mathematics underwent its great 
phase of a crisis in the beginning of the 20th century, it was by means 
of philosophical acts that new foundations were sought. It was also 
by means of philosophical acts that linguistics was founded around 
1900-1920. It is also a philosophical act that Freud accomplished in 
discovering the unconscious as the meaning of our behavior.83

That is why, according to Foucault, it is only those with an outdated con-
ception of philosophy who view the new situation as philosophy’s decline 
or disappearance. “It is commonplace to talk about an impoverishment of 
philosophical thinking; an assessment that is predicated on outdated con-
cepts. Today there is extremely rich philosophical reflection in a field that 
previously did not belong to philosophical reflection. The ethnologists, lin-
guists, sociologists, and psychologists perform philosophical acts.”84 What 
is distinctive about these philosophical acts, according to Foucault, is their 
orientation to diagnose a given configuration of thought, in a specific dis-
cipline, that shapes, in part, the historical present.85 They are acts of re-
flection in which thought becomes its own object, which can be rationally 
evaluated and deliberately elaborated.

Instead of scrutinizing the justification for specific truth-claims, it is 
characteristic of these philosophical acts that they take the very concepts 
that articulate the given understanding as their object of study. While such 
conceptual work is the specialty of philosophy, Foucault underscores that 
it is not a disciplinary prerogative of philosophers but a type of work that 
also plays a key role in sciences at moments in which the field of inquiry 
is reorganized. Indeed, the conceptual shifts Thomas Kuhn calls “scien-
tific revolutions” are brought about by such philosophical acts.86 While 
Foucault maintains that this diagnostic task of philosophy has replaced, 
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or ought to replace, the traditional epistemological and ontological pro-
jects of philosophy as a self-standing discipline, this does not mean that 
philosophers are no longer needed. “The role of the philosopher who is 
the one to say ‘what is happening’ consists today perhaps in showing that 
the humankind begins to discover that it can function without myths. No 
doubt, the disappearance of philosophies and religions would correspond 
to something of this sort. […] I have spoken to you about the disappear-
ance of philosophies, and not of a disappearance of the philosopher. I 
believe that in determinate fields there is a certain number of ‘philosophi-
cal’ activities that in general consist of diagnosing the present of a culture. 
This is the true function that the individuals we call ‘philosophers’ can 
have today.”87 As an archaeologist of knowledge, then, Foucault, too, is a 
philosopher in this sense, to the extent that he uses archaeology to unearth 
configurations of savoir in the present. As I will show in Chapter 5, this is 
the task of critique, as Foucault understands and promotes it.
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Against power?

In his 1978 lecture “What is Critique?” Foucault notes that the intercon-
nected topics of the Enlightenment and power emerged for his genera-
tion of French philosophy as a result of thinking through the question of 
meaning as it had been posed in phenomenology: “How does it happen 
that there should be meaning [sens] starting from no meaning? How does 
meaning come about?”1 According to Foucault, the relationship between 
reason and power emerged as a topic from the realization that meaning 
can be constituted only as an element of a system, “that there is no mean-
ing except in virtue of constraints that belong to structures.”2 Through 
Chapters 2 and 3, I have interpreted and defended the specific version of 
this insight Foucault himself presents in his account of savoir. In this chap-
ter, then, I turn to examine whether, and under what conditions, it makes 
sense to characterize and study the constraints of savoir in terms of power. 
Freedom and power are interdependent concepts and, specifically, so are 
the concepts of autonomy and heteronomy, which provide a particular 
way to understand that distinction. Therefore, as I have said, the problem 
of structural heteronomy is predicated on a commitment to the ethical 
ideal of autonomy. In the next chapter, I will show how Foucault’s con-
ception of critique connects that ideal with the limits of intelligibility the 
archaeology of knowledge investigates. But before discussing the task of 
critique, I want to examine the feasibility of thinking about the constraint 
that operates on the level of savoir as power. Thus, the discussion of power 
in the present chapter is an extension of the argument for structural heter-
onomy presented in Chapter 1, but specifically framed within the context 
of Foucault’s philosophy.

I will argue that the line of diagnostic work Foucault calls “the ana-
lytic of power” receives its motivation from a normative outlook that is 
grounded, often only implicitly, in the ethical ideal of autonomy. Similarly 
to the expressive role of the archaeology of knowledge, this diagnostic 
work aims to make social practices intelligible to their participants, but 
specifically with respect to a given strategic situation in the field of action. 

4

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032673035-5


78 Against power?

The increased understanding of the strategic situation increases autonomy 
because it enables new tactics of resistance. This means that Foucault’s 
analytic of power is not against the strategies of power it studies as such. 
Instead of promoting resistance against a specific strategy of power, the 
analytic of power seeks to increase people’s ability to devise effective tac-
tics of resistance that are informed by the increased understanding of the 
strategic situation Foucault’s diagnosis provides. Along these lines, power 
will be identified similarly for the analytic of power and the archaeology of 
knowledge, namely as a limitation to autonomy that operates implicitly on 
the level of savoir. This requires showing that the scope of savoir extends 
from a discursive practice to an entire system of thought, including, as 
Foucault puts it, both “what is said and what is done.”3

Thus understood, rules of savoir exert a power over us as thinkers and 
agents, but diagnostic work can bring these constraints into discursive aware-
ness and thus under rational control. However, I do not claim that power in 
this specific sense is what Foucault even primarily studies in the analytic of 
power, which focuses on the conduction of conduct, namely actions that aim 
to organize the social field of agency.4 My focus lies instead in the problem of 
structural heteronomy. In this chapter and the next, I seek to show that it is 
this problem, not the exercise of power as such, that motivates the diagnos-
tic work of critique that interrogates a given system of thought at the level 
of savoir. In fact, Foucault sometimes uses the term “power” to designate 
also this constraint: “I call ‘power’ everything that actually tends to make 
immobile and untouchable what is given to us as real, true, and good.”5 By 
combining this statement with Foucault’s rarely discussed remarks on the 
habitual, I will argue that the diagnostic work of Foucault’s analytic of power 
indeed functions “against power,”6 as he says, but only specifically in the 
sense of structural heteronomy. In the next chapter, then, I will complete this 
normative outlook by showing that Foucault’s account of critique is moti-
vated by a commitment to autonomy as the ethical ideal.

I am not the first to assign an ethical or political significance to the 
limits of intelligibility Foucault studies. When David Owen helpfully con-
trasts Foucault’s critical project with the approach of ideology critique, he 
shows that these two types of critique target, respectively, two different 
ways in which people can be unfree due to a self-imposed, non-physical 
constraint.7 According to Owen, “aspectival captivity,” as he names the 
constraint Foucault studies, is a “state of unfreedom.”8 Similarly to what I 
have noted about the problem of structural heteronomy, Owen makes this 
judgment from the perspective of “self-government” as an ethical ideal.9 
However, Owen does not try to explain the source of aspectival captiv-
ity, and his description of the condition as “captivity to a picture or to a 
perspective” may seem to suggest that it is, in principle, avoidable.10 If my 
argument so far is cogent, however, then it is structurally necessary that 
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we as concept-users are constrained by limits of intelligibility we enact 
and reproduce without knowing what those limits are. Therefore, while 
my argument through this chapter and the next overlaps with Owen’s ac-
count of aspectival captivity, I take a step further by seeking to show that 
Foucault’s account of critique is motivated as an ethical response to a limi-
tation to the scope of autonomy that is built into the preconditions for 
discursive cognition.

However, this structural necessity creates a complication. It makes no 
sense to ethically disparage a necessary structural feature as such. As I 
argued in Chapter 2, we are as concept-using subjects constitutively de-
pendent on a background of dispositional understanding, but this as such 
does not make us “subordinated” in any meaningful sense.11 By applying 
evaluative terms such as “subordination” or “distortion” to necessary pre-
conditions of discursive cognition, one implies that those conditions are 
not necessary after all. Only if one can change a situation, does it make 
sense to imply that it ought not to be as it is. Therefore, it would be equally 
confused for me to suggest that we should liberate ourselves from the het-
eronomous predicament of dispositional understanding altogether. So why 
talk about power at all in this connection, then? To be clear, “the problem 
of structural heteronomy” is shorthand for a problem of heteronomy that 
is caused by structurally necessary features of the space of reasons we navi-
gate by means of concepts. While it makes no sense to apply the distinction 
between autonomy and heteronomy to the background of dispositional 
understanding as such, it can be employed locally with respect to any given 
concepts. The structure as such is not heteronomous, but any given pat-
terns of dispositional understanding are. They are heteronomous, unlike 
the structure, because they embody and reproduce unknown and, there-
fore, alien norms that nevertheless can be brought into discursive aware-
ness and thus under rational control. Again, this problem is not limited to 
the use of concepts in truth-claims, but, as I will show, it arises equally in 
connection with practical reasoning, on the field of action, which is the 
domain of study for Foucault’s analytic of power.

4.1 The analytic of power against power

One aspect of the influential criticism that Foucault’s work lacks a nor-
mative foundation is the claim that he describes and explains but does 
not criticize and denounce, although he should, the relations of power he 
studies.12 On the basis of Foucault’s insistence that he is not developing 
a theory of power but a method for analyzing how power is exercised, it 
might seem plausible to reply that the analytic of power is indeed merely a 
diagnostic enterprise, and that is why it ought not to be criticized for fail-
ing to do something else than what it purports to do. But things are more 
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complicated because Foucault explicitly states that the analytic of power 
is both diagnostic and against power. Here is the key passage from 1978:

But perhaps there would still be another path. That is what I would like 
to talk to you about. Perhaps one could still conceive a certain possibil-
ity for philosophy to play a role in relation to power that is not a role 
of giving power a foundation or transmitting it. Perhaps philosophy 
can still play a role on the side of counter-power, on the condition that 
this role no longer consists of validating, in front of power, the very 
law of philosophy, on the condition that philosophy stops understand-
ing itself as prophecy, on the condition that philosophy stops under-
standing itself as either pedagogy or legislation, and that it undertakes 
to analyze, to elucidate, to make visible, and thus to intensify the strug-
gles that unfold around power, the strategies of adversaries within rela-
tions of power, the tactics used, the sites of resistance, all in all, on the 
condition that philosophy no longer poses the question of power in 
terms of good and evil, but in terms of existence. Do not ask: is power 
good or is it bad, legitimate or illegitimate, a legal or a moral question 
[question de droit ou de morale]? But, simply, try to relieve the ques-
tion of power of all the moral and legal baggage it has been charged 
with until now, and pose this naïve question, which has not been posed 
so often, even if it has been posed since long ago by a certain number of 
people: at bottom, what do relations of power consist of?13

What is so striking about this passage is Foucault’s clear formulation of 
the idea that philosophy can function against power without scrutinizing 
the justification for the exercise of power. One does not need to think that 
Foucault thus denies the importance of the question of justification with 
respect to power, no more than appreciating the archaeology of knowledge 
requires one to deny the value of epistemology. In both cases, the specific-
ity of Foucault’s inquiry requires a new perspective that is simply not avail-
able so long as one approaches knowledge and power, respectively, on the 
level of belief in terms of justification.

But the crucial question that arises is this: How can philosophy 
function against power by merely offering a diagnosis of how power 
is exercised? I do not think that philosophy can play this dual role if 
power is understood, following Foucault, merely as “actions on the 
actions of others.”14 As Nancy Fraser was quick to observe, Foucault’s 
analytic of power describes how power is exercised, but says nothing 
about what, if anything, makes power problematic and objectionable, 
indeed something that philosophy should be working against.15 On the 
contrary, Foucault maintains that we ought to accept that there are re-
lations of power as actions on the actions of others, alongside relations  
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of communication and relations of production, as a third type of relation 
in the social fabric, in general.16 It may seem that the only two ways to un-
derstand philosophy’s role as being against power are to either think that 
philosophy should scrutinize the justification for the exercise of power or 
to seek liberation from relations of power once and for all. But, as is well 
known, these are precisely the two approaches Foucault rejects.17

Instead of looking for the answer in the analytic of power as a method, 
it is helpful to consider how Foucault frames and motivates the diagnostic 
work as a critique. In what sense, then, is Foucault’s conception of cri-
tique against power, if the goal is neither to scrutinize the justification for 
the exercise of power nor to liberate us from power altogether? In other 
words, what is the normative outlook of “the critical attitude,” which 
Foucault discusses as an object of historical study in “What is Critique?” 
and eventually explicitly identifies as his own attitude in “What is Enlight-
enment?”18 As I have indicated, I seek to show that this normative outlook 
is defined by the problem of structural heteronomy. In this respect, phi-
losophy can be against power only by disclosing the implicit and therefore 
unknown constraints of savoir. Indeed, from this perspective the work of 
critique is both diagnostic and against power at the same time. Consider 
how Foucault expresses his attitude against power in this extraordinarily 
explicit statement from 1981:

I am a moralist to the extent that I believe that one of the tasks, one 
of the points [sens] of human existence, that in which human free-
dom consists, is to never accept anything as definitive, untouchable, 
obvious, immobile. Nothing in reality has to make a definitive and 
non-human law for us. To that extent, one can think that we need 
to rise against all the forms of power, but not understood simply 
in the narrow sense of power of the type of government, or of one 
social group over another; this is but an element among others. I 
call “power” everything that actually tends to make immobile and 
untouchable what is given to us as real, true, and good.19

What makes this passage particularly interesting is the functional defini-
tion of power as anything that makes the scope of human freedom seem 
narrower than it really is. What is, in fact, impossible for humans is not 
a constraint in the relevant sense and hence not an instance of power. 
Instead, Foucault’s characterization of power entails that power is a con-
straint that can be overcome. It is what “tends to make immobile and un-
touchable what is given to us as real, true, and good.”20 This is problematic 
and therefore an instance of power because what comes to seem inevitable, 
beyond our control, is something we nonetheless could intentionally seek to 
transform, if we chose to do so. Clearly, Foucault is here using the concept 
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of power as a normative concept that receives its meaning from the ideal of 
freedom, whose actualization power obstructs or constrains. Power, thus 
understood, is a limitation to freedom.

This understanding of power captures what Owen calls “the condition 
of unfreedom,” when he writes that the aim of critique in Foucault’s phi-
losophy is to liberate us from aspectival captivity.21 It also applies to the 
constraint of dispositional understanding that gives rise to the problem 
of structural heteronomy. This normative concept of power in Foucault’s 
work makes it possible to begin to answer our question: How can the ana-
lytic of power be against power when it only provides a diagnosis of what 
is happening in relations of power? I will provide an answer by showing 
that Foucault’s diagnostic work has essentially the same motivation and 
target in the case of the archaeology of knowledge and the analytic of 
power, namely a constraint that operates on the level of savoir and “tends 
to make immobile and untouchable what is given to us as real, true, and 
good.”22 In this outlook, power is problematic because it constrains the 
scope of freedom. Let us further explore this normative outlook by consid-
ering Foucault’s decidedly negative attitude toward the habitual.

4.2 Who’s afraid of the habitual?

In Foucault’s French philosophical milieu, it may have been rare and con-
troversial to maintain that discursive cognition depends on a social practice, 
specifically that it rests on a bedrock of socially coordinated dispositions, 
although this is essentially the view Hegel and his German followers had 
already embraced.23 In the Hegelian outlook, however, the fundamental 
role of Sittlichkeit as dispositions that rest on socially acquired habits is 
not a source of an ethical problem.24 On the contrary, this socially coor-
dinated and habitually enacted second nature is the very form of ethical 
life.25 In contrast, Foucault’s negative and consistently critical attitude to-
ward the habitual reveals a decidedly different ethical outlook, which, as 
I will show in the next chapter, is instead based on the ideal of autonomy. 
What troubles Foucault, I believe, is the semiautomatic execution of habit, 
its unreflectivness, which makes it a source of heteronomy as a force that 
operates below discursive awareness. The production and exercise of hab-
its require no representation of what one is doing, and this character of 
the habitual brings with it the distinctive danger of doing out of habit 
something one would not do upon reflection, namely after representing 
and evaluating the action and one’s reasons for and against it. We saw in 
Chapter 1 that it must be in this way, habitually, that the dispositional un-
derstanding of pattern-governed behavior is acquired and, crucially, also 
enacted. But even if the habitual is structurally necessary, it is a source of 
a constraint to our freedom as thinkers and agents, as Foucault suggests, 
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thus: “The work of thought is not to denounce the evil that would secretly 
inhabit everything that exists, but to anticipate the danger that threatens 
in everything that is habitual, and to make problematic everything that is 
solid.”26 If the habitual is problematic, that is because it solidifies prac-
tices and thus threatens to make “immobile and untouchable” parts of 
our understanding as concept-users.27 In other words, Foucault views the 
habitual as a permanent danger because it results in obviousness (les évi-
dences), which, in turn, congeals patterns of concept-use into “the present 
limits of the necessary” that constitute the obstacle critique targets, as I 
will show in the next chapter.28

It is no accident, therefore, that reflections on the habitual play a central 
role in the conception of power Foucault developed in a line of inquiry 
through the early 1970s that culminates in Discipline and Punish.29 These 
reflections on the role of the habitual in the historical development of the 
techniques of disciplinary power provide also the most comprehensive il-
lustration in Foucault’s work of the philosophical point that the habitual 
is inherently dangerous and calls for a critical attention. When summing 
up his 1972–73 course at the Collège de France, Foucault introduces the 
notion of disciplinary power, as follows: “It seems to me that we live in a 
society of disciplinary power, that is, of power that is endowed with de-
vices whose form is sequestration, whose aim is to constitute a labor force, 
and whose instrument is the acquisition of disciplines or of habits. It seems 
to me that since the 18th century these devices for the fabrication of disci-
plines, imposition of coercions, inculcation of habits have been constantly 
multiplied, refined, and specialized. I wanted this year to do the very first 
history of the power of habits, the archaeology of these devices of power 
that serve as the basis of the acquisition of habits as social norms.”30 Fou-
cault then argues that the habitual plays a key role in the functioning of 
disciplinary power because, unlike the legal system of rights that defines 
relations only between property owners, techniques for inculcating habits 
can be used to establish relations of power between all members of soci-
ety regardless of legal status.31 The following year, Foucault elaborates 
this point by describing how the formation of habits, among other things, 
is a technique by which these relations of power that escape the juridi-
cal framework can have an effect on subjects by being literally invested 
in their bodies: “I would like to advance the hypothesis that something 
like disciplinary power exists in our society. By this I mean no more than 
a particular, as it were, terminal, capillary form of power; a final relay, 
a particular modality by which political power, power in general, finally 
reaches the level of bodies and gets a hold of them, taking actions, behav-
ior, habits, and words into account […].”32

Through such techniques of power, a second nature is being produced, 
a set of acquired dispositions a subject learns to repeat and perpetuate 
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almost automatically by the force of habit: “Disciplinary power […] looks 
forward to the future, towards the moment when it will keep going by 
itself and only a virtual supervision will be required, when discipline, con-
sequently, will have become habit.”33 This analysis of disciplinary power 
culminates in Discipline and Punish where Foucault again contrasts the 
subject that is fabricated by techniques of disciplinary power with the 
legal subject by underscoring the habitual relation these techniques cre-
ate between a subject and patterns of the subject’s conduct. With discipli-
nary power, it is a question of techniques that are “trying to reconstitute 
not as much the legal subject [le sujet de droit] which is captured by the 
fundamental interests of the social contract, but the obedient subject, the 
individual who is subjected to habits, rules, orders, an authority that is 
continuously being exercised around him and over him, and that he must 
let function automatically in him.”34

As I said, I believe that the importance of these discussions is not merely 
historical. Combined with Foucault’s explicit identification of the habitual 
as a permanent source of danger that needs to be resisted by means of 
“thought’s work on itself,” they illuminate how the diagnostic work of 
the analytic of power can function, at the same time, against power. For 
the target of critique is the power arises from socially coordinated habits 
that threaten to make parts of our understanding “immobile and untouch-
able.”35 Already in 1971, but without mentioning the habitual, Foucault 
explains the overarching goal of his work as a critique that is needed be-
cause we are trapped by an implicit system of constraints. Here it is es-
pecially noteworthy how the historical studies Foucault conducted while 
developing the archaeological method are now motivated explicitly from 
the perspective of the present.

But if I’m interested – actually, deeply interested – in these phenom-
ena, it is because I have seen in them ways of thinking and behaving 
that are still ours. I try to bring into view, finding my basis in their 
constitution and historical formation, systems that are still ours to-
day and inside of which we find ourselves trapped. Fundamentally, 
it is a question of presenting a critique of our times, on the basis of 
retrospective analyses.36

What I try to do is grasp the implicit systems that determine, with-
out us being aware of them, our most familiar forms of conduct. I try 
to assign an origin to them, to show their formation, the constraint 
they impose on us. I thus try to take a distance with respect to these 
systems and to show in what way it would be possible to escape 
them. […] One must “put in play,” display, transform, reverse the 
systems that peacefully order us. That is, as far as I’m concerned, 
what I try to do in my work.37
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This view of a systemic constraint that operates below discursive aware-
ness helps to explain Foucault’s strikingly negative attitude toward the 
habitual. If we are “trapped” by a current form of thought, it is because 
it contains elements that “peacefully order us.”38 And this ordering takes 
place peacefully, without any resistance, because we are not so much as 
aware of it taking place. The implicit system of constraints is embodied 
in “our most familiar forms of conduct” as habit.39 Thus, what makes 
the habitual dangerous is the tendency of habits to congeal into pat-
terns of obviousness that constitute, as I will show in the next chapter, 
the “present limits of the necessary” the critique seeks to identify and 
destabilize.40

Although Foucault does not do so explicitly, the remarks on the habit-
ual can be applied to the formation of savoir, specifically to the acquisition 

Certainly, we learn habits of response to our environment in a way 
which is essentially identical with that in which the dog learns to 
sit up when I snap my fingers. And certainly these learned habits 
of response – though modifiable by rule-regulated symbol activity – 
remain the basic tie between all the complex rule-regulated symbol 
behavior which is the human mind in action, and the environment 
in which the individual lives and acts. Yet above the foundation of 
man’s learned responses to environmental stimuli – let us call this 
his tied behavior – there towers a superstructure of more or less de-
veloped systems of rule-regulated symbol activity which constitutes 
man’s intellectual vision. […] Such symbol activity may well be char-
acterized as free – by which, of course, I do not mean uncaused – in 
contrast to the behavior that is learned as a dog learns to sit up, or 
a white rat to run a maze. On the other hand, a structure of rule-
regulated symbol activity, which as such is free, constitutes a man’s 
understanding of this world, the world in which he lives, its history 
and future, the laws according to which it operates, by meshing in 
with his tied behavior, his learned habits of response to his environ-
ment. To say that man is a rational animal, is to say that man is a 
creature not of habits, but of rules.41

If one wonders why Foucault, or anyone, should find the habitual prob-
lematic, this passage by Sellars elucidates the force of the habitual as a kind 
of unknown power in contrast to freedom as autonomy that relies on rep-
resentations of rules instead. While Sellars here explicitly denies freedom 

of conceptual competence through linguistic training. This is what Sellars 
does, in an early article from 1950, where he notes that a habitual basis 
is both necessary for concept-use and an unknown constraint that can be 
overcome by means of representations of rules.
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in the sense of uncaused causality, which corresponds to the Sovereign 
Subject Foucault repudiates, he does not conclude that one is doomed to 
repeat the patterns of dispositional understanding one has habitually ac-
quired. Therefore, as I already argued in Chapter 2, those who make that 
accusation against Foucault’s view of the subject would do well to ad-
dress their objections instead to Sellars and others who in fact discuss the 
constraints on autonomy in connection with the acquisition of conceptual 
competence, unlike Foucault.42

Furthermore, if Foucault’s negative attitude toward the habitual be-
trays an implicit commitment to the ethical ideal of autonomy, he is by 
no means alone to embrace this normative outlook in the milieu of French 
philosophy. In 1939, Georges Canguilhem, who later became the supervi-
sor of Foucault’s doctoral dissertation, published with Camille Planete a 
philosophy textbook for the French lycée, in which the authors underscore 
the moral significance of the contrast between “automatic reactions” and 
“real decisions,” as follows: “it remains true, from the moral point of view 
as well as from a completely other critical point of view, that what weighs 
on us and limits our power, or rather transforms this power to its opposite, 
is the automatism of our thoughts, the routine of our judgments, which 
makes the world that is most immediately close to us seem but an accident 
and a necessity. Let us assume that our representation comes to take a con-
scious and precise analytical form with respect to this world very close to 
us. That amounts to assuming that our automatic reactions to this world, 
which contribute to making it the way it is, will intervene in it from now 
on as real decisions.”43 This remarkable passage concisely presents the 
contours of the problem of structural heteronomy I will locate at the heart 
of Foucault’s conception of critique in the next chapter. Although Canguil-
hem and Planete do not explicitly mention habits, the automatic and rou-
tine features of concept-use they address are clearly not permanently fixed 
in the constitution of human cognition, but instead based on the habitual. 
These constraints are problematic because they limit the scope of freedom 
for “real decisions” and can be overcome.

Now let us reconsider the question: How does the analytic of power 
work against power? Here, the normative conception of power refers to 
a type of heteronomy that operates below the level of discursive aware-
ness and thus limits the possibilities for thought and action. However, if 
both the archaeology of knowledge and the analytic of power offer di-
agnoses that function against power in this particular sense, then savoir 
must extend from discursive practices to the field of agency in other so-
cial practices. Therefore, let me next show that the scope of savoir is 
not limited to the practice of making truth-claims, which is the focus of 
archaeology, but that it indeed extends to what is done in strategies of 
power as well.
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4.3 Systems of thought: The scope of savoir

The full scope of savoir has been rarely recognized, no doubt partially due 
to the common conceptualization of Foucault’s philosophy in terms of 
three axes of analysis: knowledge, power, and ethics. This analytic framing 
is philosophically superior to the other widespread mapping, which di-
vides Foucault’s philosophy into three discontinuous periods.44 Neverthe-
less, both approaches make it hard to recognize that savoir is the basis for 
a system of thought, which includes concept-use both in theoretical and 
practical reasoning. Therefore, let me show how consistently Foucault de-
fines a system of thought as a constellation of social practices that include 
“what is said and what is done,” and that it is savoir that establishes the 
system between these heterogeneous elements.45

We already saw in the previous chapter that, according to Foucault, 
thought permeates social practices. In the following statement, which con-
stitutes perhaps the most systematic articulation of that view, Foucault 
defines thought as the form of action: “‘Thought,’ thus understood, is not 
to be searched only in theoretical formulations, as those of philosophy 
or science; it can and must be analyzed in all the ways of saying, doing, 
conducting oneself where the individual appears and acts as a subject of 
knowledge [connaissance], as an ethical or a legal subject, as a subject con-
scious of the self and of others. In this sense, thought is understood as the 
very form of action, as action involves the play of the true and the false, 
acceptance or rejection of the rule, the relation to oneself and to others.”46 
In other words, as Foucault sometimes puts it, one needs to include both 
what is said and what is done in a study of systems of thought. Foucault 
states the view clearly already in 1966, thus: “I have tried to do, in a style 
that is evidently somewhat peculiar, not history of thought in general but 
history of everything that ‘contains thought’ in a culture, history of all 
that in which there is thought. For there is thought in philosophy, but also 
in a novel, in jurisprudence, in law, even in a system of administration, in 
prison.”47 The goal of archaeology, Foucault explains, is to disclose the 
savoir that relates the different elements together as parts of a system: “I 
treat on the same level, and according to their isomorphisms, practices, 
institutions, and theories, and I search the knowledge [savoir] in common 
that made them possible, the layer of knowledge [savoir] that is constitu-
tive and historical.”48

When Foucault was appointed to the Collège de France and his chair 
was named “history of systems of thought,” he submitted an outline of 
research that identifies and elaborates the systematic link between what is 
said and what is done as the distinctive object of study, which had grad-
ually taken shape in the course of his archaeological investigations into 
the history of the human sciences in the 1960s.49 Referring to the studied 
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constellations of social practices, including discursive practices, Foucault 
notes that “this network, once one examines its functioning and how it 
was justified at the time, seems very coherent and very well balanced: a 
whole body of precise and articulate knowledge is invested in it. An object 
took shape for me, then: the knowledge that is invested in the complex 
systems of institutions.”50 This “knowledge [savoir],” Foucault continues, 
“characterizes, regroups and coordinates an ensemble of practices and in-
stitutions,” and it is its distinct forms and historical transformations that 
he proposes to study under the rubric history of systems of thought:51  
“Insofar as, in a given epoch, it [savoir] has well specified forms and fields, 
it can be composed into several systems of thought. One can see, then, 
that in no way is it a question of determining the system of thought of a 
defined period, or of something like its ‘world view.’ On the contrary, it is 
a question of locating the different ensembles that each carry their particu-
lar type of savoir; that relate behaviors, rules of conduct, laws, customs or 
prescriptions; that thus configurations take shape that are both stable and 
susceptible to transformation.”52

One finds a concrete instance of this model, when Foucault retrospec-
tively, in 1971, describes the historical constitution of the experience of 
madness, his topic in History of Madness, by linking what was said and 
what was done: “It was a twofold phenomenon: on the one hand, you have 
institutions, practices, something like customs, for example the way in which 
the police, families or the court classified, singled out the mad, and placed 
them aside; it was a practice with few words [qui s’énonçait à peine], and so 
one has all the difficulty in the world to find its forms, the rules of these cus-
toms that have left no trace because they were never formulated. They went 
without saying [Elles étaient sans énoncé]. And, on the other hand, these in-
stitutions, these practices of madness were nevertheless up to a certain point 
linked and sustained by a discourse that was philosophical, religious and 
legal, and especially medical. And it is this ensemble of ‘practices and dis-
course’ that constituted what I have called the experience of madness […].”53 

Finally, to appreciate how this view of systems of thought informs the 
analytic of power Foucault develops in the course of the 1970s, consider 
how the same mapping is articulated in terms of “a regime of practices” 
that is unified by its own, distinctive rationality.54 As Foucault explains, 
he seeks to analyze “how forms of rationality are embedded in practices, 
or in systems of practices, and what role they play therein. For it is true 
that there are no ‘practices’ without a certain regime of rationality.”55 Fou-
cault is not contrasting “rationality” with “irrationality,” but his guiding 
idea is to analyze configurations of practices and identify different systems 
of thought, each marked by its distinctive rationality. 56 Importantly, in 
this formulation from 1978, Foucault explicitly connects the coordina-
tion between what is said and what is done to the theme of obviousness 
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(les évidences). Foucault begins with “the hypothesis […] that the types 
of practices are not only institutionally ordered, ideologically prescribed 
or guided by the circumstances […], but that up to a certain point they 
have their own regularity, their logic, their strategy, their obviousness [leur 
evidence], their ‘reason’.”57 The coordination is to be analyzed and made 
intelligible on the level of social practices. “It is a question of analyzing a 
‘regime of practices’ – the practices being understood as the site of linking 
what is said and what is done, the rules that are posed and the reasons that 
are given, the projects and that which appears obvious [des évidences].”58 
In the light of the concern with “the implicit systems that determine, with-
out us being aware of them, our most familiar forms of conduct [con-
duits],” then, it is striking, but not surprising, that Foucault here refers to 
shared “programs of conduct” that underlie the coordination between the 
practice of making truth-claims (veridiction) and the practice of governing 
the conduct of others (juridiction).59 “To analyze ‘regimes of practices’ is 
to analyze the programs of conduct [programmations de conduite] that 
have at the same time effects of prescription with respect to what is to be 
done (effects of ‘juridiction’) and effects of codification with respect to 
what can be said (effects of ‘veridiction’).”60

4.4 Implicitness of great anonymous strategies

Since savoir covers an entire system of thought, including thought and ac-
tion, we can now appreciate that the analytic of power functions against 
power the same way that the archaeology of knowledge does when it is 
used in a diagnosis of the present. In both cases, the diagnosis reveals im-
plicit constraints that operate on the level of social practices, but whereas 
archaeology focuses on what can be said, the analytic of power investi-
gates the possibilities for action. For exercising power, as Foucault defines 
it, is to “structure the field of possible action of others [structurer le champ 
d’action éventuel des autres]”.61 “It is a set of actions on possible actions 
[sur des actions possibles]: it operates on the field of possibility where the 
behavior of agents [sujets agissants] comes to be inscribed.”62

Despite the difference in focus between the analytic of power and the 
archaeology of knowledge, consider how Foucault describes the diagnostic 
task in almost identical terms between the two contexts. When discussing 
archaeology in 1969, Foucault emphasizes that the metaphor is misleading 
if it suggests that the object of study is somehow hidden from sight: “And 
then I’m also disturbed by the idea of excavations [fouilles]. What I search 
is not relations that would be secret, hidden, more silent or deeper than 
people’s consciousness. On the contrary, I try to define relations that are 
on the very surface of discourses; I seek to make visible that which is invis-
ible only because it is too much on the surface of things.”63 The implicit 
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norms are on the surface of a discursive practice in the sense that they can 
be read off from what the participants do. The archaeologist performs 
no excavations but needs to “describe statements, entire groups of state-
ments, making appear the relations of implication, opposition, exclusion 
that could link them together.”64 What needs to be described is not what 
people say, but the network of inferential relations between these state-
ments that enact patterns of dispositional understanding the participants 
share. In 1978, when Foucault is focused on the analytic of power instead, 
he describes the diagnostic task in strikingly similar terms, thus:

It has been known for a long time that the role of philosophy is not 
to discover what is hidden, but to make visible that which precisely is 
visible, that is, to make appear that which is so close, that which is so 
immediate, that which is so intimately tied to ourselves that because 
of this we do not perceive it. Whereas the role of science is to make 
us know what we do not see, the role of philosophy is to make us see 
what we see. After all, to this extent, this could well be the task of 
philosophy today: the relations of power in which we are caught and 
in which philosophy itself has been entangled for at least 150 years, 
what are they about?65

In the light of the two passages, Foucault’s view of diagnostic work remains 
remarkably consistent through a shift of focus from knowledge to power. 
What explains this stability is Foucault’s consistent view of a system of 
thought, as I showed above, as a constellation of discursive and nondiscur-
sive practices that are coordinated on the level of savoir. Against this back-
drop, the diagnostic task is always to disclose and make intelligible elements 
of the underlying implicit system that are not known as such by the subjects 
who participate in the given practices. What the diagnosis discloses can be 
implicit conceptual rules or, in the analytic of power, as Foucault notes, 
“the stakes and objectives” of a strategic situation in the field of action.66 In 
particular, Foucault’s analytic of power aims to disclose “great anonymous 
strategies” that are by default implicit in the field of action, shaping the pos-
sibilities for action without the agents fully understanding it.67

Indeed, it is a familiar idea that a social practice or a wider constella-
tion of practices is partially opaque, even unintelligible to the participants 
whose actions nonetheless, at the same time, constitute the practice.68 We 
have seen how the archaeology of knowledge explores one aspect of this 
idea, but now we can see that the analytic of power, too, does it, although 
with respect to the field of action instead of the production of truth-claims. 
Foucault notes that, on the level of social practices, the analytic of power 
encounters the “implicitness of great anonymous strategies” that have a 
determinate orientation but no single author.69 As Foucault puts it, these 
strategies of power are “intentional but non-subjective,” in contrast to 
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relations of force between individuals, which are the basic units of analy-
sis.70 These are relations between agents, put into play by an attempt by 
one to affect how the other acts.71 Thus, relations of force as such are inten-
tional, shut through by “the local cynicism of power.”72 But the conditions 
for agency are always structured by the given broader configuration of so-
cial practices, which, too, are made out of actions. Therefore, the analytic 
of power must operate on multiple levels, analogously to the archaeology 
of knowledge that considers both individual statements and the conditions 
of their intelligibility as moves in a discursive practice. With the benefit of 
hindsight, Foucault notes that there are three levels of organization in the 
analytic of power, roughly, (1) relations of force between individuals, (2) 
strategies of power on the level of social practices, and (3) states of domi-
nation one might describe as exceptionally congealed configurations of 
strategies.73 Therefore, the relations of power on the tactical level between 
individuals are always conditioned by a strategic configuration, which in 
turn depends on support from tactical relationships between individuals.74

It is well known that Foucault is especially interested in diagnosing rela-
tions of interdependence between the practice of making truth-claims and 
strategies of governing people.75 One can already see from the complexity 
of the framework why diagnostic work is often needed to make intelligible 
the stakes and objectives, not between two agents, but on the strategic 
level that structures the field of action in social practices. Thus, the analytic 
of power functions against power because it enables and catalyzes resist-
ance by making intelligible the stakes and objectives on the strategic level. 
For instance, individuals demanding better conditions in French prisons 
and others resisting homophobia in the 1970s needed not, and typically 
would not, understand that these two independent struggles are target-
ing the same carceral system whose rationality of governing relies on the 
authority of human sciences to normalize individuals. However, not only 
does an improved understanding of stakes and objectives help resistance to 
improve tactics against a given strategy. In addition, merely the visibility 
of a strategy makes it harder to be sustained since it is now exposed to 
assessment and revision. If “power is tolerable at the condition of mask-
ing an important part of itself,”76 as Foucault holds, then diagnostic work 
has the potential to short-circuit the strategies of power it studies simply 
in virtue of making explicit their intentionality. “To make the relations of 
power appear is, to my mind, in any case, to try to somehow restore them 
between the hands of those who exercise them.”77

4.5 Two paths for critique in the context of “politics of truth”

The interpretation I have advanced in this chapter has also the advantage 
that it helps to explain why there should be two paths along which critique 
can proceed. This is a central claim Foucault makes in “What is Critique?” 
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but only recently has it received the scholarly attention it merits.78 Fou-
cault argues in this lecture that “[c]ritique would essentially have as its 
function the desubjugation of the subject [désassujettissement] in the 
play of what could be called, in a word, the politics of truth.”79 The main 
idea here is that critique enables a subject to reject an identity through 
which she is subjugated to a strategy of power, namely to a specific ra-
tionality of governing that organizes possibilities for action on the level 
of social practices. What Foucault means by “the politics of truth,” then, 
is essentially the nexus between a practice of making truth-claims and a 
practice of governing people.80 It is not hard to see that a nexus between 
two kinds of practice can be undone from either direction. And Foucault 
states clearly in “What is Critique?” that, in the context of politics of 
truth, the process of desubjugation can proceed by “interrogating” either 
“a discourse of truth about its effects of power” or “power about its 
discourses of truth.”81 This bifurcation suggests that critique can find an 
obstacle to target and remove both on the side of the practice of making 
truth-claims and on the side of a strategy of governing. Given that cri-
tique is to Foucault diagnostic work that interrogates a given system of 
thought on the level of savoir, the bifurcation indicates, as I have argued 
above, that savoir extends to the field of action.

Thus, in response to the nexus between truth and power, critique in-
volves two distinct lines of diagnostic work that, in a crucial sense, are 
methodologically unified. We have seen that the analytic of power func-
tions against power in the same way that the archaeology of knowledge 
does. Despite the difference in focus, both lines of diagnosis seek to dis-
close and make intelligible elements of a given system of thought that func-
tion implicitly on the level of savoir and therefore cannot be objects of 
assessment, revision, or resistance. In “What is Critique?” Foucault states 
that critique targets the implicit nexus of acceptability upon which the 
given constellation of practices rests.82 We have seen, however, that on 
the level of savoir there is no acceptability in the sense of endorsement. 
Instead, the acceptability is a result of congealed patterns of dispositional 
understanding, “our most familiar forms of conduct,” through which dis-
course is organized and coordinated with other social practices.83 Foucault 
explains that, therefore, critique proceeds from the fact that something 
is accepted in the present “to the system of acceptability that is analyzed 
starting from the play of knowledge-power [savoir-pouvoir]. Let us say 
that this is, roughly, the archaeological level.”84 This statement confirms 
that, as I have argued in this chapter, Foucault’s diagnostic work probes 
the implicit level of savoir from two complementary perspectives, focusing 
on the practices of making truth-claims and practices of governing people, 
respectively as well as the connections between them.
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By bringing these two lines together under the banner of critique, Fou-
cault sharpens his focus on the topic of subjectivity, or, put differently, 
on the relationship between power and freedom. The guiding question is 
how the two kinds of practice are connected around subjectivity and how, 
with the help of critique, can they become disconnected: “my problem is 
to know how people govern (themselves and others) through the produc-
tion of truth (I repeat it again, by the production of truth I don’t mean the 
production of true statements but the configuration of fields where the 
practice of the true and the false can be at the same time rule-governed 
[réglée] and relevant).”85 It is the link between a practice of making truth-
claims and a strategy of governing that subjugates individuals and whose 
questioning by means of critique, in turn, enables desubjugation. The two 
paths of critique then lead to the questioning of the nexus from two op-
posite directions. For instance, it is an overarching aim of Foucault’s His-
tory of Sexuality to show that the governing of sexual conduct need not 
be based on a will to know what different kinds of sexual identity people 
have.86 From the other side, critique can enable a subject to question the 
inevitability of the conceptual framework in which a given strategy of gov-
erning is grounded. For example, despite Gary Becker was no archaeolo-
gist of knowledge, his reconceptualization of crime in terms of rational 
behavior contradicts the 19th-century criminological framework and thus 
undermines the basis for extending the strategy of normalization to pe-
nal practices. As I have argued elsewhere, this is what explains Foucault’s 
salutary response to Becker’s theoretical work on crime and punishment, 
which should not be confused with a blanket endorsement of neoliberal 
economic theory or policy.87

But notice that, in contrast to many accounts of social critique and ide-
ology critique, Foucault does not maintain that it is the task of critique to 
do the questioning.88 According to Foucault, “critique is the movement 
by which the subject gives herself the right to question truth about its 
effects of power and power about its discourses of truth. Critique will be 
the art of voluntary inservitude, that of reflected indocility.”89 Critique 
enables a subject to question something whose questioning was not pos-
sible for her previously. As I will show in the next chapter, “the right to 
question” is something subjects claim only because critique enables them 
to recognize a possibility for questioning that was previously blocked by 
an implicit obstacle that resides on the level of savoir. But why is it that 
something that is not inevitable cannot be questioned? That is the topic 
for the next chapter, where I will complete my account of critique by 
explaining Foucault’s account of “the present limits of the necessary” as 
a constraint whose overcoming should be promoted for the sake of the 
ethical ideal of autonomy.90
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Overcoming the present limits 
of the necessary

In “What Is Enlightenment?” Foucault makes explicit the normative out-
look whose exploration I began in the previous chapter by reference to 
his negative attitude toward the habitual. Instead of any doctrine or body 
of beliefs, Foucault argues, it is the critical attitude that characterizes the 
ethos of the Enlightenment.1 And Foucault explicitly presents his own phil-
osophical work as a cultivation of this critical attitude.2 It is well-known 
that Foucault characterizes the critical attitude as “a limit attitude,” but 
the nature of the limits whose overcoming Foucault’s critique seeks to en-
able remains poorly understood in the secondary literature.3 This is not 
a coincidence, because, as I will show in this chapter, these limits, which 
Foucault characterizes as “present limits of the necessary,” belong to the 
level of savoir.4 Indeed, that is why Foucault says in the same key passage 
that critique, as he understands it, “is archaeological in its method.”5 Ac-
cordingly, the nature of the obstacle Foucault’s critique aims to remove 
can be properly understood only from the distinctive perspective of the 
archaeology of knowledge. Therefore, it is one of the longstanding conse-
quences of archaeology’s falling into disrepute, largely due to the criticism 
by Dreyfus and Rabinow, that Foucault’s distinctive conception of critique 
has not been fully appreciated in the secondary literature.6 In particular, 
even in the most detailed discussions of Foucault’s critique, there is no ad-
equate, or even any, account of the specific nature of the limits that consti-
tute the obstacle which critique seeks to remove. Building on the account 
of savoir I have formulated, however, I will give an account in this chapter 
of the present limits of the necessary as the obstacle that calls for critique 
in Foucault’s specific sense of the term.

The present limits of the necessary are historically formed and there-
fore contingent limits of intelligibility that as such also constrain the dis-
cursive possibilities in the present. In response to this constraint, which 
I have called structural heteronomy, the aim of Foucault’s critique is to 
increase the scope of autonomy in the domain of understanding. Here, 
again, my interpretation largely overlaps with David Owen’s argument 
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that Foucault’s critique aims to liberate us from aspectival captivity.7 But 
Owen, too, as many others, characterizes Foucault’s project, in contrast 
to ideology critique, as genealogical critique.8 This is not wrong, since 
Foucault says that critique is “genealogical in its aim,” but it is incom-
plete and potentially misleading, given that, in the very same sentence he 
says that critique is “archaeological in its method.”9 By taking this claim 
seriously and grounding it in the account of savoir I have developed, I 
will explain in this chapter how concept-users are constrained by limits 
of intelligibility that appear inevitable despite they can be overcome and 
intentionally transformed. As I will show, this fake inevitability appears 
to concept-users as obviousness (les évidences) that patterns of concept-
use acquire through habitual repetition in discourse as a social practice. 
Because conceptual competence rests on this dispositional basis of pattern-
governed behavior, as we saw in Chapter 1, the goal of critique cannot be 
to liberate concept-users from structural heteronomy altogether. Yet, as I 
will argue, the ethical ideal of autonomy requires that we as concept-users 
cultivate the critical attitude, locally, as a virtue that enables us to exercise 
autonomy over those regions of our understanding we most care about.

5.1 Obviousness

In the introduction to the second volume of History of Sexuality, Foucault 
states that for him the goal of philosophical activity, which he character-
izes as “thought’s critical work on itself,” is to examine “how and to what 
extent it would be possible to think otherwise.”10

What would be the value of the relentless pursuit of knowledge if it 
should only ensure the acquisition of knowledges [connaissances], 
and not, in a certain way and to the largest possible extent, the dis-
traction of the one who knows? There are moments in life when the 
question of knowing if one can think otherwise than one thinks and 
perceive otherwise than one perceives is indispensable for continuing 
to see or to think [regarder ou à réfléchir]. Perhaps I will be told that 
this playing with oneself is but to rest on backstage, and that it be-
longs at best to this preparatory work that makes itself useless once 
it has had its effects. But what is then philosophy today — I mean 
the philosophical activity — if it is not thought’s critical work on 
itself? And if it does not consist, instead of justifying what is already 
known, of undertaking to know how and to what extent it would be 
possible to think otherwise?11

This is one of the most quoted passages in Foucault’s works, but, as far 
as I know, it has not been connected explicitly with the archaeology of 
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knowledge. In the light of the interpretation I have advanced, however, it is 
clear that Foucault here presents his own work and the task of philosophy 
as a response to the constraint on intelligibility that lies in the precon-
ditions of concept-use on the level of savoir. The task of philosophy as 
“thought’s critical activity on itself” is not to evaluate the given beliefs, but 
to make their conceptual preconditions, too, available for rational control 
that enables revision and, in that sense, the overcoming of limits that ap-
peared originally inevitable. Therefore, to distinguish critique in this sense 
from ideology critique, one might call it the critique of constitution.12 As 
Owen clarifies, these are two different projects that aim to liberate un-
derstanding from a self-imposed non-physical constraint. The two lines 
of critique are distinct because they correspond to two different kinds of 
constraints that operate on the level of belief and concepts, respectively. 
This is a crucial difference Foucault does not register when he notes that a 
central task for both German critical theory and French épistémologie is to 
investigate “a reason that […] does not have an effect of overcoming but 
on the condition that it comes to liberate itself from itself.”13

Foucault’s conception of the constraint as limits of intelligibility is built 
into the very idea of the archaeology of knowledge. In “What Is Enlight-
enment?” this idea appears in the key discussion of critique as “a limit 
attitude” whose task is to examine “what is the part of that which is sin-
gular, contingent, and due to arbitrary constraints in that which is given 
to us as universal, necessary, mandatory.”14 A few pages earlier, Foucault 
designates these limits as “the present limits of the necessary.”15 Thus, 
we encounter the guiding idea of the archaeology of knowledge at the 
center of the task of critique, in the specific sense in which Foucault pro-
motes it. In other words, the present limits of the necessary function as 
a historical a priori. They constitute the conceptual form of a particular 
mode of experience.16 As we saw in Chapter 3, this need not contradict 
Kant’s conception of transcendental conditions because they are necessary 
for all human experience, but not sufficient for any. Therefore, the claim 
that Foucault historicizes or naturalizes the transcendental is not, strictly 
speaking, accurate.17 Indeed, Foucault cautions against such a reading in 
The Archaeology of Knowledge that “nothing would be more amusing, 
but more inaccurate, than to conceive of this historical a priori as a formal 
a priori that was, in addition, endowed with history: a great figure that is 
empty and does not move that emerged one day on the surface of time, 
that actualized [faire valoir] a tyranny on people’s thought no one could 
escape, that then disappeared all of a sudden in an eclipse no event could 
have anticipated, a syncopated transcendental, a play of forms flashing on 
and off [clignotantes]. The formal a priori and the historical a priori have 
neither the same level nor the same nature: if they intersect, it is because 
they belong to two different dimensions.”18 Therefore, to understand 
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Foucault’s critical project, it is crucial to explain why and how something 
in thought is “given to us as universal, necessary, mandatory,” if it is, in 
fact, “singular, contingent, and due to arbitrary constraints.”19

Because Foucault’s conception of critique involves a historical dimen-
sion, it has become commonplace to characterize it as genealogical cri-
tique.20 To be precise, what Foucault says is that critique has a genealogical 
“aim” [finalité], which is to increase the scope of freedom by revealing the 
contingent constitution of such elements in our thought that appear inevi-
table.21 Historical work, then, specifically a technique Foucault calls évé-
nmentalisation, is the way to reveal and destabilize the fake inevitability 
of the present limits of the necessary. From the perspective of this genea-
logical aim, Foucault’s critique investigates “to what extent the work of 
thought to think its own history can enable thought to overcome what it 
thinks silently and to think otherwise.”22 But if the obstacle critique aims 
to overcome is “silent,” however, that is because it resides on the level of 
savoir. In fact, Foucault consistently employs the term “les évidences” to 
designate the elements of thought that constitute the obstacle that func-
tions as the present limits of the necessary. It is important not to confuse 
les évidences with the concept of evidence in its standard epistemological 
use. Foucault’s topic is neither the justification of beliefs nor what people 
judge to be necessary, but, as we have seen, limits of intelligibility that are 
unknown as such but that appear inevitable although they can change in 
the history of thought. Therefore, what Foucault means by les évidences 
are elements of obviousness that are congealed in our practices on the 
level of savoir. These are patterns of dispositional understanding that have 
acquired the status of obviousness, not because some proposition is evi-
dently necessary but as a result of repetition in discourse and other social 
practices.

Thus, obviousness is the experiential correlate of the habitual, a struc-
tural blind spot where the exercise of judgment goes without saying as dis-
positional understanding and escapes rational control. If Foucault deems 
that the habitual is permanently dangerous, as we saw in the previous 
chapter, that is because it produces obviousness that congeals into the 
present limits of the necessary. Thus, History of Sexuality, for instance, 
undertakes “to confront this very everyday notion of sexuality, step away 
from it, put into test its familiar obviousness [éprouver son évidence famil-
ière].”23 Critique’s archaeological task is to disclose the limits of intelligibil-
ity that appear inevitable due to obviousness, whereas the role of genealogy 
is to deprive these limits of their obviousness. To achieve these two corre-
lated ends, archaeology studies the form of a given system of thought and 
genealogy its historical formation.24 From this perspective, one is right to 
find the habitual problematic because the task of critique is a battle against 
obviousness, a mission Foucault once praised as follows: “I dream of the 
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intellectual destroyer of obviousness [des évidences] and universalities, of 
the one who in the inertias and constraints of the present discerns and 
points out the weak points, the openings, the lines of force, the one who is 
incessantly moving and knows neither exactly where he will be nor what 
he will think tomorrow, for he is too attentive to the present […].”25

Foucault never mentions, as far as I know, that obviousness (les évi-
dences) is a central theme in Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology.26 
Consider the following passage from Althusser’s essay “Ideology and 
Ideological State Apparatuses” in 1970: “It is indeed a peculiarity of ide-
ology that it imposes (without appearing to do so, since these are ‘obvious-
nesses’) obviousnesses as obviousnesses, which we cannot fail to recognize 
and before which we have the inevitable and natural reaction of crying out 
(aloud or in the ‘silence of consciousness’): ‘That’s obvious! That’s right! 
That’s true!’ At work in this reaction is the ideological recognition func-
tion which is one of the two functions of ideology as such (its inverse being 
the function of misrecognition [méconnaissance]).”27 By framing critique 
in terms of the present limits of the necessary, Foucault detaches it from 
“the function of misrecognition” and thus from the task of evaluation that 
constitutes ideology critique. Thus, Foucault rejects ideology critique that 
is grounded in a conception of justice and only develops a conception of 
critique that addresses the obviousness that constrains our autonomy as 
thinkers and agents.28 In Althusser’s terms, this means that Foucault’s cri-
tique focuses exclusively on “the recognition function,” which operates on 
the level of savoir, as I have described it, in terms of dispositional under-
standing. Instead of acknowledging Althusser’s discussion of obviousness, 
however, Foucault notes that the concern with obviousness is a bequest 
from Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In 1979, at the end of a text that includes 
one of Foucault’s earliest discussions of Kant’s essay on the Enlighten-
ment, he invokes this theme in Merleau-Ponty explicitly as “the ethics of 
obviousness.”29 Indeed, in contrast to ideology critique that is grounded 
in a conception of justice, Foucault targets critique to obviousness with an 
ethical motivation that is based on the ideal of autonomy.

In 1981, Foucault explicitly identifies obviousness as the target of criti-
cal work, as follows:

Critique does not consist of saying that things are not well the way 
they are. It consists of seeing on what types of obviousness [évi-
dences], familiarity, modes of thinking that are acquired and not 
thought through [non réfléchis] the practices one accepts are based.

One must overcome the sacralization of the social as the only site 
of reality [seule instance du réel] and stop considering as thin air this 
essential thing in human life and human relations, namely thought. 
Thought indeed exists beyond and beneath systems and edifices of 



Overcoming the present limits of the necessary 103

discourse. It is often hidden, but always animates everyday behav-
ior [comportements]. There is always a little bit of thought even in 
the silliest of institutions, there is always thought even in the silent 
habits.

Critique consists of driving out [débusquer] this thought and of 
trying to change it: showing that things are not as obvious [aussi 
évidentes] as people believe, making it somehow the case that what 
is accepted as going without saying would not go without saying 
anymore. Doing critique is to make difficult gestures that are too 
easy to make. […]30

Accordingly, in the same year, Foucault retrospectively sums up the over-
arching aspiration of his work like this: “I wanted to reintegrate a lot of 
the obviousness [évidences] of our practices into the historicity of some 
of these practices and thereby rob them of their obviousness, in order to 
give them back the mobility which they had and which they should always 
have.”31 This, of course, is the critical task of scrutinizing “what is the part 
of that which is singular, contingent, and due to arbitrary constraints in 
that which is given to us as universal, necessary, mandatory.”32 Foucault 
does not systematically attribute obviousness to the level of savoir, but this 
connection is explicit when he explains how historical inquiry destabilizes 
obviousness. Évenementalisation is Foucault’s name for the historiographi-
cal technique he uses for that purpose. “What does événementalisation 
mean? First, breaking the obvious [les évidences]. It is a question of making 
a ‘singularity’ emerge, where one is quite tempted to refer to a historical 
constant or to an immediate anthropological trait, or furthermore to some-
thing that similarly seems obvious to everyone. To show that it was not ‘as 
necessary as that’. … Breaking the obvious, these obvious elements [les évi-
dences] on which our savoir, our acceptance, our practices rely. Such is the 
first theoretical-political function of what I call événementalisation.”33 This 
genealogical dimension of Foucault’s critical task consists of “rediscovering 
the connections, encounters, supports, obstacles, plays of force, strategies, 
and so on, that have, in a given moment, given shape to that which subse-
quently will function as obviousness [évidence], universality, necessity.”34

5.2 Present limits of the necessary

I have argued that Foucault’s critique seeks to undermine the obviousness 
of the present limits of the necessary that function as a historical a priori 
and are created and sustained through socially acquired, habitually per-
petuated patterns of concept-use in thought and action. In this connec-
tion, it is illuminating to cast Foucault’s conception of a critique against 
the background of Gaston Bachelard’s epistemological work, where  
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epistemological obstacles are understood as conceptual blindspots that 
arise from within the specific conceptual architecture of a given scientific 
theory. As Gary Gutting notes, Bachelard locates epistemological obstacles 
precisely on the unconscious habitual level of scientific practices: “The atti-
tudes that constitute given concepts and methods as epistemological obsta-
cles are not explicitly formulated by those they constrain but rather operate 
at the level of implicit assumptions or cognitive and perceptual habits. 
Consequently, Bachelard proposed to develop a set of techniques designed 
to bring them out to our full reflective awareness. He spoke of these tech-
niques as effecting a ‘psychoanalysis’ of reason.”35 Foucault’s archaeology 
of knowledge, too, is such a technique, and it is in this sense that “critique 
is archaeological in its method.”36 By means of archaeology Foucault aims 
to uncover the current historically specific form of thought, “the present 
limits of the necessary,” whereas genealogy is a technique for revealing 
the contingency of that seemingly obvious form by tracing its formation 
through multifarious events in the historical field of social practices.37 But 
Foucault’s critique extends Bachelard’s project of a psychoanalysis of rea-
son from the epistemology of specific sciences to the everyday experience 
of human subjects, specifically to the historical ontology of ourselves, and 
anchors the project, somewhat implicitly, in the ideal of autonomy.

Ian Hacking was the first to note the role of Foucault’s archaeology as 
a technique for overcoming epistemological obstacles, thus understood. 
Already in 1973, Hacking concluded his Dawes Hicks lecture at the British 
Academy on Descartes and Leibniz and the problem of eternal truths, 
thus: “The flybottle was shaped by prehistory and only archaeology could 
display its shape.”38 But whereas Wittgenstein used the metaphor of a fly-
bottle to illustrate his view of philosophical problems as conceptual confu-
sions that are created by an illegitimate use of concepts, characteristically 
by philosophers themselves, for Foucault and Bachelard alike, there is 
nothing illegitimate about the use of concepts that generates the episte-
mological obstacles that call for a psychoanalysis of reason or a critique 
by means of archaeological and genealogical techniques. However, there is 
another simile in Wittgenstein’s rich repository that captures exactly how 
the call for a critique, as Foucault understands it, arises from the structure 
of reasoning as a discursive practice. In one of the most striking passages 
of On Certainty, Wittgenstein describes how the limits of necessity are 
partially a result of historical transformations in the normative structure 
of a discursive practice, as follows:

94. But I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its 
correctness; nor do I have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. 
No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between 
true and false.
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95. The propositions describing this world-picture might be part of a kind 
of mythology. And their role is like that of rules of a game; and the game 
can be learned purely practically, without learning any explicit rules.

96. It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empiri-
cal propositions, were hardened and functioned as channels for such 
empirical propositions as were not hardened but fluid; and that this 
relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and hard 
ones became fluid.

97. The mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed 
of thought may shift. But I distinguish between the movement of the 
waters of the river-bed and the shift of the bed itself; though there is no 
sharp division of the one from the other.

98. But if someone were to say ‘So logic too is an empirical science’ he would 
be wrong. Yet this is right: the same proposition may get treated at one 
time as something to test by experience, at another as a rule of testing.

99. And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no 
alteration or only to an imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in 
one place now in another gets washed away, or deposited.39

In this simile, the dynamic status and historical transformations of the 
riverbanks, which define the current scope of empirical inquiry, represent 
the present limits of the necessary that Foucault’s critique aims to dis-
close and make mobile again. The convergence between Foucault’s and 
Wittgenstein’s thoughts is striking regarding the contingent status of these 
limits, as well as the functionally necessary structural role such limits play 
in a discursive practice. As Wittgenstein puts it, “the river-bed of thought 
[that] may shift” is “the inherited background against which I distinguish 
between true and false,” but which itself is not propositionally articulated. 
It is unconscious. This unrepresented background, which Wittgenstein 
also designates as a world-picture, “Weltbild,” constitutes the fundamen-
tal level in the normative structure of a discursive practice, where rea-
sons come to an end but “the end is not an ungrounded presupposition, 
but an ungrounded way of acting.”40 Wittgenstein, too, registers that this 
habitual repetition of patterns of reasoning confers a status of obvious-
ness to them in a given discursive practice: “I say world-picture and not 
hypothesis, because it is the matter-of-course [selbstverständliche] foun-
dation […] and as such also goes unmentioned.”41 Here Wittgenstein’s 
choice of word, “selbstverständliche,” corresponds precisely to Foucault’s 
use of “les évidences” – both are plausibly translated into English as “ob-
vious.” Wittgenstein notes that if the implicit background of a world-pic-
ture were represented as a set of propositions, these propositions would 
express rules. But, crucially, in that case, the rules will express rules of a 
practice that were originally operative without being represented as such.  
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For though Wittgenstein says about these rules that “their role is like that 
of rules of a game,” he underscores immediately that “the game can be 
learned purely practically, without learning any explicit rules.”42 And it 
is this implicit status of the fundamental norms of a discursive practice 
that makes them function as “the matter-of-course foundation” of reason-
ing. Whereas Wittgenstein articulates this pragmatist epistemological view 
and discusses in detail its consequences with respect to the very idea that 
knowledge has foundations, we have seen that Foucault’s adoption of this 
pragmatist approach gives rise to the problem of structural heteronomy. 
But, a As I have said, the problem presupposes a commitment to an ethical 
outlook that is organized around the ideal of autonomy.43

5.3 Foucault’s commitment to the ideal of autonomy

In “What Is Enlightenment?” Foucault says that the goal of critique is “to 
relaunch as far and as widely as possible the indefinite work of freedom.”44 
Thus understood, critique is “a historico-practical test of the limits we can 
overcome, and thus […] work of ourselves on ourselves as free beings.”45 
Both remarks underscore a conception of freedom as an activity, which 
involves a reflexive dimension, that is also repeated in Foucault’s char-
acterization of philosophy as “thought’s critical work on itself.”46 Thus, 
critique itself is an element of the work of freedom it promotes. There is 
no question about Foucault’s high esteem for the value of such work. As 
we have already seen, Foucault maintains that “one of the tasks, one of the 
points [sens] of human existence, that in which human freedom consists, is 
to never accept anything as definitive, untouchable, obvious, immobile.”47 
This work of freedom is “indefinite” because the present limits of the nec-
essary cannot be transcended once and for all.48 As I have argued, these 
limits arise from the preconditions of concept-use as a discursive practice, 
which is why, as Foucault says, critique needs to be archaeological in its 
method. Since the freedom for the sake of which critique is conducted is 
never achieved once and for all, it is inaccurate, or at least highly mislead-
ing, to describe it as “liberty” or “emancipation.”49 Instead, “autonomy” 
is the term Foucault uses, when he characterizes critique and the work 
of freedom it promotes. This is not surprising since autonomy is positive 
freedom, an ongoing activity of self-governing, including the potential for 
deliberate self-transformation.50 What the present limits of the necessary 
constrain is the scope of this activity because what can be intentionally 
done depends on what is thinkable. Given Foucault’s view that the limits 
of intelligibility are constituted by rules that are implicit in a discursive 
practice, the concept of autonomy can be used to explain, as we have seen, 
how freedom can be exercised in the domain of understanding by assessing 
and revising these rules. Although the archaeology of knowledge is built  
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around a view of implicit conceptual rules, I do not claim that Foucault’s 
conception of critique invokes a notion of autonomy as acting on the ba-
sis of representations of rules as the goal it promotes. Foucault’s char-
acterizations of autonomy are less determinate. However, in general, the 
central idea of freedom as an activity of self-governing will be plausibly 
elaborated in terms of representations of rules if one asks in virtue of what 
freedom as autonomy is exercised.

Autonomy, understood as self-governing, is that for the sake of which 
Foucault’s critique is undertaken. In other words, the critical project is moti-
vated by Foucault’s commitment to autonomy as the ethical ideal. In claim-
ing this, I do not mean to suggest that Foucault subscribes to Kant’s view 
of the content of autonomous lawgiving or to Kant’s account of the meta-
physical foundations of the capacity of rational beings to be the source of 
the representations of rules they follow in reasoning. And yet I believe that 
Foucault nevertheless wholeheartedly embraces the ideal of autonomy as 
the source of value. This commitment to autonomy consists in an endorse-
ment of the unconditional value of a subject’s self-determination – that is, 
of the value of one’s use of one’s own understanding. This commitment is 
independent of any particular view about how the capacity for self-determi-
nation ought to be exercised and what makes this capacity possible.

Once we attribute to Foucault this commitment to the value of au-
tonomy, one can see that his somewhat notorious refusal to propose nor-
mative principles for action can be charitably seen as a consequence of 
that commitment. In an interview conducted in 1975, Foucault links this 
refusal to the very task of a critique, as follows:

What are the tasks of the critique today?
What do you mean by this word? Only a Kantian can attribute a 

general meaning to the word “critique.”
Yesterday, you said that your thinking is fundamentally critical [fon-

damentalement critique]. What does it mean for work to be critical?
I would say: it is an attempt to unmask as much as possible, that 

is, as deeply and generally as possible, all the effects of dogmatism 
that are related to knowledge [savoir], and all the effects of knowl-
edge [savoir] that are related to dogmatism. […] I don’t want to 
conduct a critique that prevents others from speaking, to exercise in 
my name a terrorism of the purity of truth. Nor do I want to speak in 
the name of others and pretend to say better what they have to say. 
My critique has as its goal to enable others to speak, without putting 
limits to their right to speak.51

If it has been hard for Foucault’s critics to take seriously this idea of a 
critique as merely enabling others to speak, it is because they have not 
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adequately understood the nature of the obstacle whose overcoming re-
quires the special effort of thought’s critical work on itself. But once the 
obstacle is recognized as obviousness that is congealed on the level of 
savoir into present limits of the necessary, then Foucault’s refusal to ar-
ticulate normative principles appears in a radically different light. After 
all, the ideal of autonomy assigns value to self-determination. And the 
conceptual point that needs to be stressed here is that autonomy cannot 
be achieved or even promoted by legislating rules or plans for others. The 
idea of autonomy does not represent just an ideal of conformity to rules, 
but an ideal of a distinctive type of conformity that is a result of one’s 
own reasoning, so that the conformity to rules is something one endorses. 
That is why the ideal of autonomy can be pursued only from first-personal 
perspective. The work of freedom, whose scope Foucault’s critique seeks 
to expand, simply cannot be externalized. It cannot be delegated to oth-
ers, even though they might be “intellectuals.”52 Therefore, the goal of 
enabling others to think differently for themselves is exactly what Foucault 
ought to pursue, given his commitment to the value of autonomy. The 
whole point of this task and what gives it value is that one undertakes it 
from one’s own perspective.53

5.4 The critical attitude as virtue

By characterizing the critical attitude as virtue, then, Foucault’s point is to 
deny two conceptions of its source of value. “[W]hatever pleasures or ben-
efits might accompany this curious activity of critique, it seems that it car-
ries quite regularly, almost always, not only some value of utility it claims, 
but that underlying it there is a more general imperative – even more gen-
eral than that of avoiding errors. There is something in critique that is akin 
to virtue.”54 Critique is ethical work that enlarges the scope of freedom 
that subjects are able to recognize in the present. To be sure, it may result 
in a range of pleasures and other benefits, but it also might not. Similarly, 
critique may help to promote knowledge through the rational reflection it 
enables, but this, too, is contingent with respect to its value. On Foucault’s 
view, the value of critique is instrumental, but it is anchored in the ideal of 
autonomy. In the light of this ideal, critical work is required as a response 
to structural heteronomy. Importantly, as I have emphasized, the obstacle 
that requires critical work belongs to understanding. And yet the motiva-
tion is decidedly ethical, since it is independent of the epistemic value of 
correcting errors and promoting knowledge.

To sum up, I want to organize three main components of my discussion –  
thought’s critical work on itself, the present limits of the necessary, and the 
ideal of autonomy – within the framework Foucault developed for analyz-
ing the history of ethics. This way of applying Foucault’s analytical tools  
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to his own work will illuminate the specificity of his own ethical outlook. 
Foucault defines ethics as subject’s relation to itself and he suggests that 
changes in the history of ethics can be accordingly analyzed in terms of four 
distinct yet interdependent aspects of this reflexive relationship: (1) ethical 
substance, (2) mode of subjection, (3) ethical work, and (4) telos.55 Ethical 
substance is the part of the moral subject that is the object of ethical atten-
tion (thoughts, actions, desires, memories, feelings). Ethical work, in turn, 
is what a subject undertakes in order to transform the chosen ethical sub-
stance. The telos is the final end a subject aspires to obtain by means of 
performing ethical work on the ethical substance. And, finally, the mode 
of subjection is the way in which the subject recognizes itself as bound by 
a moral obligation to perform this ethical work (through divine command, 
pure practical reason, utility maximization, natural law, obligations of a 
social role). Accordingly, the structure of the ethical project that envelops 
Foucault’s conception of a critique can be presented as follows. The ethi-
cal substance consists in habitual patterns of concept-use that make up an 
unconscious of knowledge and thus become congealed into present limits 
of the necessary that appear obvious, although they are, in fact, contingent. 
The telos is the ideal of autonomy understood as subject’s complete self-
determination. Critique, understood as thought’s work on itself by using 
the techniques of archaeology of knowledge and genealogy, is the ethical 
work that identifies the present limits of the necessary and unmasks their 
contingency, thus enlarging the scope we recognize for the exercise of our 
autonomy as subjects. The mode of subjection, finally, is simply our nature 
as thinking beings, whose capacity to think is essentially socially acquired 
through linguistic training and therefore always exercised in some histori-
cally particular form whose normative structure cannot be made fully ex-
plicit at once.

We can see now why Foucault’s conception of critique cannot be fully 
understood but on the basis of the specific view of savoir that underlies 
his notion of the archaeology of knowledge. In his inaugural lecture at the 
College de France, in 1970, Foucault argued that the order of discourse is 
organized by three principles of exclusion, the most familiar being simply 
the prohibition to say certain things while the second principle is the line we 
draw between reason and madness. Yet it is the third principle of exclusion, 
namely the division between a discourse that is true-or-false, on the one 
hand, and the space of unintelligible possibilities, on the other, that con-
stitutes the sustained point of focus Foucault examines from different per-
spectives throughout his work. In the inaugural lecture, Foucault states that 
this division between a well-defined conceptual space and an outside terrain 
of semantic unintelligibility is “a historical, modifiable, and institutionally 
constraining system.”56 This is the unconscious system that functions as a 
historical a priori of particular modes of experience, the implicit system of 
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norms that peacefully orders us to a particular mode of experiencing what 
is possible and what is obvious. The task of a critique as thought’s work 
on itself must be understood vis-à-vis the distinctive type of obstacle that 
arises from this structural constraint in the order of discourse.

Once we appreciate this archaeological basis of Foucault’s conception 
of a critique, it becomes evident how decidedly different the resulting 
picture of ethics is from the problem of self-incurred minority in Kant’s 
original discussion of the Enlightenment. While both Kant and Foucault 
are concerned with overcoming obstacles that limit one’s autonomy as a 
subject, the sources and characters of the obstacles they identify result in 
a radical divergence concerning the respective remedies they propose. For 
Kant, the problem is fundamentally psychological, even though it is deeply 
embedded in a social and political context, because it concerns the extent 
to which an individual relies on her own faculty of understanding. “It is 
because of laziness and cowardice that so great a part of humankind, after 
nature has long since emancipated them from other people’s direction […], 
nevertheless gladly remains minors for life,” according to Kant.57 Corre-
spondingly, the task of exiting this state is a psychological challenge. Kant 
writes that “it is difficult for any single individual to extricate himself from 
the minority that has become almost nature to him. He has even grown 
fond of it and is really unable for the time being to make use of his own 
understanding, because he was never allowed to make the attempt.”58 To 
be sure, these psychological challenges and the underpinning relations of 
power are not to be belittled, but nevertheless, there is an important sense 
in which the solution Kant offers is remarkably simple and straightfor-
ward: use your own understanding! “Have courage to make use of your 
own understanding” is the motto of the Enlightenment Kant proposes as a 
solution to the state of self-incurred minority.59

In contrast, for Foucault, the issue has nothing to do with psychological 
features like “cowardice,” “laziness,” and “courage,” but it arises with an 
inevitability from the structure of thought itself. The Foucaultian subject is 
trapped within “the present of limits of the necessary,” which silently, un-
beknownst to the subject, order the subject’s ways of thinking and acting 
through those patterns of reasoning that have assumed the status of ob-
viousness as a result of habitual repetition in a practice. Thus, even when 
the subject is using its own understanding, the subject does not know ex-
haustively, and never can, the normative underpinnings of the concepts 
that are being used. This limitation to the full autonomy of the subject is 
not a psychological problem but an epistemological obstacle that is con-
stitutive of the structure of thought as a discursive practice. The insight 
that animates Foucault’s work is that no subject can make its ways of un-
derstanding completely its own. Thus, the “minority” of the Foucaultian 
subject is not self-incurred and, in fact, it is misleading to characterize it 
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as a state of minority at all. According to Kant, “[m]inority is inability to 
make use of one’s own understanding without direction from another.”60 
But the epistemological obstacle which the present limits of the necessary 
constitute emerges regardless of the extent of self-reliance one exhibits in 
reasoning. Nor is this obstacle a manifestation of alienation, understood 
as a contingent psychological phenomenon that exhibits, as Rahel Jaeggi 
argues, a “relation of relationlessness” between an agent and her actions. 
Instead, the problem is structural heteronomy.61 Therefore, because the 
limitation to full autonomy is not a psychological problem for Foucault, 
the remedy he proposes is not the virtue of courage but, as he states, “the 
critical attitude as virtue.”62

5.5 Critique of concepts: Constitution and ideology

The task of critique, as I have defended it, following Foucault, as a re-
sponse to the problem of structural heteronomy is not to be confused 
with ideology critique. As Owen has shown, the divergence between two 
kinds of critique and especially a failure to recognize it largely explains 
the rather myopic reception of Foucault’s work among critical theorists.63 
Foucault’s account of critique is faithful to Kant’s conception of critique 
as an inquiry into the constitution of the limits of experience, although, as 
we have seen, Foucault shifts the focus from transcendental conditions to 
the present limits of the necessary. To highlight this shared conception of 
critique as an investigation into limits that play a role in the constitution 
of experience, I choose to name the type of critique Foucault presents as 
“the critique of constitution.” In addition to ideology critique, it should be 
contrasted with varieties of immanent critique.64 What ideology critique 
and immanent critique share, but the critique of constitution rejects, is 
the idea that critique aims to identify and rectify something that is wrong. 
Instead, the critique of constitution does not evaluate the concepts it stud-
ies but makes them available for assessment and revision. Its goal is not 
justice but freedom, understood as autonomy, and extended from the will 
to understanding. It is important not to lose sight of this distinction when 
one compares the account of critique as ethical work that I have defended 
with recent work in the theory of ideology which recognizes the critique of 
concepts as a component of ideology critique.

Sally Haslanger’s work provides an influential articulation of this new, 
“non-cognitivist” approach to the theory of ideology.65 In contrast to the 
traditional approach to ideology as a set of beliefs that, roughly, produce 
or sustain unjust social conditions, Haslanger locates ideology on the level 
of socially coordinated dispositions instead. If ideology is a network of 
socially coordinated dispositions that organize cognition, agency, and af-
fect, then every culture has an ideology. Haslanger maintains, building on 



112 Overcoming the present limits of the necessary

J. M. Balkin’s work, that in this descriptive sense, ideology is “a cultural
techne,” namely a depository of public meanings that enable social co-
ordination and interaction.66 Accordingly, in the pejorative sense, which
is used in ideology critique, Haslanger argues that ideology is cultural
techne gone wrong, specifically cultural techne that produces “unjust con-
sequences.”67 Thus, although ideology has no propositional content, it can
be evaluated, indeed critiqued, by using a conception of justice to assess
the consequences a given cultural techne produces. Haslanger notes that
the unjust consequences involve both epistemic and moral failures, but
she argues that a theory of ideology is needed to explain the prevalence
and persistence of such failures as a systemic injustice people unwittingly
produce and sustain in a given social context.68 From this perspective, con-
cepts, too, can be objects of ideology critique.69 And the task of critique
is to evaluate, revise, and reject concepts, roughly, based on the demands
of social justice. Thus understood, the critique of concepts is conducted as
conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering, as illustrated by Haslanger’s
ameliorative account of WOMAN.70

Now, to sharpen the contrast between the critique of constitution and 
ideology critique as two distinct but complementary ways to understand 
the critique of concepts, let me point out a related ambiguity in the notion 
of “conceptual dogmatism” which Haslanger uses to explain why a cri-
tique of concepts is needed.71 Haslanger adopts the notion from Elizabeth 
Anderson, who defines it as lack of conceptual alternatives, thus:

A critique of a concept is not a rejection of that concept, but an ex-
ploration of its various meanings and limitations. One way to expose 
the limitations of a concept is by introducing new concepts that have 
different meanings but can plausibly contend for some of the same 
uses to which the criticized concept is typically put. The introduction 
of such new concepts gives us choices about how to think that we 
did not clearly envision before. Before envisioning these alternatives, 
our use of the concept under question is dogmatic. We deploy it au-
tomatically, unquestioningly, because it seems as if it is the inevitable 
conceptual framework within which inquiry must proceed. But envi-
sioning alternatives, we convert dogmas into tools; ideas that we can 
choose to use or not, depending on how well the use of these ideas 
suits our investigative purposes.72

Notice that Anderson does not discuss here the assessment, rejection, 
and revision of concepts on the basis of justice or some other values. The 
problem of conceptual dogmatism is different. It is not that we are using 
concepts that produce and sustain injustice. Instead, the problem is that 
we seem to have no choice but to use the given concepts because we lack 
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conceptual alternatives. This is clearly how Haslanger also understands 
the problem when she adds the qualification: “in order to create the criti-
cal distance that gives us ‘choice,’ critique need not introduce a wholly 
new concept, but can just suggest a revision to a concept or a new under-
standing of a concept.”73 There are two points I want to make with the 
help of this passage on conceptual dogmatism. First, as already noted, 
conceptual dogmatism as lack of concept choice should be distinguished 
from conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering as a separate problem. 
The problem of dogmatism is not how to evaluate and improve the given 
concepts but how to make them available for rational control in the first 
place. Second, how one understands and addresses the problem of concep-
tual dogmatism depends, unsurprisingly, on the theory of concepts one is 
working with.

What I have named the problem of structural heteronomy is, in effect, 
one way to explain and address conceptual dogmatism. If we use con-
cepts “automatically, unquestioningly,” as Anderson describes the prob-
lem of conceptual dogmatism, that is because it is structurally necessary 
for concept-users to rely on dispositional understanding.74 The dogmatism 
is structurally built into the preconditions of discursive cognition, but it 
can and should be resisted, as I have argued, by means of the critique of 
constitution that aims at semantic self-consciousness. As we have seen, this 
account rests on two commitments that might be challenged. First, it relies 
on a view of concepts as partially constituted by rules that govern their 
use in reasoning. Second, the account holds that by default concept-users 
understand these rules implicitly as norms of a discursive practice that as 
such escape discursive awareness, but they can be made explicit as repre-
sentations of rules that enable rational control. However, this is not how 
Haslanger and, I think, Anderson either view the problem of conceptual 
dogmatism. Haslanger is working with a representationalist theory of con-
cepts.75 If one understands a concept as a partition of logical space instead 
of an inferential role, the problem of conceptual dogmatism appears as a 
lack of alternatives. One is stuck with the given conceptual repertoire if 
there is no menu of alternatives. But there is no obstacle in principle to the 
creation of new concepts that can be compared with the ones already in 
use. Thus, conceptual engineering is the way to tackle conceptual dogma-
tism if the source of the problem is an unduly narrow menu of options.

I hope that this brief discussion helps to position the account of cri-
tique I have defended in relation to recent work on ideology critique 
as well as conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering. In principle, 
the critique of constitution and ideology critique are not in competition, 
but they respond to two different tasks. The first is to make concepts 
available for rational control. The second is to evaluate and improve the 
given concepts. As we have seen, it depends on the theory of concepts 



114 Overcoming the present limits of the necessary

which form the first task will take. For those who deny that a concept 
is partly defined as an inferential role, it might still be possible to accept 
my argument for structural heteronomy in a revised form that focuses on 
the understanding of concepts instead of concepts as such. However, the 
exploration of such alternatives is a task that falls beyond the scope of the 
current study.
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Epilogue

Consequences of the problem of structural heteronomy I have presented 
should be examined against the backdrop of the venerable idea that for be-
ings endowed with rational capacities an unexamined life is not worth liv-
ing. A particular way to lead an unexamined life is to never scrutinize the 
concepts that orient one in thought and action. And if concepts by default 
escape rational control, then one should make them available for assess-
ment and refinement, given that this increase in autonomy is within one’s 
capacity. Thus, as I have argued, the expressive use of reason acquires an 
ethical significance because it enables a concept-user to gain control over 
concepts that articulate her understanding. By undertaking such work, 
concept-users can perform a particular type of critique, which brings the 
constitution of concepts into discursive awareness. I have argued that from 
the perspective of the ethical ideal of autonomy, this ought to be recog-
nized as a line of ethical work that focuses on understanding instead of 
agency, namely on the formation of concepts instead of the determination 
of the will. Though thinking through the consequences of structural het-
eronomy as an element of an ethical framework is a major task for future 
research, I want to conclude by laying out the contours of a central tension 
it introduces to the ethical outlook that is oriented toward autonomy. As 
I will explain, it is a tension between the competing demands of the will 
and understanding.

But first it is important to dispel a potential misunderstanding regard-
ing the goal of semantic self-consciousness that enables autonomy over 
concepts. It is not yet another iteration of the foundationalist impulse 
in modern moral philosophy, as Bernard Williams diagnosed it.1 On the 
contrary, the importance of the line of ethical work I have identified is 
only highlighted once we appreciate, following Williams, that the ideal 
of rational transparency remains intact despite the failure of the founda-
tionalist project. Even though “ethical thought will never entirely appear 
as what it is, and can never fully manifest the fact that it rests on human 
dispositions,” Williams rightly insists that “ethical thought should stand 
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up to reflection, and […] its institutions and practices should be capable 
of becoming transparent.”2 This discrepancy between the ideal of auton-
omy as rational self-determination, on the one hand, and the dispositional 
basis of understanding, on the other, is precisely the source of the problem 
of structural heteronomy, as I have argued, a problem that requires an 
ethical response even though it cannot be permanently eliminated. How-
ever, instead of focusing on ethical thought in particular, I have identified 
this structure in discursive cognition as such and argued that it therefore 
 requires ethical attention.

The tension I already mentioned comes into focus once we consider the 
role of self-conceptions in self-constitution. One aspect of self-constitution 
concerns agency. It is a familiar existentialist idea that one constitutes one-
self through the actions one performs for the sake of the projects one pur-
sues. Christine Korsgaard develops this idea into an argument that aims to 
show that agents are ethically required to have stable practical identities 
that exhibit integrity over time.3 The argument deploys a new, constitutiv-
ist strategy to defend the core idea of rationalist moral psychology that 
reason ought to unify the self. Given that self-constitution is the constitu-
tive aim of action, Korsgaard argues that an agent is ethically required to 
constitute herself as a unified rational agent through her actions. “So, on 
this conception, ‘action’ is an idea that admits of degrees. An action cho-
sen in a way that more successfully unifies and integrates its agent is more 
authentically, more fully, an action, than one that does not.”4 Thus, the 
argument presupposes that the unity of the self is defined as the integrity 
of one’s practical identity over time, including personal projects and social 
roles, which is taken to manifest the authenticity of the self.5 According to 
Korsgaard, the value of integrity lies in the unity of the self it secures over 
time, indeed a lifetime: “Action is self-constitution. And, accordingly, […] 
what makes action good or bad is how well they constitute you. The task 
of self-constitution involves finding some roles and fulfilling them with in-
tegrity and dedication. It also involves integrating those roles into a single 
identity, a coherent life.”6 With the plausible assumption that people’s self-
conceptions usually track their practical identities, Korsgaard’s argument 
entails that an agent is ethically required to have a stable self-conception.

Now, consider understanding as another aspect of self-constitution. As 

fact opens “the possibility of a distinctive kind of self-transformation” for 
essentially self-conscious beings: “making themselves be different by taking 
themselves to be different. […] Because what they are in themselves is at 
any point the outcome of such a developmental process depending on their 
attitudes, essentially self-conscious beings do not have natures, they have 

essentially self-conscious beings, concept-users are partially self-constitut-
ing beings.7 My self-conception, even if false, is part of the self that I am, 
simply in virtue of being my conception of myself. Brandom notes that this 
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histories. Or, put differently, it is their nature to have not just a past, but a 
history: a sequence of partially self-constituting self-transformations, medi-
ated at every stage by their self-conceptions, and culminating in their being 
what they currently are.”8 Ian Hacking makes the same point in terms of 
descriptions and intentional action.9

Self-conceptions can change for many reasons, but the kind of case I 
want to discuss is one where the change in a self-conception is a result of 
conceptual change. What propels such a transformation is not one discov-
ering about a specific concept that it does not, after all, apply to oneself. 
Instead, it follows from a discovery one makes about a given concept, 
namely that the concept is defective and objectionable in a way one had 
not understood before despite having used it to make sense of oneself. 
To use the example of SEXUAL PERVERSION, the discovery is not that, 
perhaps after all, one is not a sexual pervert, but that the concept of sexual 
perversion should be rejected.10 Such cases reveal that the quest for seman-
tic self-consciousness is pregnant with surprises that change us because, 
as a result, one comes to reject or revise a concept one was accustomed 
to use to understand who one is. What is at stake is not only one’s self- 
conception, of course, but also the different roles it requires and excludes 
in the fabric of social relations with others. Thus, I am using a narrow 
focus on self-conceptions as a convenient way to discuss identity, involv-
ing both reflexive and social dimensions. For some, the prospect of losing 
familiarity with oneself is precisely the goal that calls for celebration. Fou-
cault writes, as a comment on Nietzsche’s remarks on historical knowledge 
that is real, effective (wirkliche Historie): “To know, even in the field of 
history, does not mean ‘to rediscover’, and especially not ‘to rediscover 
ourselves’. History will be ‘effective’ to the extent that it introduces the 
discontinuous to our very being.”11

There is a tension between the task of self-unification in the moral 
psychology of agents, on the one hand, and the effects of disruption and 
disunification which the quest for semantic self-consciousness is bound 
to cause to one’s understanding of oneself, on the other. What is remark-
able is that both sides of the tension, despite pulling the subject in two 
opposite directions, are motivated as ethical work for the sake of two 
different aspects of the same goal. The tension emerges because both the 
task of self-unification in moral psychology and the quest for semantic 
self- consciousness that enables control over concepts are grounded in the 
ethical ideal of autonomy as self-governing. The problem is independent 
of any potentially controversial details of Korsgaard’s constitutivist argu-
ment. It is one, but certainly not the only strategy to defend the core idea 
of rationalist moral psychology that reason ought to unify the agent. As 
one might expect, therefore, Korsgaard registers “threats to our psychic 
unity or integrity” that “spring from our own desires and impulses,” in 
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contrast to the principles we endorse as rational agents and ought to use to 
unify our projects and thereby also ourselves.12 Thus, the ethical demand 
for self-unification stems from the idea that rational agency is governed 
by principles one endorses. And acting on a principle, Korsgaard claims, 
is inevitable for rational agents: “[…] I don’t believe that, at least for a 
rational agent, there is any option to acting on principle. To believe in a 
principle is just to believe that it is appropriate or inappropriate to treat 
certain considerations as counting in favor of certain acts. Because that’s 
what a principle is: a principle is a description of the mental act of taking 
certain considerations to count in favor of certain acts.”13

On the contrary, however, I have shown that all concept-use, includ-
ing practical reasoning, rests on dispositional understanding, whose norms 
by default are not known as such and therefore cannot be endorsed, re-
jected, or revised unless they are made explicit. Recall that the structural 
necessity of dispositional understanding was established by showing that 
endorsing a principle cannot be the basic form of taking something to be 
correct. Consequently, the contrast Korsgaard draws between reasons as 
principles one endorses, on the one hand, and forces that are operative 
in agency without endorsement, on the other, cannot be sustained as she 
intends: “Movements that result from forces working on me or in me con-
stitute things that happen to me. […] For a movement to be my action, 
for it to be expressive of myself in the way that an action must be, it must 
result from my entire nature working as an integrated whole.”14 I have 
shown, however, that this view of the rational self as an essentially unified 
rule-follower has to be abandoned due to the structural requirement that 
concept-use be based on dispositional understanding instead. In Foucault’s 
words, this means that “the subject is not one, but split, not sovereign, 
but dependent, not the absolute origin, but a function that is constantly 
modifiable.”15 Critique, as a line of ethical work, then, is a technique of 
self-modification that works in virtue of acquiring knowledge about the 
social practices one depends on for one’s conceptual competence to under-
stand anything at all.

Relocating the distinction between power and freedom thus inside the 
space of reasons was the goal of this book. I have done that by interpret-
ing, defending, and elaborating a set of ideas in Foucault’s philosophical 
work that jointly, as I have shown, constitute the problem of structural 
heteronomy. The guiding idea throughout has been that it is crucial for 
moral and political philosophy to scrutinize and, if needed, to revise the in-
dividualistic metaphysics of subjectivity that continues to frame, in different 
ways, the approach in Kantian and liberal traditions alike. Another shared 
tenet among liberals and Kantians is the ideal of autonomy. Therefore, it is 
especially with that audience in mind that I have formulated the argument 
of this book. In response to a metaphysical correction regarding what is 
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required for the discursive cognition that endows us with the capacity for 
autonomy as self-governed rationality, my argument is meant to amplify the 
importance of autonomy as an ethical ideal whose reign extends from the will 
that is expressed in agency also to the understanding our concepts articulate.
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