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“Panopticism is one of the characteristic traits of our society. It's a type of 
power that is applied to individuals in the form of continuous individual 
supervision, in the form of control, punishment and compensation, and in 
the form of correction, that is, the molding and transformation of 
individuals in terms of certain norms. This threefold aspect of panopticism 
- supervision, control, correction - seems to be a fundamental and 
characteristic dimension of the power relations that exist in our society.” 

Michel Foucault, (2000) [1981] 'Truth and juridical forms '. In J. Faubion (ed.). Tr. Robert 
Hurley and others. Power The Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984. Volume 
Three. New York: New Press, p. 70. 

Michel Foucault, "Discourse on Language," Key Excerpts (from Michel Foucault, The 
Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, trans. A. M. Sheridan-Smith, 
1972)

 

I am supposing that is every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, 
selected, organised and redistributed according to a certain number of procedures, 
whose role is to avert its powers and its dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade 
its ponderous, awesome materiality. In a society such as our own we all know the rules 
of exclusion. The most obvious and familiar of these concerns what is prohibited. 
 
This should not be very surprising, for psychoanalysis has already shown us that speech 
is not merely the medium which manifests-- or dissembles-- desire; it is also the object 
of desire. Similarly, historians have constantly impressed upon us that speech is no mere 
verbalization of conflicts and systems of domination, but that it is the very object of 
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man's conflicts. But our society possesses yet another principle of exclusion; not another 
prohibition, but a division and a rejection. I have in mind the opposition: reason and 
folly. 

Of the three great systems of exclusion governing discourse -- prohibited words, the 
division of madness and the will to truth -- I have spoken at greatest length concerning 
the third. With good reason: for centuries, the former have continually tended toward 
the latter; because this last has, gradually, been attempting to assimilate the others in 
order both to modify them and to provide them with a firm foundation. Because, if the 
two former are continually growing more fragile and less certain to the extent that they 
are now invaded by the will to truth, the latter, in contrast, daily grows in strength, in 
depth and implacability. 

True discourse, liberated by the nature of its form from desire and power, is incapable of 
recognizing the will to truth which pervades it; and the will to truth, having imposed 
itself upon us for so long, is such that the truth it seeks to reveal cannot fail to mask it 

I believe we can isolate another group: internal rules, where discourse exercises its own 
control; rules concerned with the principles of classification, ordering and distribution. It 
is as though we were now involved in the mastery of another dimension of discourse: 
that of events and chance. 

I believe there is another principle of rarefaction, complementary to the first: the author. 
Not, of course, the author in the sense of the individual who delivered the speech or 
wrote the text in question, but the author as the unifying principle in a particular group 
of writings or statements, lying at the origins of their significance, as the seat of their 
coherence. 

Of course, it would be ridiculous to deny the existence of individuals who write, and 
invent. But I think that, for some time, at least, the individual who sits down to write a 
text, at the edge of which lurks a possible oeuvre, resumes the functions of the author. 
What he writes and does not write, what he sketches out, even preliminary sketches for 
the work, and what he drops as simple mundane remarks, all this interplay of differences 
is prescribed by the author-function. It is from his new position, as an author, that he will 
fashion-- from all he might have said, from all he says daily, at any time-- the still shaky 
profile of his oeuvre. 

The organization of disciplines is just as much opposed to the commentary-principle as 
it is to that of the author. Opposed to that of the author, because disciplines are defined 
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by groups of objects, methods, their corpus of propositions considered to be true, the 
interplay of rules and definitions, of techniques and tools. 

Disciplines constitute a system of control in the production of discourse, fixing its limits 
through the action of an identity taking the form of a permanent reactivation of the 
rules. 

There is, I believe, a third group of rules serving to control discourse.... This amounts to a 
rarefaction among speaking subjects: none may enter into a discourse on a specific 
subject unless he has satisfied certain conditions or if he is not, from the outset, 
qualified to do so. More exactly, not all areas of discourse are equally open and 
penetrable; some are forbidden territory ... while others are virtually open to the winds 
and stand, without any prior restrictions, open to all. 

Every educational system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the 
appropriation of discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it. 

I suspect one could find a kind of gradation between different types of discourse within 
most societies: discourse "uttered" in the course of the day and in casual meetings, and 
which disappears with the very act which gave rise to it; and those forms of discourse 
that lie at the origins of a certain number of new verbal acts, which are reiterated, 
transformed or discussed; in short, discourse which is spoken and remains spoken, 
indefinitely, beyond its formulation, and which remains to be spoken. 

Western thought has seen to it that discourse be permitted as little room as possible 
between thought and words. It would appear to have ensured that to discourse should 
appear merely as a certain interjection between speaking and thinking; that it should 
constitute thought, clad in its signs and rendered visible by words or, conversely, that 
the structures of language themselves should be brought into play, producing a certain 
effect of meaning. 

Whether it is the philosophy of a founding subject, a philosophy of originating 
experience or a philosophy of universal mediation, discourse is really only an activity, of 
writing in the first case, of reading in the second and exchange in the third. This 
exchange, this writing, this reading never involve anything but signs. Discourse thus 
nullifies itself, in reality, in placing itself at the disposal of the signifier. 

The critical side of the analysis deals with the systems enveloping discourse; attempting 
to mark out and distinguish the principles of ordering, exclusion and rarity in discourse. 
We might, to play with our words, say it practices a kind of studied casualness. The 
genealogical side of discourse, by way of contrast, deals with series of effective 
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formation of discourse: it attempts to grasp it in its power of affirmation, by which I do 
not mean a power opposed to that of negation, but the power of constituting domains 
of objects, in relation to which one can affirm or deny true or false propositions. Let us 
call these domains of objects positivist and, to play on words yet again, let us say that, if 
the critical style is one of studied casualness, then the genealogical mood is one of 
felicitous positivism. 

True discourse, liberated by the nature of its form from desire and power, is incapable of 
recognizing the will to truth which pervades it; and the will to truth, having imposed 
itself upon us for so long, is such that the truth it seeks to reveal cannot fail to mask it. 

At all events, one thing at least must be emphasized here: that the analysis of discourse 
thus understood, does not reveal the universality of a meaning, but brings to light the 
action of imposed rarity, with a fundamental power of affirmation. Rarity and 
affirmation; rarity, in the last resort of affirmation -- certainly not any continuous 
outpouring of meaning, and certainly not any monarchy of the signifier. 

I believe we must resolve ourselves to accept three decisions which our current thinking 
rather tends to resist, and which belong to the three groups of function I have just 
mentioned: to question our will to truth; to restore to discourse its character as an event; 
to abolish the sovereignty of the signifier.... One can straight away distinguish some of 
the methodological demands they imply. A principle of reversal, first of all.... Next, then, 
the principle of discontinuity .... Discourse must be treated as a discontinuous activity, its 
different manifestations sometimes coming together, but just as easily unaware of, or 
excluding each other. The principle of specificity declares that a particular discourse 
cannot be resolved by a prior system of significations... We must conceive discourse as a 
violence that we do to things, or, at all events, as a practice we impose upon them; it is 
in this practice that the events of discourse find the principle of their regularity. The 
fourth principle, that of exteriority, holds that we are not to burrow to the hidden core 
of discourse, to the heart of the thought or meaning manifested in it; instead, taking the 
discourse itself, its appearance and its regularity, that we should look for its external 
conditions of existence, for that which gives rise to the chance series of these events and 
fixes its limits. 

In the sense that this slender wedge I intend to slip into the history of ideas consists not 
in dealing with meanings possibly lying behind this or that discourse, but with discourse 
as regular series and distinct events, I fear I recognize in this wedge a tiny (odious, too, 
perhaps) device permitting the introduction, into the very roots of thought, of notions of 
chance, discontinuity and materiality. 
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I believe we can isolate another group: internal rules, where discourse exercises its own 
control; rules concerned with the principles of classification, ordering and distribution. It 
is as though we were now involved in the mastery of another dimension of discourse: 
that of events and chance. 

And now, let those who are weak on vocabulary, let those with little comprehension of 
theory call all this-- if its appeal is stronger than its meaning for them-- structuralism. 

 


