TRUTH AND POWER

Michel Foucault

In the period of the Cold War, when millions were spent on propaganda,
English and American intellectuals can hardly have remained ignorant of the
fact that a close relationship existed between power and knowledge. But it
was left to Michel Foucault, the French historian and philosopher — in a
series of works, commencing with Madness and Civilisation (1965) and
The Archaeology of Knowledge (1970) — to peirsuade them of just how
insidious the relationship was. According to Foucault, until the period of the
Renaissance people had assumed that language reflected reality (objects,
things). But in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries language came to
be seen, not as a reflection of reality, but as a transparent film’, dissociated
from it. As a result it became possible to identify words and statements not
as signs, representing objects and things, but as events, floating in a space,
field or episteme. In this strange world, knowledge became not so muech a
matter of fact as the outcome of a struggle for power, in which events and
discourses, vehicles of ‘economies of power’, created new ‘networks’ and
‘regimes’ of knowledge — regimes which would themselves survive only until
such time as new ones arose, capable of taking their place. Truth, therefore,
as Foucault remarked in a conversation regarding power and knowledge
(later published in Power/Knowledge), was not outside power or lacking
in it.
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The important thing here, I believe, is that truth isn’t outside power, or lacking
- in power: contrary to a myth whose history and functions would repay further
© study, truth isn’t the reward of free spirits, the child of protracted solitude, nor

the privilege of those who have succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a
thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint.
And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its régime of truth, its
‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and
' makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to
. distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the
! techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status
-of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.

In societies like ours, the ‘political economy’ of truth is characterised by five
important traits. “Truth’ is centred on the form of scientific discourse and the
institutions which produce it; it is subject to constant economic and political
incitement (the demand for truth, as much for economic production as for
political power); it is the object, under diverse forms, of immense diffusion and
consumption (circulating through apparatuses of education and information
whose extent is relatively broad in the social body, not withstanding certain
strict limitations); it is produced and transmitted under the control, dominant if
not exclusive, of a few great political and economic apparatuses (university,
army, writing, media); lastly, it is the issue of a whole political debate and social
confrontation (‘ideological’ struggles).

It seems to me that what must now be taken into account in the intellectual is
not the ‘bearer of universal values’. Rather, it’s the person occupying a specific
position — but whose specificity is linked, in a society like ours, to the general
functioning of an apparatus of truth. In other words, the intellectual has a three-
fold specificity: that of his class position (whether as petty-bourgeois in the
service of capitalism or ‘organic’ intellectual of the proletariat); that of his
conditions of life and work, linked to his condition as an intellectual (his field of
research, his place in a laboratory, the political and economic demands to which
he submits or against which he rebels, in the university, the hospital, etc.); lastly,
the specificity of the politics of truth in our societies. And it’s with thislast factor
that his position can take on a general significance and that his local, specific
struggle can have effects and implications which are not simply professional or
sectoral. The intellectual can operate and struggle at the general level of that
régime of truth which is so essential to the structure and functioning of our
society. There is a battle ‘for truth’, or at least ‘around truth’ - it being under-
stood once again that by truth I do not mean ‘the ensemble of truths which are
to be discovered and accepted’, but rather ‘the ensemble of rules according to
which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power attached
to the true’, it being understood also that it’s not a matter of a battle ‘on behalf’
of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and the economic and
political role it plays. It is necessary to think of the political problems of
intellectuals not in terms of ‘science’ and ‘ideology’, but in terms of ‘truth’ and
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‘power’. And thus the question of the professionalisation of intellectuals and the
division between intellectual and manual labour can be envisaged in a new way.
All this must seem very confused and uncertain. Uncertain indeed, and what I
am saying here is above all to be taken as a hypothesis. In order for it to be a little
less confused, however, I would like to put forward a few ‘propositions’ — not
firm assertions, but simply suggestions to be further tested and evaluated.

‘Truth’ is to be understood as a system of ordered procedures for the
production, regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements.

‘Truth’ is linked in a circular relation with systems of power which produce
and sustain it, and to effects of power which it induces and which extend it. A
‘régime’ of truth.

This régime is not merely ideological or superstructural; it was a condition of
the formation and development of capitalism. And it’s this same régime which,
subject to certain modifications, operates in the socialist countries (I leave open
here the question of China, about which I know little).

The essential political problem for the intellectual is not to criticise the
ideological contents supposedly linked to science, or to ensure that his own
scientific practice is accompanied by a correct ideology, but that of ascertaining
the possibility of constituting a new politics of truth. The problem is not
changing people’s consciousnesses — or what’s in their heads — but the political,
economic, institutional régime of the production of truth.

It’s not a matter of emancipating truth from every system of power (which
would be a chimera, for truth is already power) but of detaching the power of
truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and cultural, within which
it operates at the present time.

The political question, to sum up, is not error, illusion, alienated conscious-
ness or ideology; it is truth itself. Hence the importance of Nietzsche,
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