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Saint Foucault 

IN A RECENT book devoted to the commendable task of pro­
moting and defending what, in its title, are called Gay Ideas, 
the philosopher Richard Mohr singles out for extended criticism 
one idea in particular that, despite its sometime popularity 

among lesbian and gay historians and cultural theorists, evi­

dently does not qualify, in his eyes, as properly "gay": namely, 
the idea that sexuality is socially constructed. Mohr blames the 
queer vogue for this un-gay idea on the baneful influence of the 
late French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault-a gay 
man whose life and work have come to represent, especially 
since his death from AIDS in 1984, important sources of intel­
lectual and political inspiration to many lesbians and gay men, 
as well as to numbers of variously identified cultural radicals. 

"Within the emerging academic discipline of lesbian and gay 

studies," Mohr contends, 

there is nearly universal agreement among scholars that 
social factors are in some sense determinant in homosex­
uality, that homosexuality is culturally constituted or pro­
duced. Indeed, especially as espoused by Michel Foucault, 
this variant of cultural detem1inism-the social construc­
tion of homosexuality-has achieved hagiographical 
status within lesbian and gay studies, where it is almost 
always an object for witness rather than of analysis.' 

Before proceeding to give the idea that sexuality is socially con­

structed the lengthy drubbing he believes it deserves, Mohr re­

fers his readers to my 1990 book One Hwidred Years of 
Homosexuality, which, I confess, used a social-eonstructionist 
model to analyze the erotics of male culture in ancient Greece, 
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even as it appealed to the recorded facts of sexual life in ancient 
Greece in order to support a social-constructionist model for 
analyzing the constitution of sexual identity. Mohr adduces my 
book as a prime example of what he terms-in a formula that 
has stayed with me ever since I first encountered it-"generic 

worship of Saint Foucault"' 
It is hard not to feel defensive in the face of such criticism, 

and my first impulse on reading that passage in manuscript 
three years ago-when Mohr himself sent me advance drafts of 
several chapters in his book-was to protest against its multiple 
~ustices. Mohr was wrong, it seemed to me, on several counts.3 

First of all, Foucault, so far as I know, never took a position on 
such empirical questions as what causes homosexuality or 
whether it is constituted socially or biologically; he contented 
himself with studying the history of the conditions that made 
possible the institutional and discursive formation of homosex­
uality (as well as other "kinds" of "sexuality"). Although he did 
heap scorn on the assumption that homosexuality has always 
existed,' and although his decision to write the history of sex­
uality "from the viewpoint of a history of discourses''" rather 
than from the viewpoint of the history of science admittedly 
had the effect of privileging historical and cultural modes of 
explanation over scientific ones, he never explicitly "espoused," 
as Mohr claims he did, the notion that homosexuality is· socially 
constructed. • In fact, when on one occasion he was asked about 
"the distinction between innate predisposition to homosexual 
behavior and social conditioning," and whether he had "any 
conviction one way or the other on this issue," Foucault em­
phatically replied, "On this question I have absolutely nothing 
to say. 'No comment'"' 

Second, although I may have been the only professional clas­
sicist in North America to give the second volume of Foucault's 
History of Sexuality (which dealt with classical Greece) a fa­
vorable review, it simply is not true that I was uncritical of 
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Foucault at the time I wrote One Hurulred Years of Hwnosex­
uality. Here, for example, is something I said in my review and 
repeated in my book, and it expresses an attitude rather tar 
removed from worship: 

Volume One (of Foucault's Hiswry of Sexuality), Cor all 
its admittedly bright ideas, is dogmatic, tediously repeti­
tious, full or hollow assertions, disdainful or historical 
documentation, and careless in its generalizations: it dis­
tributes over a period spanning from the seventeenth to 
the twentieth centuries a gradual process of change well 
known to Foucault only in its later, mid-nineteenth­
century manifestations.• 

I would not write such a sentence today. 
Finally, by accusing me of worshiping Saint Foucault, Mohr 

in effect differentiates my engagement with Foucault from his 
own enthusiasms for the various thinkers and artists whom he 

admires. He implies that his own evaluative judgments are so­
ber, reasonable and considered, exactly proportional to the 
merits of their objects, honest and honorable tributes to the 
actual accomplishments of talented people {e.g., "the pinnacle 
of Western civilization (was) reached in the secular cantatas of 

Anton Webern": p. 135), whereas my admiration for Foucault 
has something irrational and excessive about it-something il­
liberal, idolatrous, fanatical, indiscriminate, hyperbolic, obscur­
antist, dogmatic, weak-minded, and superstitious. 

• • • • • • • 
WHAT MOHR'S caricature of me makes clear is that Michel 
Foucault has become the sort of intellectual figure with whom 
it is no longer possible to have a rational or nonpathologkal 
relationship. One of the most brilliant and original thinkers of 

our era, Foucault now appears to represent such a powerful, 
volatile, and sinister influence that his ideas-if they are not to 
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contaminate and disqualify whoever ventures to make use of 
them-must first be sanitized by being passed through an acid 
bath of derogation and disavowal. As I have watched the cau­
tionary spectacle of Foucault's demonization unfold, and noted 
the specific terms in which it has been carried out, my own 
attitude to Foucault has gradually changed, correspondingly, 
from one of distant admiration to one of passionate personal 

rand political identification. For I see in the posthumous reversal 
J ) . . a] 

of Foucault's critical fortunes the fate of every oppos1t1on 
thinker who is also gay and who undertakes explicitly to com­
bine scholarship and politics in his own practice. Far from being 
intimidated into towing a more normative line by the prospect 
or threat of getting herded together with Foucault into the stig­
matized company of"militant," "radical," or "extreme" gay male 
intellectuals and activists, I have been driven by an instinct of 
survival to want to expose the political operations that have 
brought about such a phobic construction of Foucault in the 
first place. And in the course of pursuing that project, my ad­
miration for Foucault and my identification with his discursive 
and political positioning have increased exponentially. 

So let me make it official. I may not have worshiped Foucault 
at the time I wrote One Hundred Years of Homosexuality, but 
I do worship him now. As far as I'm concerned, the guy was a 
fucking saint 

Not that I imagine Foucault to have led either a sexually or a 
morally perfect life. In fact, I know almost nothing about his life 
beyond what I've read in three recent biographies, whose will­
t<>-truth about Foucault constitutes the subject of the second of 
the two long essays published here. I never met Foucault my­
self. I never even laid eyes on him. My relation to him is indirect 
and secondary: like my relation to virtually every other great 
writer, ancient or modern, that I have ever studied, it is entirely 
mediated, imaginary, and-why bother to deny it?-hagio­
graphical. But if Foucault did not have to lead a perfect life in 
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order to qualify as an object of my worship, I certainly do con­

sider him to have led an intellectually and politically exemplazy 

life. I believe he grasped his total political situation as a gay 
intellectual and scholar better than anyone else has ever done. 
Moreover, Foucault's acute and constantly revised understand­

ing of his own social location enabled him to devise some un­

systematic but effective modes of resistance to the shifting 

discursive and institutional conditions which circumscribed his 

own practice. As I shall argue, it was that ability to reflect crit­

ically on and to respond politically to the circumstances that 

both enabled and constrained his own activity that accounts for 

why Foucault's life-as much as or perhaps even more than his 
work-continues to serve as a compelling model for an entire 

generation of scholars, critics, and activists. 

As if that weren't enough, I have some additional reasons of 

both a personal and a political nature to identify with Foucault 

(I'll specify them in a moment). A series of recent attacks on 

Foucault has therefore had a galvanizing effect on me. I have 

come to realize that whenever I come across people saying stu­

pid, uninformed, uncomprehending, or derogatory things about 

any of the other French theorists who seem to have become 

fashionable of late, though for different reasons, among both 

academic cultural critics and anti-intellectual cultural reaction­

aries-even when, as happens more and more often, I hear peo­

ple saying ignorant and poisonous things about my closest and 

most esteemed collaborators in the field of lesbian/gay stud­

ies-! may be disgusted or outr-aged, but I don't take it person­

ally, I don't get angry or resentful, and I don't stew over it for 

days. But that is how I feel when Foucault is attacked-and not 

only because the attacks are often homophobic or because so 

many of them have (flatteringly) used me as his whipping boy, 

appropriating my work on ancient Greece as the vehicle and 

pretext for attempts to discredit his scholarship, his theoretical 

hypotheses, or his politics.• Rather, what strikes me most force-
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fully about such attacks is the brutal, cheap, and effortless way 
they mobilize the atlackers' social credit and cultural authority, 

pressing them into service against the views of someone whose 
stigmatized personal identity invites precisely such an on­
slaught even as it disarms his ability to withstand it. For that 
reason Foucault and his posthumous vicissitudes have gradu­
ally come to embody for me the political truth of my own per­

sonal, professional, and scholarly vulnerability. In short, Michel 
Foucault, c'est moi. 

Before that last remark starts to make me sound delusional, 
let me explain what I mean by it. I do not intend to compare 

myself to Foucault in any substantive sense. My identification 
with him is purely positional. If I share nothing else with Fou­
cault, what I do share with him is the problem of how, as a gay 

man, an academic, and a public intellectual, I can acquire and 
maintain the authority to speak, to be heard, and to be taken 
seriously witJwut denying or bracketing my gayness. It's not 

just a matter of being publicly or visibly out; it's a matter of 
being able to devise and to preserve a positive, undemonized 
connection between my gayness and my scholarly or critical 
authority. That problem of authorization, to be sure, presents 

itself in its most acute fonn only to otherwise socially accred­
ited gay men of the professional classes, but it dramatizes the 
more general social and discursive predicament of lesbians and 
gay men in a world where a claimed homosexual identity op­
erates as an instant disqualification, exposes you to accusations 
of Pathology and Partisanship (even by other gay men, as we 
have seen), and grants everyone else an absolute epistemolog­
ical privilege over you.•• What Foucault and I have in common, 

in short, is our vexed and inescapable relation to the sexual 
politics of truth. 

Saint Foucault 
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JUST HOW VEXED that relation is can be illustrated by 

means of two stories from my recent life, stories which I con­
sider revealing in their exemplarity. 111 begin with what, in a 

sense, is closest to my own experience, to my evecyday practice 

as a writer and a critic: namely, the stocy of how I came to write 
the second of the two essays in this volume. I had been invited, 

along with a number of philosophers and historians, to contrilr 

ute a paper on James Miller's book The Passian of .Michel Fau­

cault to a roundtable discussion that was to be published in 

Salmaguruli, a quarterly journal of criticism and comment with 

a liberal-eentrist readership. I was acquainted with Jim Miller, 
had read a draft of the first chapter of his book, and had dis­

cussed the project with him as it neared completion. At first I 

was excited by Miller's proposal to interpret Foucault's life and 

work as a single, daring, exemplacy personal/philosophical ex­

'Criment; in fact, as a result of Miller's influence, I have come 
'nterpret it that way myself. However, when I received the ' 

"'> 0 ~vised typescript of Miller's book, I was appalled. I won't go 

"" n my reasons here (I expound them at considerable length in 
\. c;!, ..Je essay itself) except to say that Miller's biography, perhaps 
~----- · more than anything else I had ever read, seemed to me to d!'m­

onstrate-not by argument but by its own nl'gative example­
the value and urgency of Foucault's critique of the discursive 

politics of truth. Having gotten d!'ar about that, I sat down to 

writ!' th!' <'ssay. But nothing happened. I sat at my d!'sk, working 
continuously for about six weeks and by the l'nd of that period 

I had succeeded only in becoming totally obsessed with my 
topic; I had written nothing worth preserving. 

In retrospect, I can see that what had paralyzed ml' was a 

sense of the futility of the task before ml'. While I was gratl'ful 

to Milll'r for treating Foucault's sexual life as a matter of serious 

philosophical interest, I also wanted to protest strongly and ef-

Saint Foucault 
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fectively, if I could, against Miller's lurid portrayal of it; even 
more, I wanted to protest against Miller's tendency to vaporize 
the political meaning of Foucault's sexual practices by present­
ing them not as techniques of resistance but as symptoms of 
personal pathology, thereby reducing the significance of Fou­
cault's struggle from an exemplary to a highly idiosyncratic one. 
The problem for me was this: Could I specify what I found po­

litically odious about Miller's personalizing strategy without at 
the same time convicting myself of narrow-minded partisanship 
in the eyes of Salmagundi's readership? Would not the overall 
effect of my political defense of Foucault and my political cri­
tique of Miller be to discredit myself through a kind of guilty 
association with the former and an Insufficient generosity to­
ward the latter? Would I not simply fail to convince my readers 
and Instead come off as a rabid gay polemicist determined to 
defend Foucault at all costs from the sensational and newly 
revealed "truth" about his stigmatized sexual practices, a 
"truth" that to those readers could only look like bad news for 
Foucault's intellectual standing and reputation? In short, I felt 
that, under the circumstances, I couldn't Mt defend Foucault, 
yet I couldn't defend him either. 

It's always Interesting to find oneself in a situation that one 
can't write one's way out of. The impasse may be a clue to 
something real, an indication that one has stumbled upon some­
thing of potentially wider significance than one's own limita­
tions, onto some ml\jor organizing structure of social meaning 
or some irreducible law of cultural discourse." In this case, 
what I had stumbled upon turned out to be at least one basis 
for my identification with Foucault: namely, the permanent cri­
sis of authority faced by any intellectual in our society who is 
also gay. I could not figure out a way of writing about the pol­
itics of writing about a gay life without enmeshing myself in that 

liti to . po cs my own diSadvantage, thereby suffering in my own 
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person precisely the political disqualifications that Miller's bi­
ography seemed calculated to inflict on Foucault. 

My second story is less edifying but perhaps more illuminat­
ing. On April 7, 1992, Cynthia Griffin Wolff, then the most senior 
faculty member (in rank and salary) in my academic department 

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, filed a lawsuit 
against MIT charging it with "wrongful acquiescence in and per­
petuation of a persistent and continuing pattern of professional, 
political and sexual harassment towards Professor Wolff in the 
workplace." That harassment turned out, on closer inspection, 
to consist of a series of political disagreements between Wolff 

and her colleagues, myself among them; her lawyers portrayed 
us in the lawsuit as a cabal of politically correct professors who 
had allegedly persecuted Wolff because she had exposed our 
abuses of power. The lawsuit claimed that I had "demanded" 
that MIT interview a job candidate because I said I was in love 
with this person; in another incident Wours lawyers repre­

sented her as having informed the provost of MIT that depart­
mental decisions "were being dominated by political views and 
sexual preferences" and, in particular, that "Professor Halperin 
could readily be harassing undergraduates, especially as Pro­
fessor Halperin had been charged and funded by the Adminis­

tration to create an undergraduate program in Gay and Lesbian 
Studies."'2 (The last item is no less imaginary, alas, than the rest 

of Wolffs grievances: the MIT administration has no plan, so 

far as I know, to create such a program.) 
The Chronick qf Higher EdU<"ation received by fax a com­

plete copy of the text of the lawsuit on the very day it was filed, 
and for several months the whole affair produced considerable, 
if short-lived, publicity. My friends speculated that WoiJrs pur­
pose in bringing the lawsuit was not so much to win in court as 
to embarrass the MIT administration into acceding to her per­
sonal demands. If so, the strategy seems to have worked. Wo!Jfs 
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lawsuit was a great success with the media The headline in the 
New York Times read, SUIT DEPICTS F1GliT ON M.I.T. FACULTY: LIT· 

ERAT\:RE PROFESSOR ASSERTS PROMOTIONS WERE TIED TO SEXUAL 

PREFERENCES." MIT settled the lawsuit out of court on undis­
closed tenns in November 1992. Meanwhile, I had become, for 

fifteen minutes at least, the Willie Horton of lesbian/gay studies. 
That turned out not to be quite so much fun as it sounds, but 

I don't want to exaggerate my sufferings. No one I really cared 
about disowned me. I continued to get grants. My lecture invi· 
tations did not diminish; in fact, my lecture fee increased. My 

students dE'fended me in person and in print. Even the right· 

wing campus newspaper-which made an obligatory and rather 
pathetic attempt to produce examples of what it tried to present 
as "appearance[s] of impropriety" on my part, such as holding 
occasional classes at my home (all of which was immediately 
reported in the right-wing campus press around the country and 
even got broadcast on Pat Robertson's cable TV show)-had to 
admit that "there had been no report of sexual harassment of 
Prof. Halperin against a student."" Martha Nussbaum gallantly 
came to my defense in the pages of The New Republic.•• Wolff 
transferred out of my department and into another one. And 
MIT offered me two years of leave at a generous level of finan· 
cial support, along with a research budget whose magnitude I 
shall probably not see the likes of again. For my part, unable to 
undo whatever damage the extensive publicity had already done 
to my professional reputation, I decided to take MIT's offer and 
accordingly dropped all plans to bring a formal complaint 

against Wolff at MIT. There, at least for the moment, the matter 
now rests. 

The incident has come to represent for me an object lesson 
in the institutional crisis of gay authority. It indicates, first of 
all, the kind of moral panic that can be unleashed in the public 
mind by the presence of socially recognized authority figures 
who are openly, visibly gay and who work to promote lesbian! 
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gay political causes within their own institutions. Also, the in­

cident indicates precisely what constitutes authoritative speech 

about a gay subject: who is authorized to speak, to whom, and 

with what truth-effects. It dramatizes the remarkable ease with 

which socially authorized individuals can communicate certain 

"truths" about a gay subject: if the message is already waiting 

at the receiver's end, it doesn't even need to be sent; it just needs 

to be activated. Ultimately, what the Wolff affair brought home 

to me is the very real vulnerability which until that moment, I 

hadn't realized I shared with all other lesbian and gay people in 

our society, a vulnerability I foolishly thought I had managed to 

escape by coming out. The point of coming out, I had thought, 

was precisely to deprive other people of their privileged know­

ingness about me and my sexuality; coming out had seemed to 

me to furnish a means of seizing the initiative from them, a 

means of claiming back from them a certain interpretative au­

thority over the meaning of my words and actions. As I discov­

ered to my cost, however, it turns out that if you are known to 
be lesbian or gay your very openness, far from preempting ma­

licious gossip about your sexuality, simply exposes you to the 

possibility that, no matter what you actually do, people can say 

absolutely whatever they like about you in the well-grounded 

confidence that it will be credited. (And since there is very little 

you can do about it, you might as well not try to ingratiate your­

self by means of "good behavior.") 

THOSE ISSUES of authority, vulnerability, and sexual poli­

tics are the very ones that I have seen being played out lately 

in the public critical discourse about Foucault. This book rep­

resents an attempt to intervene in that discourse. It is divided 

into two parts. The first essay tries to account for the fact that 

whereas Foucault has often been attacked because of his poli-

Saint Foucault 
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tics by non-gay-identified liberal critics, he has now become, in 
the eyes of many lesbian and gay cultural activists, something 
like an author-function attached to whatever we may deem to 
be our most effective and empowering techniques of social and 
political resistance. The second essay attempts to account for 
the fact that Foucault's life has provided a powerful model, and 
a vehicle of intense personal identification, for many lesbian and 
gay intellectuals who strive to combine critical analysis and po­
litical activism in their own practice. The second essay also 

offers a series of reflections on the politics of writing a gay life 
as well as the effect of writing on a gay life. 

These two essays do not aim to expound or elucidate Fou­
cault's thought either in part or as a whole. I am well aware that 
my treatment of his thought is often crude, reductive, overly 
general, abstracted from its contexts, and signally lacking in the 
subtlety which Foucault himself never ceased to display. I am 
also aware that by concentrating on Foucault's importance to 
lesbian/gay culture, I shall seem to be trivializing his work or, 
at the very least, to be privileging a single aspect of his intellec­
tual contribution at the expense of what many may be pleased 
to consider its "general significance," uwider relevance," or 
"broader appeal."16 But my intention is not to present Foucault's 
overall achievement or to account for his attractiveness to non­
gay people. Rather, this book is a study of one of the ways that 
Foucault's thought has operated in the world since his death in 
1984. It is an inquiry into what has been called "the Foucault 
effect"-an inquiry, more specifically, into how different people 
on various sides of the recent culture wars have responded to 
the challenge that Foucault has posed to our established ways 
of thinking, reading, writing, and doing politics. 

Saint Foucault 
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The Queer Politics 
of Michel Foucault 

The critical ontology of oun~elves bas to be 
considered not, certainly, as a theory, a doc­

trine, nor even as a pennanent body of lmowl­
edge that is accumulating; it bas to be 
conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a phil<>­
sophical life in which the critique or what we 
are is at one and the same time the historical 
analysis or the limits that are imposed on us 
and an experiment with the possibility or g<>­
ing beyond theiiL ... I continue to think that 
this task requires work on our limits, that is, 
a patient labor giving ronn to our impatience 
for liberty. 

-MK-hel Foocauit. "What Is~ 

FILL IN THE blank. X is to contemponuy AIDS activists as 
Norman 0. Brown or Herbert Marcuse was to student radicals 
of the New Left. Alternatively, if American labor organizers of 
the 1930s might all be imagined to have carried about with them 
in their back pockets a copy of The Communist Manifesto, and 
if antiwar demonstrators and campus protesters of the late 
1900s might all be imagined to have carried about with them in 
thPir jeans a copy of Life Against Death or Love's Body, Eros 
and Civilization or One-Dimensional Man, what book do we 
imagine the more reflective members of ACf UP to cany about 
with them in their leather jackets? What is the single most 
in1portant intellectual source of political inspiration for con­
temporary AIDS activists-at least for the more theoretically-
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minded or better-outfitted among them? When I conducted an 
admittedly unsystematic survey in 1990 of various people I hap­
pened to know who had been active in ACT VP/New York dur­
ing its explosive early phase in the late 1980s, and when I put 
those questions to them, I received, without the slightest hesi­
tation or a single exception, the following answer: Michel Fou­
cault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I. 

Now that may come as something of a surprise, especially to 
those left-liberal critics of Foucault who had been scandalized 
specifically by what they took to be the political implications 
of Foucault's notion of power, as that notion was originally ar­
ticulated in Discipline and Punish, in the interviews collected 
under the title Power/Knowledge, and most provocatively of all 
in a ten-page chapter smack in the middle of The History of 
Sexuality, Volume /. Few left-wing philosophers and literary 
critics would have suspected, even less than a decade ago, that 
Foucault was headed for political sainthood, let alone that he 
was about to be canonized as the founding spirit of a newly 
militant form of popular resistance. For it was the received opin­
ion among many on the Left that Foucault's hypothesis, ad­
vanced in The History of Sexuality, Volume [, that "power is 
everywhere"' effectively robbed people of freedom and made 
successful political opposition impossible. 

It's not very hard to figure out what it was about Foucault's 
notion of power that traditional liberals found so sinister, so 
dangerous, and even so reactionary. First of all, on Foucault's 
view, power is not a substance but a relation. Power is therefore 
not possessed but exercised. That means that power should not 
be conceptualized as the property of someone who can be iden­
tified and confronted, nor should it be thought of (at least in the 
first instance) as embedded In particular agents or institutions. 
Power is not a possession of the Monarch or the Father or the 
State, and people cannot be divided into those who "have" it 
and those who don't. Instead, power is what characterizes the 
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complex relations among the parts of a particular society-and 
the interactions among individuals in that society-as relations 
of ongoing struggle. Power is thus a dynamic situation, whether 
personal, social, or institutional: it is not a quantum of force but 
a strategic, unstable relation. Because power, for Foucault. is 
intrinsically relational in character, specillc political struggles 
are properly described not in tenns of power tout courl but in 
tenns of "relations of power. "2 

Power, then, is not to be understood according to the model 
of a unidirectional vector from oppressor to oppressed. Rather, 
it's a fluid, all~ncompassing medium, immanent in every sort 
of social relation-though unevenly concentrated or distrib­
uted, to be sure, and often stabilized in its dynamics by the 
functioning of social institutions. Foucault doesn't deny there­
ality of domination, in other words; what he denies is that dom­
ination is the whole story there is to teD when it comes to power. 
And Foucault even asserts-famously-that "power comes 
from below.'"' 

Hence, power is not intrinsically, nor is it only, negative: it is 
not just the power to deny, to suppress, to constrain-the 
power to say no, you can't. Power is also positive and produc­
tive. It produces possibilities of action, of choice-and, ulti­
mately, it produces the conditions for the exercise of freedom 
Gust as freedom constitutes a condition for the exercise of 
power). Power is therefore not opposed to freedom. And free­
dom, correspondingly, is not freedom from power-it is not a 
privileged zone outside power, unconstrained by power-but a 
potentiality internal to power, even an effect of power.• 

Power, then, is everywhere. Resistance to power takes place 
from within power; it is part of the total relations of power, 
"part of the strategic relationship of which power consists." 
What escapes from relations of power-and something always 
does escape, according to Foucault-does not escape from the 
reach of power to a place outside power, but represents the 
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limit of power, its reversal or rebound.• 'I'M aim of an opposi­

tional politics is therr>fore net liberation but resi.staru:e. 6 

• • • • • • • • 
A. THOUGH SOME of Foucault's critics on the Left may sim­

ply have misunderstood his claim, "power is everywhere," to 

imply that contemporary forms of social domination are so total 

in their operations and so overwhelming in their effects as to 

leave no possibility for individual or collective resistance, what 

most of them are likely to have reacted against in his political 

theorizing is not a totalitarian concept of power that would deny 

the possibility of resisting domination-a concept of power 
that, in any case, is quite alien to Foucault's thinking-but 

something resembling its opposite: namely, Foucault's reversal 

of the standard liberal critique of totalitarianism. When he says 

that "power is everywhere," Foucault is not talking about power 

in the sense of coercive and irresistible force (which in his lex­
icon goes by the name not of "power" but of "determination"); 

rather, he is referring to what might be called liberal power­
that is, to the kind of power typically at work in the modem 

liberal state, which takes as its objects "free subjects" and de­

fines itself wholly in relation to them and to their freedom.' 
Modem forms of govemmentality actually require citizens to be 

free, so that citizens can assume from the state the burden of 
some of its former regulatory functions and impose on them­

selves-of their own accord-rules of conduct and mecha­

nisms of control The kind of power Foucault is interested in, 
then, far from enslaving its objects, constructs them as subjec­

tive agents and preserves them in their autonomy, so as to invest 
them all the more completely. Liberal power does not simply 

prohibit; it does not directly terrorize. It normalizes, "respon­

sibilizes," and disciplines. The state no longer needs to frighten 
or coerce its subjects into proper behavior: it can safely leave 
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them to make their own choices in the allegedly sacrosanct pri­

vate sphere of personal freedom which they now inhabit, be­

cause within that sphere _they freely ami spontaneously police 

both their own conduct and the conduct of others-and so 

"earn," by demonstrating a capacity to exercise them, the var­

ious rights assigned by the state's civil institutions exclusively 

to law-abiding citizens possessed of sound minds and bodies. 

What shocked traditional liberals about Foucault's dictum 

that power is everywhere, then, is the dark vision of modernity, 

of the liberal state, and of progressive, Enlightenment-era val­

ues (such as freedom, truth, and rationality) that it expresses. 

For according to Foucault's analysis, civil society, scientific re­
search, intellectual activity, and personal life are not in fact free 
zones from which power has progressively retreated since the 

Enlightenment but colonized spaces into which it has steadily 

expanded, proliferated, and diffused itself. In one book after 

another, but most of all in The History of Sexuality, Volume I, 
Foucault attempts to show that the separation of public and 

private, of power and knowledge, which is characteristic of 

modem liberal societies, has not limited (as it is often supposed 

to have done) the operative field of power but instead has func­

tioned strategically to extend the reach of power and to multiply 

techniques of social control. Modem liberalism has eliminated 

certain modes of domination only to produce many others 

(which do not present themselves as modes of domination and 

are all the more difficult to challenge or oppose); it has cham­

pioned an ethic and an ideal of personal freedom while making 

the exercise of that freedom conditional upon personal submis­
sion to new and insidious forms of authority, to ever more 

deeply internalized mechanisms of constrainl 
Foucault's political vision becomes darkest and most radi­

cally anti-emancipatory when it focuses on sex. "It is the orig­

inal thesis of [The /listory of Sexuality, Volume 1)." as Leo 

Bersani succinctly summarizes it, "that power in our societies 
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functions primarily not by repressing spontaneous sexual drives 
but by producing multiple sexualities, and that through the 
classification, distribution, and moral rating of those sexualities 
the individuals practicing them can be approved, treated, mar­
ginalized, sequestered, disciplined, or normalized."" On Fou­
cault's view, the modern political movements for sexual 
liberation have been complicitous with-indeed, they have 
been a part of -the modem regime of sexuality; the sexual rev­
olution has merely strengthened the political powers that it has 
purported to overthrow. For the effect of sexual liberation has 
been not, or not only, to free us to express our sexuality but to 
require us to express-freely, of course-our sexuality. Al­
though we can now choose more easily how to be sexually free, 
we can no longer choose so easily whether to be sexually free, 
what to count as sexual freedom, where to draw the distinction 
between sexual and nonsexual expression-or how to interre­
late our sexual behaviors, our personal identities, our public 
lives, and our political struggles.• Sexual liberation may have 
liberated our sexuality but it has not liberated us from our sex­
uality; if anything, it has enslaved us more profoundly to it. In 
that sense, the kind of freedom that sexual liberation has pro­
duced imposes on us an even more insidious unfreedom. Or, at 
the risk of sounding Orwellian, it enslaves us to a specific mode 
of freedom and thereby makes the exercise of other freedoms 
almost unthinkable. To paraphrase the Sex Pistols, the modern 
regime of sexuality takes away our freedom in the nan1e of lib­
erty-or, to be more precise, it takes away our freedom by im­
posing on us its own brand of liberty, by requiring us to be "free" 
according to its own definitions of freedom, and by constructing 
freedom as a "privilege" that we must, on pain of forfeiting it, 
use responsibly and never abuse. In our present context, then, 
liberation movements bind us more closely to the very thing 
from which we may need most urgently to emancipate our­
selves. What we ultimately have to liberate ourselves from may 
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be nothing less than "freedom" itself-that is, from the liberal 

concept of freedom as a regulative or normative ideal of re­
sponsible and self-respecting human conduct. 

• • • • • • • • 
SucH NOTIONS, not surprisingly, proved to be scandalous 

in 1978 when The History of Sexuality, Volume /, was trans­
lated into English-scandalous especially, it would seem, to 

non-gay-identified academic left-wing men. Typical of that 
reaction is an exasperated protest by Edward Said, a sometime 

admirer of Foucault's, in The World, the Text, and the Critic 
(1983). "The problem," Said writes, 

is that Foucault's use of the term pouvoir moves around 
too much, swallowing up every obstacle in its path .•. 
obliterating change and mystifying its microphysical sov­
ereignty .... In fact, Foucault's theory of power is a Spi­
nozist conception, which has captivato>d not only Foucault 
himself but many of his readers who wish to go beyond 
Left optimism and Right pessinlism so as to justify political 
quietism with sophisticato>d intellectualism, at the same 
time wishing to appear realistic, in touch with the world 
of power and reality, as well as historical and antiformal­
istic in tht>ir bias. The trouble is that Foucault's theory has 
drawn a circle around itself, constituting a unique territory 
in which Foucault has in1prisono>d himself and oth<'rs with 
him .... Resistance cannot equally be an adversarial alter­
native to power and a dependent function of it, exC<>pt in 
some metaphysical, ultimately trivial sense .... The dis­
turbing circularity of Foucault's theory of power is a form 
of theoretical overtotalization .... •• 

In a more moderate vein, Peter Dews complains that power, for 

Foucault, "having nothing determinate to which it could be op­
posed, loses all explanatory content and becomes a ubiquitous, 

metaphysical principle"; Foucault's work therefore reveals "the 
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inability of Nietzschean naturalism, of a pure theory of forces, 
to provide a substitute for the normative foundations of political 

critique."" A similar complaint appears in a well-meaning and 
perceptive but resolutely disengaged essay by the philosopher 

Charles Taylor entitled "Foucault on Freedom and Truth." Tay­
lor argues that ''power, in [Foucault's] sense, does not make 

sense without at least the idea of liberation .... Foucault's 
Nietzschean theory can only be the basis of utterly monolithic 

analyses .... "'2 The Marxist critic Frank Lentricchia, in the 
course of a brilliant, detailed, nuanced, and otherwise sympa­
thetic reading of Discipline and Punish, singles out Foucault's 
conception of power as the most objectionable feature of the 

book's argument. Contending correctly that "Foucault's theory 
of power, because it gives power to anyone, everywhere, at all 
times, provides a means of resistance, but no real goal for re­
sistance," Lentricchia concludes, "Because he leaves no shaded 
zone, no free space for real alternatives to take form, Foucault's 

vision of power, despite its provisions for reversals of direction, 
couns a monolithic determinism ... and determinism courts de­
spair."'3 Jiirgen Habermas simply categorized Foucault, along 
with other supposed "antimodemists" such as Jacques Derrida, 
as a "Young Conservative."" Similar objections to the political 
implications of Foucault's thought-or to Foucault's failure to 
produce a substantively critical political theory or to articulate 
a positive program of political action-were raised by many 
others; they have been scrupulously examined and persuasively 
refuted by Keith Gandal, Mark Maslan, Ed Cohen, Judith Butler, 
and Joseph Rouse.'• 

In any case, if "political quietism" actually was the covert 
message of Foucault's inquiries into the nature of power, as Said 
implies, that message was certainly lost on the AIDS Coalition 
to Unleash Power, or ACT UP. ACT UP has been accused of 
many things, but not even Larry Kramer at his most exasperated 

has exactly accUsed ACT UP of quietism (so far as I know). 
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After all, ACT UP is the organization that blocked traffic on San 
Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge, halted trading on the New York 
Stock Exchange, and disrupted the broadcast of the CBS Eve­
ning News, among many other spectacular actions.•• The qui­

etist reading of Foucault is also at stark odds with Foucault's 
own well-documented practice of political engagement At the 
very time that he was crafting his heretical formulations about 
power, in fact, the ftfty-year-<>ld philosopher was regularly en­
gaging in street battles with the police, fighting at sufficiently 
close quarters to sustain a variety of serious physical if\iuries-­

including, on at least one occasion, a broken rib. "It is the cop's 
job to use physical force," Foucault explained in the pages of 
Libt!ration on September 24, 1975, in reference to another ep­
isode; "anyone who opposes cops must not, therefore, let them 
maintain the hypocrisy of disguising this force behind orders 

that have to be immediately obeyed. "17 What Foucault referred 
to at the end of his life as his "hyperactivism" amounted to a 
great deal more than a few high-profile, celebrity political en­
deavors-such as founding Libt!ration, or holding an audacious 
press conference in Franco's Madrid to denounce the fascist 
government's planned execution of ten young Basque militants. 
(Foucault and his fellow V!Ps were quickly arrested and de­
ported, five of the militants later put to dPath.) From the late 
1960s on, Foucault tirelessly took part in the real dirty work of 
political organizing-going to meetings, writing manifestos, 
handing out leaflets, and even driving three thousand kilometers 
from Paris to Warsaw in the fall of 1982, less than two years 
before his death, leading a convoy of medical supplies and 
smuggled printing materials that he had helped to collect for 
the beleaguered members of Solidarnosc. 18 

All that highly visible political activity, however, far from re­
assuring Foucault's liberal critics, seems actually to have con­
tributed to their mistrust of him. Richard Rorty, for example, 
judged Foucault's "anarchist politics" to amount to little more 
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than "self-indulgent radical chic."'" The tenn of criticism that 

stands out most strikingly in that formulation is, of course, "self­

indulgent" By so labeling the queer brand of street politics that 

Foucault engaged in, Rorty manages to imply that getting beaten 

up by the police presents to academic philosophers the sort of 

seductive appeal that only an austere and strong-minded per­

son, capable of holding out against the temptation to indulge 

his taste for fashionable causes, can withstand-as if keeping 

one's distance from violent street demonstrations did not in fact 

represent to intellectuals the path of least resistance to their 

own innate tendencies but required of them instead a rare and 

laudable fortitude. (Foucault's biographer David Macey mildly 

observes that Rorty's judgment on Foucault reflects "little con­

crete knowledge and a lot of credit in hearsay.")'" Liberal cri­

tiques of Foucault's politics, suffice it to say, merit detailed 
political interrogation in their own righl 

DESPITE THE rigorously anti-empancipatory thrust of his 

work, and despite the mistrust of his critics, Foucault insisted 

that he fully intended his intellectual activities to have a political 

Impact. Even his most arcane scholarly investigations were un­
dertaken with the aim of intervening in contemporary social 

struggles. He was surprised, but ultimately very pleased, by the 
political use to which the British antipsychiatry movement put 

his first m'\ior book, Madness and Civilization. He expected­

quite realistically, as it turned out-that the publication of I>is· 
cipline and Punish would create turmoil in the administration 
of the French prison system. The History of Sexuality, Volume 

I, also aimed to intervene in contemporary sexual politics. Re­
flecting on the political reception of his work in an (awkwardly 

translated) 1978 interview, Foucault described the relationship 
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between his historical inquiries and contemporary political 
movements as follows: 

(My] investigation makes use of "true" documents, but in 
such a way as to furnish not just the evidence of truth but 
also an experience that might permit an alteration, a trans­
formation, of the relationship we have with ourselves and 
our cultural universe: in a word, with our knowledge. 

Thus this game of truth and fiction-or if you prefer, of 
evidence and fabrication-will permit us to see dearly 
what links us to our modernity and at the same time will 
make it appear modified to us. This experience that per­
mits us to single out certain mechanisms (for example, 
imprisonment, penalization, etc.) and at the same time to 
separate ourselves from them by perceiving them in a ~<>­
tally different form, must be one and the same experience. 

This procedure is central to all my work. And what are 
its consequences? ... (That], starting from experience, it 
is necessary to dear the way for a transformation, a met­
amorphosis which isn't simply individual but which has a 
character accessible to others: that is, this experience 
must be linkable, to a certain extent, to a collective prac­
tice and to a way of thinking. That is how it happenl.'d. for 
example, for such movements as anti-psychiatrY, or the 
prisoners' movement in France.21 

One test of a book's success for Foucault was whether or not 

it got linked up with, and helped to mobilize or at least contrib­

uted to, a larger process of social transformation. 

Still, it would probably be a mistake to give Foucault too 
much credit for the emergence of contemponuy styles of direct­

action politics or to infer from Foucault's perennial vogue 
among cultural radicals that his notions about power played a 

decisive or forn1ative role in the development of the new social 

movements. For all its subsequent influence on those move­

ments, Foucault's thought may actually owe more to them than 

they owe to him. At least some of Foucault's most important 
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theoretical reflections on power were directly inspired by polit­
ical struggles that he saw already going on around him-polit­
ical struggles waged (to cite some of the examples Foucault 
himself mentions) by the student movements, the children's 
rights movement, the prisoners' rights movement, the antipsy­
chiatry movement, the women's movement, and the lesbian and 
gay movement. 22 And in any case it is improbable that the pres­
tige accorded to Foucault even by such intellectually sophisti­
cated groups as ACT UP/New York reflects the direct influence 
of The HistlJry of Sexuality, Volume I. Foucault's influence is 
more likely to be an effect of the ways in which his work has 
been mediated by other texts of greater contemporary rele­
vance-by recent texts, say, in art history and criticism, lesbian 
and gay studies, or political theory-as well as by such larger 
social developments as the emergence of theoretically informed 
practices of subcultural resistance or the academic vogue for 
"poststructuralist" critical theory."' But whatever relation of 
cause and effect may obtain between Foucault's thought and 
the new social movements, it is noteworthy that his specula­
tions about power seem to have found their most receptive au­
dience among cultural activists, members of political 
direct-action groups, participants in various social resistance 
movements with some connection to universities, and-most of 
all, perhaps-lesbian and gay militants. 

It is curious, then, that the text of Foucault's that has posi­
tioned him, if only in retrospect, as the intellectual architect of 
what is arguably the most significant recent development in pro­
gressive politics in the United States (and perhaps elsewhere)­
the text that, everyone now says, you can't even begin to 
practice queer politics willwut reading-it is curious that this 
text of Foucault's should turn out to be the very text that, at 
the time of its publication, aroused such vehement criticism 
from leftists on political grounds and earned its author so much 
vilification from self-styled exponents of progressive politics on 
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both sides of the Atlantic. What did gay activists see in Foucault, 

and specifically in The History of Sexuality, Volume I, that his 

straight-liberal critics missed, and why?" That is the question 

that will occupy me, in one fonn or another, for the remainder 

of this essay. 

'I' 'I' 'I' 'I' 'I' 'I' 'I' 'I' 

A NUMBER OF plausible answers suggest themselves, and 

I'll run through a few of them briefly before lingering over the 

one I wish to emphasize. The most obvious impetus for gay 

activists to lind political inspiration in The His tory of Sexuality, 
Volume I, has come, of course, from AIDS. In fact, it would be 

difficult to imagine a more powerful or urgent demonstration 

than the AIDS crisis of the need to conceptualize sexuality, after 

the manner of Foucault, as "an especially concentrated point of 

traversal [point de passage) for relations of power.""' (Femi­

nists, to be sure, had been making similar argumPnts for many 

years about gender, and about sexual relations between women 

and men in the context of gender inequality; perhaps it has 

taken AIDS to drive home a similar message to gay men. But 

perhaps Foucault's focus on sexuality, and his refusal to sub­

ordinate the analysis of its instrumentality to the politics of gen­

der, race, or class, made his work particularly useful for 

addressing the irreducibly sexual politics of the AIDS crisis.)"' 

It would also be difficult to imagine a better illustration than 

the public response to AIDS of the mutual imbrication of power 

and knowledge, which manif<'sts itself in endless relays be­
tween expert discourse and institutional authority, between 

medical truth and social regulation, as well as between popular 

knowledge practices (for example, the dissemination of safer­

sex information in gay male enclaves) and local struggles for 

survival and resistance. Or, as Foucault put it in The History of 
Sexuality, Volume I, "Between techniques of knowledge and 
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strategies of power, there is no exteriority, even if they have 
specific roles and are linked together on the basis of their dif· 
ference."27 Finally, AIDS has focused attention on the modali· 
ties of what Foucault calls, in The History of Sexuality, Volume 
I, "bio-power" -specifically on the state's administration of the 
technology for producing and regulating life. 

AIDS activism has taken its distinctive (and indicatively mod· 
ern) shape from the social and institutional embodiments of the 
power/knowledge nexus with which it has had to struggle. In 
order to be effective, AIDS activism has had to challenge tra· 
ditional modes of empowering knowledge as well as traditional 
modes of authorizing and legitimating power. It has had to find 
ways of breaking down monopolies of professional expertise, 
ways of democratizing knowledge, and ways of credentializing 
the disempowered so that they can intervene in the medical and 
governmental administration of the epidemic. AIDS activism 
has thereby accelerated a multiplication of the sites of political 
contestation beyond such traditional arenas as the electoral 
process, the power structure, and the industrial economy, to 
inunigration policy, public health policy (including such matters 
as anonymous HIV -antibody testing and needle exchange), the 
practice of epidemiology and clinical medicine (right down to 
the determination of optimum dosage levels for new drugs), the 
conduct of scientific research (the elimination of placebo trials 
in experiments on human subjects), the operation of the insur­
ance and pharmaceutical industries, the role of the media in 
representing the epidemic, the decisions of rent-control boards, 
the legal definition of "family," and ultimately the public and 
the private administration of the body and its pleasures. Fou· 
cault's History of Sexuality, Volume I, had already treated the 
body as a site of political struggle. ACT UP-which has led a 
kind of uprising of the sick against their doctors, insurers, 
health care providers, blood banks, public welfare administra-
torsp· d • nson war ens, medical researchers, drug vendors, and 
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media experts, not to mention their employers and landlords­

would seem to furnish a perfect example of a strategic power 

reversal, a form of resistance made possible by the very appa­

ratus of power/knowledge it was invented to resist. 28 

Next, the notion that freedom is internal to power finds an 

echo in the experiences of many gay men. W. H. Auden's que!r 

tion of 1942-"When shall we learn, what should be clear as 

day, We cannot choose what we are free to love?''-is perfectly 

Foucauldian in spirit."' Perhaps a similar understanding of the 

relation between power and freedom is encoded in the distinc­

tively gay male practice known as camp. Camp, after all, is a 

form of cultural resistance that is entirely predicated on a 

shared consciousness of being inescapably situated within 

a powerful system of social and sexual meanings. Camp resists 

the power of that system from within by means of parody, ex­

aggeration, amplification, theatricalization, and literalization of 

normally tacit codes of conduct-codes whose very authority 
derives from their privilege of never having to be explicitly ar­

ticulated, and thus from their customary immunity to critique. 

(I'm thinking of codes of masculinity, for example.}111 

Finally, nothing communicates the sense that power is eve­

rywhere more eloquently than the experience of the closet.31 

The closet is nothing, first of all, if not the product of complex 

relations of power. The only reason to be in the closet is to 

protect oneself from the many and virulent sorts of social dis­

qualification that one would suffer were the discreditable fact 

of one's sexual orientation more widely known. To "closet" 

one's homosexuality is also to submit oneself to the social im­
perative imposed on gay people by non-gay-identified people, 

the imperative to shield the latter not from the knowledge of 

one's homosexuality so much as from the necessity of acknowl­

edging the knowledge of one's homosexuality."' The experience 

of the closet, then, is hardly an experience of freedom (although 

the closet certainly does afford its occupants an otherwise un-
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attainable latitude and admits them to some of the privileges 

reserved for those who are heterosexually identified). By con­

trast, if there is something self-aftlnning and indeed liberating 
about coming out of the closet, that is not because coming out 

enables one to emerge from a state of servitude into a state of 

untrammeled liberty. On the contrary: to come out is precisely 

to expose oneself to a different set of dangers and constraints, 
to make oneself into a convenient screen onto which straight 

people can p!'Qject all the fantasies they routinely entertain 

about gay people, and to suffer one's every gesture, statement, 

expression, and opinion to be totally and irrevocably marked 

by the overwhelming social significance of one's openly ac­

knowledged homosexual identity."" If to come out is to release 

oneself from a state of unfreedom, that is not because coming 

out constitutes an escape from the reach of power to a place 

outside of power: rather, coming out puts into play a diflerent 

set of power relations and alters the dynamics of personal and 

political struggle. Coming out is an act of freedom, then, not 
in the sense of liberation but in the sense of resistance. 

There are doubtless many other factors that may explain the 

overdetermined appeal for gay activists of Foucault in general 

and The History of Sexuality, Volume I, in particular. For the 

Purpose of this essay, however, I want to concentrate on only 
one motive for the gay-militant appropriation of Foucault. I be­

lieve that Foucault's political approach to discourse, specifically 

his inquiry Into what might be called the political economy of 
sexual discourse,"' enables us to devise some effective strat~ 
gies for confronting and resisting the discursive operations of 

contemporary homophobia For one thing, Foucault's example 

teaches us to analyze discourse strategically, not in tenns of 
what it says but in terms of what it does and how it works. That 

does not mean that we learn from Foucault to treat the content 
of particular discourses as uninteresting or irrelevant (after all, 
one has to understand what discourses say in order to be able 

Saint Foucault 
30 



to analyze what they do and how they work); it does mean that 

we learn from him not to allow the truth or falsity of particular 

propositions to distract us from the power~ffects they produce 

or the manner in which they are deployed within particular sys­

tems of discursive and institutional practice."" The effect of Fou­

cault's political approach to discourse is not to collapse truth 

into power but to shift the focus of our attention from matters 
of truth to matters of power.'"' That shift has proven extremely 

profitable for the analysis of homophobic discourse;" it has also 

proven crucial for the larger projects of delegitimating hetero­

sexist authority and empowering gay practices of knowledge 

and community. I shall take up each of these three points in 

turn. 

• • • • • • • 
FOUCAULT DID NOT always occupy such an honorific po­

sition in the pantheon of gay political theory, and when such a 

position was offered him he repudiated it, evading occasional 

efforts by left-wing gay intellectuals to credit his writings with 

contributing to the gay liberation movement: "llty work has had 

nothing to do with gay liberation," he reportedly told one ad­

mirer in 1975.38 And, indeed, it was precisely the anti~manci­

patory rhetoric of The History of Sexuality, Volume I, that led 

so many of Foucault's liberal critics to denounce it. 

But that was a long time ago, and times have changed. Gay 

liberation seems a strangPly antiquated formula. Nowadays, 

when gay men in the United States talk about politics, chances 
are the talk is not so much about change or reform or liberation 

as it is about survival and resistance. That shift does not merely 

reflect a fundamPntal dPspair, and consPquPntly diminished ex­

pectations, brought on by AIDS, by the intt>nsitled and newly 

fashionablE' homophobia evoked by it, and by the recent wave 
of antigay pogroms in U.S. cities (there was a 172 percent in-

The Queer Politics or Michel Foucault 
31 

1 
\ 

l 
< 

1 J 

l 
l 
( 

' ' ; 
I l 

ll 
I • 
;i , I, < ' 

' ' tc, 
'I, 
' ' < I 

' • 
~ 



----------~------·"·~ 

crease in antigay violence between 1988 and 1992),"" which the 
Catholic church and the Republican party, among other insti­
tutions, have incited or applauded. Nor does the disenchant­
ment with liberation proceed merely from a growing awareness 
that gay life has generated its o~ disciplinary regimes, its own 
techniques of normalization, in the form of obligatory haircuts, 
T -shirts, dietary practices, body piercing, leather accoutre­
ments, and physical exercise (would you say, for example, that 
your daily workout at the gym feels more like liberation or 
forced labor?). Ultimately, I think, what the shift away from a 
liberation model of gay politics reflects is a deepened under­
standing of the discursive structures and representational sys­

tems that determine the production of sexual meanings, and 
that micromanage individual perceptions, in such a way as to 

maintain and reproduce the underpinnings of heterosexist priv­
ilege."' 

To put the point more plainly, it has become increasingly 
clear to gay men in the United States that what we are up against 
In our struggles to survive this genocidal era is not only-and 
perhaps not ultimately-specific agents of oppression, such as 
gay-bashers or the police, nor formal, explicit interdictions, 
such as sodomy laws, nor even particular, hostile institutions, 
such as the Supreme Court, but rather pervasive and multiform 
strategies of homophobia that shape public and private dis­

courses, saturate the entire field of cultural representation, and, 
like power in Foucault's formulation, are everywhere. The dis­
courses of homophobia, moreover, cannot be refuted by means 
of rational argument (although many of the individual proposi­
tions that constitute them are easily falsifiable); they can only 
be resisted. That is because homophobic discourses are not re­
ducible to a set of statements with a specifiable truth-content 
that can be rationally tested. Rather, homophobic discourses 
function as Part of more general and systematic strategies of 
delegitimation. If they are to be resisted, then, they will have to 
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be resisted strategically-that Is, by fighting strategy with strat­

egy. 

, , , , , , , , 

HoMOPHOBIC discou~ contain no fixed propositional 
content They are composed of a potentially infinite number of 
different but functionally interchangeable assertions, such that 

whenever any one assertion is falsified or disqualified another 
one-even one with a content exactly contrary to the original 
one-can be neatly and effectively substituted for it A good 
example of the opportunistic and propositionally indeterminate 
nature of homophobic discourses is provided by the history of 
legal disputes over whether homosexuality constitutes an "im­

mutable characteristic." The story begins in the nineteenth cen­
tury, when German gay-rights advocates who were attempting 
to decriminalize sodomy decided it would be to their advantage 
to represent homosexuality to their contemporaries as a natural 

condition into which a minority of individuals are born rather 
than as a sin or moral failing or acquired perversity for which 
homosexuals themselves should be held criminally liable; these 
militants succeeded so well in convincing the early sexologists 
of their view that a number of infiuential, mid- and Iate­
nineteenth-eentury accounts of "sexual inversion" relied for 
their data on the self-representations of gay polemicists. Thst 
victory did not bring about the reform of the Prussian penal 
code-despite some initial, and quite promising, results. It did 
diminish the practice of sending homosexuals to jail for fixed 
terms; from now on, instead, they would be incarcerated for life 
in insane asylun1S-and ultimately exterminated in concentra­
tion camps by the Nazis-as members of a degenerate species. 
Judicial history has recently been repeating itself in the United 
States. American courts have ruled repeatedly that homosexu­
als possess no rights, as a minority group, to equal protection 
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under the law, in part because homosexuality-unlike race or 
gender, supposedly-is not an "immutable characteristic." At 
the same time, the courts have held that homosexuals as a group 
do share at least one immutable characteristic: by definition we 
all commit sodomy, apparently, which is a felony in half of the 
United States. As of April 15, 1991 (when my information runs 
out), four separate judicial decisions had, on the basis of such 
reasoning, legally defined homosexuals to be criminals as a 
clllss." 1n short, if homosexuality U; an immutable characteris­
tic, we lose our civil rights, and if homosexuality is not an im­
mutable characteristic, we lose our civil rights. Anyone for 

rational argument on these terms? 
Homophobic discourses are incoherent, then, but their inco­

herence, far from incapacitating them, turns out to empower 
thei!L 1n fact, homophobic discourses operate strate~cally by 

means of logical contradictions. The logical contradictions in­
ternal to homophobic discourses give rise to a series of double 
binds which function-incoherently, to be sure, but nonethe­
less effectively and systematically-to impair the lives of les­
bians and gay men. 

The best illustration of this phenomenon is provided by what 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has memorably called the "epistemol­
ogy of the closet"42 Sedgwick has shown that the closet is an 
impossibly contradictory place: you can't be in it, and you can't 
be out of it You can't be in it because-so long as you are in 
the closet-you can never be certain of the extent to which you 
have actually succeeded in keeping your homosexuality secret; 
after all, one effect of being in the closet is that you are pre­
cluded from knowing whether people are treating you as 
straight because you have managed to fool them and they do 
not suspect you of being gay, or whether they are treating you 
as straight because they are playing along with you and enjoying 
the epistemological privilege that your ignorance of their knowl­
edge affords them. But if you can never be in the closet, you 
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can't ever be out of it either, because those who have once 
enjoyed the epistemological privilege constituted by their 
knowledge of your ignorance of their knowledge typically re­
fuse to give up that privilege, and insist on constructing your 
sexuality as a secret to which they have special access, a secret 
which always gives itself away to their superior and knowing 
gaze.43 By that means they contrive to consolidate their claim 
to a superior knowingness about sexual matters, a knowingness 
that is not only distinct from knowledge but is actually opposed 
to it, is actually a form of ignorance, insofar as it conceals from 
the knowing the political nature of their own considerable 
stakes in preserving the epistemology of the closet as well as 
in maintaining the corresponding and exactly opposite episte­
mological construction of heterosexuality as both an obvious 
fact that can be universally known without "11aunting itself' and 

a form of personal life that can remain protectively private with­
out constituting a secret truth. 

The closet is an impossibly contradictory place, moreover, 
because when you do come out, it's both too soon and too late. 
You can tell that it's too soon by the frequency with which the 
affirmation of your homosexuality is greeted with impatient dis­

missal, which may take either an abusive form-of the ~Why do 
you have to shove it in our faces?" variety-or, in better circles, 
the supremely urbane form of feigned boredom and indiffer­
ence: "Why did you imagine that we would be interested in 
knowing such an inconsequential and trivial fact about you?,... 
(Of course, you told them not because you thought they would 
be interested-although in fact they obviously are interested, 
intensely interested-but because you didn't want them to pre­
sume that you were straight.) Nonetheless, whenever you do 
come out of the closet, it's also already too late, because if you 
had been honest you would have come out earlier. 

That double bind operates not only informally, in personal 
relations, but institutionally-for instance, in the courts. I quote 
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Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's powerful account of one particularly 

telling example. 

In Montgomery County, Maryland, in 1973, an eighth-grade 
earth science teacher named Acanfora was transferred to 
a nonteaching position by the Board of Education when 
they learned he was gay. When Acanfora spoke to the 
news media, such as "60 Minutes" and the Public Broad­
casting System, about his situation, he was refused a new 
contract entirely. Acanfora sued. The federal district court 
that first heard his case supported the action and rationale 
of the Board of Education, holding that Acanfora's re­
course to the media had brought undue attention to him­
self and his sexuality, to a degree that would be deleterious 
to the educational process. The Fourth Circuit Court of 
Appeals disagreed. They considered Acanfora's public dis­
closures to be protected speech under the First Amend­
ment. Although they overruled the lower court's rationale, 
however, the appellate court affinned its decision not to 
allow Acanfora to return to teaching. Indeed, they denied 
his standing to bring the suit in the first place, on the 
grounds that he had failed to note on his original employ­
ment application that he had been, in college, an officer of 
a student homophile organization-a notation that would, 
as school officials admitted in court, have prevented his 
ever being hired. The rationale for keeping Acanfora out 
of his classroom was thus no longer that he had disclosed 
too much about his homosexuality, but quite the opposite, 
that he had not disclosed enough. The Supreme Court de­
clined to entertain an appeal. 

It is striking that each of the two rulings in Acmifora 
emphasized that the teacher's homosexuality "itself" 
would not have provided an acceptable ground for denying 
him employment. Each of the courts relied in its decision 
on an implicit distinction between the supposedly pro­
tected and bracketable fact of Acanfora's homosexuality 
proper, on the one hand, and on the other hand his higl~y 
vulnerable management of information about it. So very 
vulnerable does this latter exercise prove to be, however, 
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and vulnerable to such a contradictory array of interdic­
tions, that the space for simply existing as a gay person 
who is a teacher is in fact bayonetted through and through, 
from both sides, by the vectors of a disclosure at once 
compulsory and forbidden.'" 

Sedgwick's whole account of the epistemology of the closet 
owes a great deal, as she acknowledges, to Foucault. It is in­

spired, specifically, by a passage in TM Histary of Sexuality, 
Volume I, which Sedgwick quotes at the outset of her study: 

Silence itself ... is less the absolute limit of discourse ... 
than an element that functions alongside the things 
said .... There is no binary division to be made between 
what one says and what one does not say; we must try to 
determine the different ways of not saying such things, 
how those who can and those who cannot speak of them 
are distributed, which type of discourse is authorized, or 
what form of discretion is required in either case. 

But Sedgwick's entire project can perhaps be summed up more 
precisely by transposing Foucault's terms and suggesting in­

stead that Sedgwick does for "knowledge" and '1gnorance" 
what Foucault himself did for "speech" and "silence." One has 

only to substitute "ignorance" for "silence" and "epistemology" 
for "discourse" in the concluding sentence of the passage Sedg­
wick quotes in order to grasp this point: "There is not one but 
many silences," Foucault writes, "and they are an integral part 

of the strategies that underlie and pe~eate discourses.-
The great virtue of Sedgwick's analysis is that it delivers les­

bians and gay men from the temptation to play what is ulti­
mately a mug's game of refuting the routine slanders and 
fantasies produced by the discourses of homophobia. The rea­
son it is pointless to refute the lies of homophobia is not that 
they are difficult or impossible to refute-on the contrary, taken 
one at a time they are easily falsifiable, as I've already sug­
gested-but that refuting them does nothing to impair the stra-
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tegic functioning of discourses that operate precisely by 

deploying a series of mutually contradictory premises in such a 

way that any one of them can be substituted for any other, as 
different circumstances may require, without changing the final 
outcome of the argument Sedgwick's account recalls us, spe­

cifically, from our natural impulse to try and win, move by move, 

the game of homophobic truth being played against us and to 

respond to each fresh defeat in this losing game by determining 

to play it harder, better, more intelligently, more truthfully. 

Sedgwick encourages us, instead, to stop playing long enough 

to stand back from the game, to look at all its rules in their 

totality, and to examine our entire strategic situation: how the 

game has been set up, on what terms most favorable to whom, 

with what consequences for which of its players. In this she 

exemplifies the basic method of Foucauldian discourse analy­

sis, which is to refuse to engage with the content of particular 

authoritative discourses-in this case, with the content of ho­

mophobic discourses-and to analyze discourses in terms of 
their overall strategies. 

FOUCAULT'S tendency to analyze discourses not substan­
tively but strategically dates back to his early work on "madness 

and unreason." In the original preface to Madness and Civili­
zation, for example, Foucault describes his project, famously, 
as follows: 

In the serene world of menta) illness, modem man no 
long~ communicates with the madman .... As for a com­
mon guage, there is no such thing· or rather there is no 
such th' ' ' mg any longer; the constitution of madness as a 
mental illness at th d · . • e en of the etghteenth century, affords 
the evtdence of a broken dialogue, posits the separation 
as already effected and th . . . • rusts mto obhv10n all those 
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stammered, imperfect· words without fixed syntax in 
which the exchange between madness and reason was 
made. The language of psychiatiy, which is a monologue 
of reason about madness, has been established only on the 
basis of such a silence. 

I have not tried to write the history of that language, but 
rather the archaeology of that silence.'"' 

Rather than examine and critique the representations or con­

cepts of madness produced by psychiatric scientists, in other 

words, Foucault inquires into the process whereby madness 

came to occupy its present discursive position vis-il-vis reason 

and rationality-how it came to be deauthorized, silenced, rel­

egated to the status of a voiceless object of scientific discourse, 

and positioned both institutionally and discursively in relation 

to evolving practices of reason. Madness, on Foucault's view, is 

not a thing but a relation. As Foucault explained in an interview 

in Le Monde on July 22, 1961, "Madness cannot be found in a 

wild state. Madness exists only within a society, it does not exist 

outside the forms of sensibility which isolate it and the forms 
of repulsion which exclude it or capture it." .. Madness, in effect, 

is a by-product of the processes that constructed the modern 

form of reason itself: madness is constituted in such a way as 

to answer to the functional requirements of reason (which 

comes to define itself as the knowledge of the difference be­

tween reason and madness) and thereby furnishes an element 

indispensable to the discursive and institutional operation of 

reason.•• Or, as Roland Barthes, reviewing Foucault's book, put 

it, "[M]adness is not an object of understanding, whose history 

must be rediscovered; it is nothing more, if you like, than this 

understanding itself .... '""' And Michel Serres, in his own re­
view, went further: "[T]he object of archaic psychiatric knowl­

edge is not so much the madman ... as a projection of the 
classical cultural universe on to the space of confinement..,., 

Substitute "homosexuality" for "madness" and "heterosexual-
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ity" for "reason" In these formulations and you have (despite 

the obvious disanalogies bptween the two sets of tenns) many 

of the grounding axioms of contemporary queer theory. 

In The History of Sexuality, Volume I, Foucault took the 

same approach to "sexuality" as he had to "madness": he treats 

sexuality not as a thing, a natural reality, but as the necessary 

Instrument and determinate effect of an entire series of discur­
sive and political strategies. "Sexuality," he writes, "must not 

be thought of as a kind of natural given which power tries to 
hold In check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge tries 

gradually to uncover.""' Sexuality, in the first Instance at least, 

is nothing more than "the correlative of that slowly developed 

discursive practice which constitutes the scientia sexuali$"; its 
essential features correspond "to the functional requirements 

of a discourse that must produce its truth.""" If sexuality is lo­

cated by that discourse In nature, In bodies-in what, In other 

words, are the most literal and objective of realities"' that pos­
itivism can conceive-that is because sexuality is defined by its 

function, which is to ground the discourse of which it is the 

object Without a stable object to study, there can be no positive 

science of sexuality. It is part of the function of sexuality, in its 

role as "a speciftc domain of truth,""" to provide an epistemo­

logical anchor for that science, a secure ground of knowledge 
on which the new science of sexuality can be built. 

Foucault's shift of perspective, his insistence on writing the 

history of sexuality "from the viewpoint of a history of dis­
courses'"" rather than from the viewpoint of the history of sci· 
ence," enables him both to denaturalize and to politicize 

sexUality. Conceived according to Foucault in discursive tenns, 

sexuality can now be analyzed according to the strategies im· 
manent in its discursive operation. When sexuality is viewed 

from that angle, it appears not as a natural drive but instead (as 
we have seen) as "an especially concentrated point of traversal 
for relations of power." Sexuality is in fact part of an "appara· 
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tus" or "device" (dispositif)'" that serves to connect new forms 

of power and knowledge with new objects and new domains. It 
can therefore be described as "a great surface network in which 
the stimulation of bodies, the intensification of pleasures, the 

incitement to discourse, the formation of special knowledges, 
the strengthening of controls and resistances, are linked to one 
another, in accordance with a few ml\ior strategies of knowl­
edge and power.'""' The political importance of sex consists in 
the way it supports the modern regime of "bio-power," which 
Foucault defines, contrasting it with the old regime of "power 
over life and death," as an "entire political technology of life." 

"Bio-power" refers to the modern political procedure of regu­
lating human life by means of expert techniques (statistics, dem­
ographics, eugenics, sterilization, etc.)-techniques that make 

possible a strategic alliance between specialized knowledge and 
institutionalized power in the state's management of life. Sex 
contributes to this technology, specifically, by connecting the 

body and the nation, linking "the procedures ofpowerthat char­
acterized the disciplines" of sexuality (the "anatomo-politics of 
the human body") with "an entire series of ... regulatory con­
trols: a bio-politics of the population.'""' 

Foucault's conceptual reorientation of sexuality, his transfor- ~ 
mation of it from an object of knowledge into a cumulative ef- , 
feet of power-''the sum of effects produced in bodies, 
behaviors, and social relations by a certain apparatus that 
emerges from a complex political technology""'-enables him 
effectively to displace conventional ontologies of the sexual and 
thereby to resist the preemptive claims of various modern 
expert know ledges, of positivist epistemologies that constitute 
sexuality as a (or as the) real thing, an objective natural phe­
nomenon to be known by the mind. Foucault's own discursive 
counterpractice seeks to remove sexuality from antong the ob­
jects of knowledge and thereby to deauthorize those branches 
of expertise grounded In a scientific or quasi-scil'ntitlc und<'r-
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standing of it; it also seeks to del<>gitimate those regulatory dis­

ciplines whose power acquires the guise of legitimate authority 
by basing itself on a privileged access to the "truth" of sexuality. 

By analyzing mod<>m knowledge practices in terms of the strat· 
egi<'S of power immanent in them, and by treating "sexuality" 

accordingly not as a determinate thing in itself but as a positiv­
ity produced by those knowledge practices and situated by 
their episti'mic operations in the place of the real, Foucault po­

liticizes both truth and the body: he reconstitutes knowledge 

and sexuality as sites of contestation, thereby opening up new 
opportunities for both scholarly and political intervention. 

THE POLITICAL implications of Foucault's discursive ap­

proach to sexuality have not been lost on lesbians and gay 
( me~,"' who for too long have been the objects rather than the 

' ( subJects of expert discourses of sexuality-who have been the 
objects, in particular, of murderously pathologizing, criminal· 
izing, and moralizing discourses, one of whose comparatively 
minor effects has been to deauthorize our subjective expert· 
enCi'S and to delegitimate our claims to be able to speak know· 
ledgeably about our own lives. (To be sure, we no longer live 
in an era when reputable books can be published with such 
titl<'S as The Hot~WSexuals: As Seen by Themselves and Thirty 

Autlwrities,"" but a glance at the recent scientific literature re­
veals a plethora of equally idiotic and authoritative publications: 
"Physical and Biochemical Characteristics of Homosexual 
Men," for example, demonstrates that "homosexuals" have 
"less subcutaneous fat and smaller muscle/bone development," 
narrower shoulders in relation to pelvic width, and lesser mus­
cular strength am . aJs· • ong many other thmgs than heterosexu , 
"F mal ' 

e e Homosexuality and Body Build" establishes that "ho-
mosexual women ha · . d 1 ve narrower hips, mcreased arm an eg 
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girths, less subcutaneous fat, and more muscle than heterosex­
ual women.")114 It is not surprising, therefore, that a number of 

lesbian and gay critical and cultural theorists have tended to 
follow Foucault's example and to resist being drawn in by what 

he called the bavardage, or "chatter,""" of psychiatry, sexology, 
criminology, and social science. Like Sedgwick, they have con­
cerned themselves less with refuting homophobic discourses 
than with describing how those discourses have been consti­
tuted, how they function, how they have constructed their sub­

jects and objects, how they participate in the legitimation of 
oppressive social practices, and how they manage to make their 
own operations invisible."' In a sense, all gay-positive analysis 

of the discursive, epistemological, and institutional operations 
of homophobia begins where Foucault left off: its inaugural ges­
ture, as I already suggested, is to do for the relation between 
"heterosexuality" and "homosexuality" what Foucault did for 
the relation between "reason" and "madness." 

• • • • • • • • 
How CAN SUCH a discursive or strategic analysis hPlp to 
explain the puzzling features of homophobic discoursP already 
noted-namely, its paradoxical combination of incoherence, 
propositional indeterminacy, and social efficacy? Lt>sbian and 
gay theorists, inlluenced by Foucault, have advanced two re­
lated explanations, the first in a deconstructive and the second 
in a psychoanalytic mode. The modPS are distinguishable, but 
they are in fact often and easily combined.67 According to the 
first, "the homosexual" is not a stable or autonomous term but 
a supplement to the d..tinition of "the hetefOS<'xual"-a means 
of stabilizing hetProsexual identity ... According to the second, 
"the homosexual" is an imaginary "Other," whose flamboyant 

"difference" dPflects attention from the contradictions inherent 
in the construction of hPterospxuality; hetefOS<'xuality thrivPS 
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precisely by preserving and consolidating its internal contradic­
tions at the same time as it preserves and consolidates its own 
ignorance of them, and it does that by constructing and deploy­
ing the figure of "the homosexual.'"' I'll expand on each of these 
two points in tum. 

The heterosexual/homosexual binarism is itself a homopho­
bic production, just as the man/woman binarism is a sexist pro­
duction. Each consists of two terms, the first of which is 

unmarked and unproblematized-it designates "the category to 
which everyone is assumed to belong" (unless someone is spe­
cifically marked as different)-whereas the second term is 
marked and problematized: it designates a category of persons 
whom something differentiates from normal, unmarked peo­
ple.'" The marked (or queer) term ultimately functions not as a 
means of denominating a real or determinate class of persons 
but as a means of delimiting and defining-by negation and 
opposition-the unmarked term. If the term "homosexuality" 
turns out, as we have seen, not to describe a single, stable thing 
but to operate as a placeholder for a set of mutually incompat­
ible, logically contradictory predicates, whose impossible con­
junction does not refer to some paradoxical phenomenon in the 
world so much as it marks out the limits of the opposed term, 
"heterosexuality," that is because homosexuality and hetero­
sexuality do not represent a true pair, two mutually referential 
contraries, but a hierarchical opposition in which heterosexu­
ality defines itself implicitly by constituting itself as the negation 
of homosexuality." Heterosexuality defines itself without prob­
lematizing itself, it elevates itself as a privileged and unmarked 
term, by abjecting and problematizing homosexuality. Hetero­
sexuality, then, depends on homosexuality to lend it sub­
stance-and to enable it to acquire by default its status as a 
default, as a lack of difference or an absence of abnormality. 12 

("A source of heterosexual comfort," Paul Mornso· gg ts· 
n su es . 

"'Whatever else you might say about (heterosexuality}, at least 
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it's not that.'" But also "a source of heterosexual anxiety: 
'There is nothing else to say about it but that.' "}'"Although the 
unmarked term c/nims a kind of precedence or priority over the 
marked term, the very logic of supplementarity entails the un­
marked term's dependence on the marked term: the unmarked 
term needs the marked term in order to generate itself as un­
marked. In that sense the marked term turns out to be struc­
turally and logically prior to the unmarked one. (In the case of 
heterosexuality and homosexuality, the marked term's priority 
to the unmarked term is not only structural or logical but his­

torical as well: the invention of the term and the concept of 
homosexuality preceded by some years the invention of the 
term and concept of heterosexuality-which was originally the 
name of a perversion [what we now call bisexuality) and only 
gradually came to occupy its familiar place as the polar opposite 
of homosexuality.)74 "Homosexual," like ''woman,...,. is not a 
name that refers to a ''natural kind" of thing; it's a discursive, 
and homophobic, construction that has come to be misrecog­
nized as an object under the epistemological regime known as 
realism. Which is not, of course, to say that homosexuality is 
unreal. On the contrary, constructions are very real 78 People 
live by them, after all-and nowadays, increasingly, they die 
from them. You can't get more real than that. But if homosex­
uality is a reality, it is a constructed reality, a social and not a 
natural reality. The social world contatns many realities that do 
not exist by nature. 

"The homosexual," then, is not the name of a natural kind 
but a projection, a conceptual and semiotic dumping ground for 
all sorts of mutually incompatible, logically contradictory no­
tions. These contradictory notions not only serve to define the 
binary opposite of homosexuality by (and as a) default; they 
also put into play a series of double binds that are uniquely 
oppressive to those who fall under the description of "homo­
sexual," double binds whose operation is underwritten and 

/ 
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sustained by socially entrenched discursive and institutional 
practices. As constructed by homophobic discourse, "the 
homosexual" is indeed an Impossibly-and, it now appears, 
fatally-contradictory creature. For "the homosexual" is si­
multaneously (1) a social misfit, (2) an unnatural monster or 
freak, (3) a moral failure, and (4) a sexual pervert. Now it is of 
course Impossible, under a post-Kantian system of ethics at 
least, for anyone to be all of those things at the same time-to 
be, for example, both sick and bl<Jmeworthy in respect of the 
same defect-but no matter: such attributes may be mutually 
incompatible in logical terms, but they tum out to be perfectly 
compatible in practical, that is to say political, tenns. Not only 
do they not cancel out one another in practice, they actually 
reinforce one another and work together systematically to pro­

\ duce, over and over again, the same effect: namely, the abjec-
' l tion of "the homosexual." 

But if the logical contradictions internal to "the homosexual," 
as the term and concept are deployed in the political economy 
of sexual discourse, are crippling to those unfortunates who fall 
under that designation, they also enable-correspondingly-a 
cructally empowering incoherence to attach to the unmarked 
term and concept of "the heterosexual." They serve to define 
heterosexuality, Implicitly and therefore all the more effica­
ciously, as simultaneously (1) a social norm, {2) a perfectly nat­
ural condition into which everyone is born and into which 
everyone grows up if no catastrophic accident interferes with 
normal, healthy development, (3) a highly laudable accomplish­
ment that one is entitled to take pride in and for which one 
deserves no small amount of personal and social credit, and ( 4) 
a frighteningly unstable and precarious state that can easily be 
overthrown-by such contingent events as coming into contact 
with a gay or lesbian role model, being Seduced by a member 
of the same sex during adolescence, hearing homosexuality 
spoken or too often, or having a gay man as a primary school 
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teacher (as if there is anyone who has ever had a rwngay man 
as a primary school teacher)-and that therefore needs to be 
militantly protected, defended, and safeguarded by a constant 
mobilization of social forces. 

What allows those mutually incompatible and internally con­
tradictory notions about heterosexuality not only to coexist but 
to thrive, to reinforce one another, and to be politically effica­
cious is their privileged invisibility and the ignorance that sur­
rounds them. The crucial, empowering incoherence at the core 
of heterosexuality and its definition never becomes visible be­

cause heterosexuality itself is never an object of knowledge, a 
target of scrutiny in its own right, so much as it is a ccmditilm 

for the supposedly objective, disinterested knowledge of othRr 
objects, especially homosexuality, which it constantly produces 
as a manipulably and spectacularly contradictory figure of 
transgression so as to deflect attention-by means of accusa­
tion-from its own incoherence.n (If there are no academic 
Departments of Heterosexual Studies, even in our more liberal 
universities, that is not only because all branches of the human 
sciences are already, to a greater or lesser degree, departments 
of heterosexual studies but also because heterosexuality has 
thus far largely escaped becoming a problem that needs to be 
studied and understood.)'" By constituting homosexuality as an 
object of knowledge, heterosexuality also constitutes itself as a 
privileged stance of subjectivity-as the very condition of 
knowing-and thereby avoids becoming an object of knowl­
edge itself, the target of a possible critique.'" In this, it is of 
course unlike homosexuality, which is a perennial object of in­
quiry but never a viable subjective stance, never a disinterested, 
nonpartisan, lPgitintate position from which to speak, and is 
therefore never authorized except as the occasional voice of an 
already discounted and devalued subcultural minority. Thus, 
heterosexuality can be a repository for all sorts of contradictory 
notions without forfeiting its privileges. For the notions that go 
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into heterosexuality, however contradictory they may be, tum 
out not to be collectively disabling because they operate not as 
a set of double binds but as a set of mutually authorizing cre­
dentials which, despite their patchwork quality, become all the 
more unimpeachable for never having to be presented. Indeed, 
if heterosexual credentials ever do have to be presented, they 
not only fail to work but tend to invalidate themselves in the 
process: as all the world knows, there's no quicker or surer W'KJ 

to compromise your own heterosexuality than by proclaiming 
it. After all, if you really were straight, why would you have to 

say so? (Heterosexuality, not homosexuality, then, is truly ''the 

love that dare not speak its name.")"" 

... ... ... ... ... ... ... " 
NOW, IF POWER is everywhere, according to Foucault, and 
if freedom-along with the possibilities for resisting power-is 
contained within power itself, then where shall we locate the 
pressure points, the fault lines, the most advantageous sites 
within the political economy of heterosexistlhomophobic dis­
course for disrupting and resisting it? What opportunities does 
the discursive formation of sexuality create for discursive coun· 
terpractices? What sort of antihomophobic strategies does the 
apparatus of homophobia make possible? Several of them come 
immediately to mind. 

Creative appropriation and resignification. 1 remember be­
ing told that shortly after the newspapers reported the results 
of Simon LeVay's notorious study purporting to discover the 
anatomical and neurological cause of sexual orientation •• there 
appeared in San Francisco a new gay disco named Clu~ Hypo­
thalamus. The point was clearly to reclaim a word that had con· 
tributed to our scientific objectification, to the remedicalization 
of sexual orientation, and to transfonn it ludicrously into a 
badge of gay Identity and a vehicle of queer pleasure. 
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FIGURE 1 

Appropriation and theatricalization. An example of this 
procedure was furnished by the San Francisco Bay Times in its 
response to the infamous June 21, 1993, "lesbian issue" of News­
week (see Figures 1 and 2). The Newsweek article had presented 
ll'sbianism to its presumptively straight readl'rship as an inter­
esting but del'ply probll'matlc phenomenon that might be so­
cially toll'rated but only within certain narrow limits (the 
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FIGURE2 

"limits of tolerance" formula has been a standard accompani­
ment to Newsweek's reponing of homosexuality),'"' and it had 

h .. 
provided a shon glossary of technical terms, such as "butc 
and "femme," in order to assi.~t its readers in acquiring a worldly 
conversancy with the basic if admittedly arcane and exotic fea­
tures of lesbianism. The Bay TimRs responded ten days later 
with its own parodic cover story. Picturing the front cover of a 
publication called Dykeweek, It Imagined a mainstream weekly 
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magazine addressed presumptively to a readership of lesbians 

who might on occasion be curious to learn more about the bi­

zarre sexual rituals of heterosexuals. It provided a devastatingly 

precise and wonderfully alienated perspective on heterosexual 

roles through its own glossary, which contained such items as 

"Wife: Traditionally the 'feminine' partner [in a heterosexual re­
lationship] responsible for domestic tasks and child care" and 

"Vanilla: He comes in five minutes. She just wants to be held.""' 

In this way the Bay Times implied that heterosexuality, not 

lesbianism, is what demands to be problematized by sensational 

journalistic treatment; it also sought to foreground the role­

playing, gender polarization, and power asynunetries that are 
both fundamental and essential to heterosexual relationships­

and that heterosexuals take far more seriously than do even the 

most butch and femme lesbians (insofar as heterosexuals tend 

to see them not as role-playing, gender polarization, and power 

asymmetries but as the natural facts of life). Such a response 

to Newsweek is an attempt not to engage with the content of its 

assertions but to theatricalize its strategies. 84 

Exposure and demystijication. If, as Foucault claims in 7'he 
History of Sexuality, Volume I, power's "success is propor­
tional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms,"110 then the 

careful mapping and exposure of those mechanisms may do 
something to frustrate its operations. That, after all, was the 

task Foucault set himself in his scholarly career. His books on 
the history of the insane asylum, of the clinic, of the prison, of 

the human sciences, and of sexual discourse constitute polit­
ical histories of the production of "truth'..,.-scholarly at­

tempts to historicize and defamiliarize, so as the better to 
sabotage, the technologies of a socially empowered rationality 
that phobically constructs, then scrupulously isolates and si­
lences, the mad, the sick, the delinquent, and the perverse. As 

Foucault put it in an Interview in Le Monde on February 21, 
1975, 
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All my books, whether [Madness and Cii!Uizalion) or this 
one [Disripline and Puni.•h). are little toolboxes, if you 
will. If p<'ople are willing to op..n them and make use of 
such and such a sentence or idea, of one analysis or an· 
other, as they would a scr..wdriver or a monkey wrench, 
in ord<'r to short circuit or disqualify systems of power, 
including even possibly the ones my books come out of, 
well, all the better."' 

.. 

One way to fight homophobia, accordingly, might be to expose, 
as I have just tried to do, the op..rations of homophobic dis­

courses, to reveal the strategies by which the discourses of med­
icine, law, science, and r<'ligion deauthoriz<' lesbians and gay 
men, to subject those discourses to a political critique, and 
thereby to attempt to find ways of frustrating the political stral· 
egies inunanent in their deployment, of delegitimating their 
claims to authority and dismantling their institutional base. 

• • • • • • ,. . 
IN HIS POLITICAL work, by contrast, Foucault tried a dif. 
ferent tactic. As one of his biographers sums it up, ''The goal of 
Foucault's political activity was the empowering of others by 
giving, for instance, prisoners the voice they were denied. His 
own voice tended therefore to fade, or to be merged into a col· 
lective discourse." Rather than intervene immediately in a sit· 
~on affecting others, and propose refonns in institutions, or 
unprovements in material conditions, on their behalf, Foucault 
typically used his intellectual skills and his prestigious social 
location to create specific opportunities for the voices of the 
disem~werect to be heard, recorded, published, and circulated. 
Except 1~ the ~ase of political struggles affecting the university 
system, m Which he was both a knowledgeable and an inter· 
ested · i 

Partie Pant,"' Foucault tended to see his political role as 
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a facilitator rather than a leader: he consl~tently refused to 
speak for others, working instead to create conditions in which 

others could speak for themselves, and his driving ethical 

ambition expressed itself in his resistance to any attempt to 

subordinate the political efforts of particular groups to univer­

salizing or generalizable standards of ethical value. He was wary 

of formulating specific proposals or programs, because he f>e.. 

lieved such programs nearly always amount to a power grab; 

they lead to "abuse or political domination from a bloc" (he 

claimed instead that political experimentation "without a pro­

gram can be very useful and very original and creative, if it does 

not mean without proper reflection about what is going on, or 

without very careful attention to what's possible").'"' Foucault 

strongly resisted any attempt to construct abstract ideals 

against which political change would have to be measured or 

to prescribe ethical criteria for governing the political actions 

of others. "[l]f I don't ever say what must be done, it isn't be­
cause I believe that there's nothing to be done," Foucault in­
sisted; "on the contrary, it is because I think that there are a 

thousand things to do, to invent, to forge, on the part of those 

who, recognizing the relations of power in which they're lmpli­

cated, have decided to resist or escape them. "90 Foucault saw 

political collaboration itself as a matter for evolving negotiation 

among the potential collaborators, whose collective identity 

and commonality of interests had to be constructed rather than 
presumed.91 

Keith Gandal has attempted to explicate Foucault's political 
attitudes and practices, and his account is worth quoting at 
some length: 

Foucault developed a new political role for intellectual 
work and a new sort of political activism that was in· 
formed by historical analysis. What has often been thought 
of as his nihilism was, first of all, his sense that articulating 
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a set of values inhibits effective and ethical political Ill!· 
tion, and, secondly, his understanding that resistance can· 
not stand in pure opposition to the powers that be, but 
that, instead, struggle and change always take pllll!e 
through co-optation, that, in fact, change is made possible 
by co-optation because, in the process of co-optation, in 
assimilating the resistance, the terms of power change .... 
[H]e wanted to establish an activism that was predicated, 
not on the enumeration of values or the proposal of social 
policy, but on tactical considerations and ethical practice 
(including a practice of reform that would not depend 
upon the expert reformer). Foucault was concerned above 
all with the effects of his thinking and political activity .... 
He pursued struggles where the situation was "intolera· 
ble," but also where an alteration of power relations was 
possible .... Those who come to Foucault's work looking 
for political solutions will be perpetually disappointed. 
Foucault's project-in both his politics and his histories­
was not to lay out solutions, but rather to identify and 
characterize problems .... For Foucault, Truth did not 
reside in a set of ideas about the way things should be, 
but in a practice that talked about problems in a manner 
that opened up new possibilities for action. Identifying 
and sizing up a problem was the most determinate act of 
thought. ... Foucault challenged the intellectual activism 
whose claim to a progressive politics is a theoretical ap­
paratus, or a correct set of values, or a program for a le­
gitimate political system. He believed that a progressive 
politics needed, not a vision of what should be, but a sense 
of what was intolerable and an historical analysis that 
could help determine possible strategies in political strug. 
gles. · · ·If Foucault remained fairly silent on the subjects 
of answers and principles, it was because he was acting 
ethically and strategically, it was because he believed that 
asserting principles would get in the way of an ethic of 
"popular" Participation. He wanted to allow and even in­
spire a practice of criticism which proceeded, not with 
expert, theoretical or scientific knowledges, but with "low· 
ranking knowledges .... , 
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For example, the aim of the Groupe d'lnformation sur les Pri­

sons (GIP), which Foucault founded and led in the early 1970s, 
was not to formulate proposals for the reform of the French 

prison system but to gather and disseminate information about 

it and to put that information to the maximum possible disru!>' 
live effect. Foucault accordingly devised questionnaires which 

he distributed to the inmates of prisons, inviting them to record 
their experiences, identify problems, or specify abuses; he then 

collated and published the results. His purpose was to expand 
the available sources of information, and to authorize those who 
are normally the objects of expert discourses, who are spoken 

about while remaining silent themselves, to speak on their own 
behalf-not so that they might confess to the authorities the 

truth of their being, of course, but so that they could articulate 
their own needs, point out the conditions that were particularly 

odious to them, and advance their own political projects. 
The first pamphlet issued by the GIP proclaimed the o~ 

zation's objectives in the following terms: 

The GlP does not propose to speak in the name of the 
prisoners in various prisons: it proposes, on the contrary, 
to provide them with the possibility of speaking them­
selves and telling what goes on in prisons. The GlP does 
not have reformist goals; we do not dream of some ideal 
prison: we hope that prisoners may be able to say what it 
is that is intolerable for them in the system of penal re­
pression. We have to disseminate as quickly and widely as 
possible the revelations that the prisoners tht>mselves 
make-the sole mt>ans of unif)ing what is insidt> and out­
side the prison, the political battlt> and the lt>gal battle, into 
one and the same struggle . ., 

The aim, then, was to democratize the distribution of informa­
tion so as to facilitate the emergence of new circuits of knowl­

edge and power, circuits that might generate different 
distributions of authority and thereby alter the ovt>rall strat ... gic 
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situation in which the governors and the governed found them­
selves. The goal of the struggle was not revolutionary victory 
so much as popular autonomy; its purpose was not to win ac· 
cess to state power so much as to further self-empowennent 
Foucault's aim, in short, was not libemtion but resistarl£€. As 
the 1980 manifesto of the Association Defense Ubre (a legal· 
defense organization), which Foucault helped to draft, puts lt, 
"Let us avoid the hackneyed problem of reformism and anti· 
reformism. It is not up to us to take responsibility for institu· 
tions which need to be reformed. It is up to us to defend 
ourselves so weU that the institutions will be forced to reform 
themselves."'" The immediate aim of many of Foucault's polit· 
ical undertakings, in fact, was to alter, insofar as possible, the 
strategic positions of the various participants in the endless and 
ongoing social struggle that, to his eyes at least, comprised the 
whole of "politics" (which he consistently likened, inverting 
Clausewitz's formula, to the pursuit of war by other means).'" 
In particular, his efforts were directed to resisting specific fonns 
of social domination effected and legitimated by specific ap­

Paratuses of power/knowledge, and his characteristic tactic was 
to attempt to reverse the subject- and object-positions typically 
assigned by those apparatuses to the empowered and the dis­
empowered, respectively. Indeed, perhaps it is not too much to 

say that such a differential assignment of subject- and object­
positions constitutes the basic mode by which systems of 
power/knowledge produce effects of social domination in the 
first place. 

. .. 
I T BE HISTORY of the ongoing struggles for homosexual 
'emanct ar · · i P 100 and gay liberation has consisted largely m the 
sto~ of how lesbians and gay men fought to wrest from non­
gay-Identified people control over such matters as who gets to 
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speak for us, who gets to represent our experience, who is au­
thorized to pronounce knowledgeably about our lives."" It has 
been the story of one long struggle to reverse the discursive 
positioning of homosexuality and heterosexuality: to shift het­
erosexuality from the position of a universal subject of dis­
course to an object of interrogation and critique, and to shift 
homosexuality from the position of an object of power/know!- · 
edge to a position of legitimate subjective agency-from the 
status of that which is spoken about while remaining silent to 
the status of that which speaks.117 The possibility of producing 
such a shift in the status of homosexuality from object to sub­
ject illustrates what Foucault has called in The History of Sex­
uality, Volume I, "the tactical polyvalence of discourses": "We 
must not imagine," he insists, "a world of discourse divided 
between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or be­

tween the dominant discourse and the dominated one .... Dis­
courses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised 
up against it, any more than silences are. We must make allow­
ance for the complex and unstable process whereby discourse 
can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a 
hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a start­
ing point for an opposing strategy.'"'" 

It is precisely because the characteristic and defining political 
strategy of gay liberation is one of discursive reversal that Fou­
cault situates his sole theoretical analysis of the gay liberation 
movement in the cont<>xt of his discussion of ''the tactical poly­

valence of discourses" in The His tory of Sexuality, Volume I. 

There is no question that the app..ardllce in ninetl't'nth­
century psychiatry, jurisprudence, and literature of a 
whole series of discourses on the species and subspecies 
of homosexuality, inversion, pederasty, and ''psychic her­
maphrodism" made possible a strong advance of social 
controls into this area of ''pervl'rsity"; but it also made 
POSStble the fom1ation of a "T<'Yl'rse" discourse: homosex-
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uality bt>gan to spt>ak in its own bPhalf, to d~mand that its 
lt>gitimacy or "naturality" be acknowledged, often in the 
san1e vocabulary, using the same catt>gorit>s by which it 
was medically disqualified.'" 

To the extent that the "revE-rse discourse" produced by the early 

homosexual emancipationists as well as by recent gay libera­

tionists recapitulates (albeit in a positive mode) the sexual 

terms, categories, and concepts of the pathologizing medical 

and psychological discourses to which it opposes itself-and to 

the extent that it thereby extends, prolongs, and fortifies the 

regime of power/knowlE-dge responsible for constructing the 

homosexual/heterosexual binarism in the first place-Foucault 

remains critical of sexual liberation discourse in particular, and 

of discursive reversal in general, as a political strategy. None­

theless, Foucault made it very clear on a number of occasions 

that he considered the early homosexual emancipation move­

ment's discursive reversal of medical discourse to have been, 

in its time, an absolutely necessary strategic move, 100 and there­

fore an important, politically progressive development. "I be­

lieve that the movements labeled 'sexual liberation' ought to be 

understood as movements of affirmation 'starting with' sexual­
ity," Foucault explained to an interviewer in 1977. 

Which means two things: they are movements that start 
with sexuality, with the apparatus of sexuality inside of 
which we're caught, and that make it function right up to 
the limit; but, at the same time, they are in motion relative 
to it, disengaging themselves and surmounting it. Take the 
case of homosexuality. Psychiatrists bt>gan a medical anal­
ysis of it around the 1870s-a point of departure for a 
whole series of new interventions and controls .... But 
(we see homosexuals) taking such discourses literally, and 
thereby turning them about; we see responses arising in 
the form of defiance: "All right, we are what you say we 
:"'e-~y nature, disease, or perversion, as you like. Well, 
1f that s what we are, let's be it, and if you want to know 

Saint Foucault 
58 

-:-"l':· . ~-
__ · . .&. 

·-·· . .. .-:... ----



! 
I 
I 
I 
I 

what we are, we can tell you ourselves better than you 
can." ... I tis the strategic turnabout of one and the "same" 
will to truth."" 

By putting "the 'same' " in quotation marks, Foucault scoffs at 

the hostile liberal reading of The 1/i.sttrry of Sexuality, Volume 

I, that understands it to be making the implausible and odious 
claim that there is no difference between repression and liber­
ation, or that a "reverse discourse" is one and the same as the 
discourse it reverses. On the contrary: to recapitulate in an af­

firmative vein, as the nineteenth-century homosexual emanci­
pationists did, the oppressive, medicalizing discourse to which 
they were subjected, while strategically reversing the object­
and subject-positions assigned by it to themselves and to the 
medical authorities, respectively, is, in Foucault's eyes, to per­

form a significant act of political resistance. 
If Foucault did indeed find fault with the modem project of 

liberating a supposedly repressed sexuality, then, the reason 
was not that "the repressive hypothesis" was wrong but that it 
was politically bankrupt: "[W]e had arrived at a situation in 
which notions of sexual repression found themselves overbur­
dened, worn out, and it was a matter of asking oneself how to 

make those notions function at the interior of a struggle, a bat­
tle, a debate.""" Foucault's explanation for his emphasis on re­
sistance rather than liberation indicates that his critique of 
liberation in The HU;tory of Sexuality, Volume I, should not be 
read as a blanket condemnation or disqualification of it. Fou­
cault's objection to liberation as the goal of sexual politics does 
not express his theoretical position on the issue-it is not an 
enunciation of some cardinal principle or abstract law-but re­
flects his understanding of a specific historical situation, of con­
crete political realities and techniques of power: "a complex 

strategic situation in a particular society."'"" 
In any case, to conceive gay politics as a reverse discourse 

and a form of resistance is not to assign to it an entirely reactive, 
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or nt>gative, character-to deny it a claim to independence or 
creativity. After all, a reverse discourse, as Foucault describes 
it, does not simply produce a mirror reversal-a pure, one-to­
one inversion of the existing terms of the discourse it reverses. 
Gay liberation is not the upside-down reflection of medical 
pathologization, nor is it the exact opposite of homophobic 
stigmatization and oppression. Gay liberation, rather, is a sur­
prising, unexpected, dynamic, and open-ended movement 
whose ultimate effects extend beyond its immediate tactics. 
Gay politics is not a politics of pure reactivity, then, even though 
its conditions of possibility are admittedly rooted in an oppres­
sive regime of power/knowledge. It is a reversal that takes us 
in a new direction. To quote a formulation with which Foucault 
registered strong agreement when it was put to him some years 
later, once again in reference to the lesbian and gay movement, 
"To resist is not simply a negation but a creative process."'"' 

Similarly, the project of shifting the discursive position of ho­
mosexuality from that of object to subject does not constitute 
a mere attempt to reform sexual discourses. It is not an exercise 
in restraining the supposed "excesses" of homophobic bigotry, 
eliminating the supposed "distortions" produced by homopho­
bic "prejudice," and reasserting a new and more rigorous stan­
dard of unbiased sexual knowing, available in principle to 
"everyone" (meaning nongay people). The aim is not to produce 
a supposedly kinder, gentler, more objective, less tendentious 
form of expertise about homosexuality, to be licensed presum­
ably by non-gay-identified authorities-or by lesbians and gay 
men accredited by straight institutions; it is not to reconstitute 
homosexuality as a real object to be studied and understood, 
definitively if sympathetically, by those in a legitimate position 
to know.'"' The aim, rather, is to treat homosexuality as a po­
sition from which one can know, to treat it as a legitimate con­
ditiml of knowledge. Homosexuality, according to this 
Foucauldian vision of un gai savoir, "a gay science," is not 
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something to be got right but an eccentric positionality to be 
exploited and explored: a potentially privileged site for the crit­

icism and analysis of cultural discourses.""' 
In order to reverse the discourses of contemporary hom~ 

phobia, then, it is not enough to attempt simply to reclaim and 

transvalue homosexuality. The most radical reversal of hom~ 
phobic discourses consists not in asserting, with the Gay Lib­
eration Front of 1968, that "gay is good" (on the analogy with 
"black is beautiful")'07 but in assuming and empowering a mar­

ginal positionality-not in rehabilitating an already demarcated, 
if devalued, identity but in taking advantage of the purely op­
positional location homosexuality has been made to occupy by 

the logic of the supplement and by the fantasmatic character of 
homophobic discourse. ''The homosexual" constituted by that 
discourse is, as we have seen, an impossibly contradictory crea­
ture, not a natural reality but a fantasmatic projection, an 

incoherent construction that functions to stabilize and to con­
solidate the cultural meaning of heterosexuality by encapsulat­
ing everything that is "other" than or "different" from iL '"The 
homosexual" is defined by negation and opposition as every­
thing the heterosexual is noL In short, "the homosexual" is an 
identity without an essence. 

To shift the position of "the homosexual" from that of object 
to subject is therefore to make available to lesbians and gay 
men a new kind of sexual identity, one characterized by its lack 

of a clear definitional contenL The homosexual subject can now 
claim an identity without an essence. To do so is to reverse the 
logic of the supplement and to make use of the vacancy left by 
the evacuation of the contradictory and incoherent d .. finitional 
content of "the homosexual" in order to take up instead a ~ 
sition that is (and always had been) defined wholly relationally, 
by its distance to and difference from the nonnative. 
(Homo )sexual identity can now be constituted not substantively 
but oppositionally, not by what it is but by u•ltere it is and how 
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it operates. Those who knowingly occupy such a marginal lo­

cation, who assume a de-essentialized idE'ntity that is purely 

positional in character, are properly speaking not gay but queer. 

UNLIKE GAY identity, which, though deliberately pro­

claimed in an act of affirmation, is nonetheless rooted in the 

positive fact of homosexual object-choice, queer identity need 

not be grounded in any positive truth or in any stable reality. 

As the very word implies, "queer" does not name some natural 

kind or refer to some determinate object; it acquires its meaning 

from its oppositional relation to the norm. Queer is by definition 

u•hatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the domi­

nant. There i$ nothing in particuln.r w which it necessarily 
refers. It is an identity .without an essence. "Queer," then, de­

marcates not a positivity but a positionality vis-a-vis the nor­

mative-a positionality that is not restricted to lesbians and gay 
men but is in fact available to anyone who is or who feels mar­

ginalized because of her or his sexual practices: it could include 

some married couples without children, for example, or even 

(who knows?) some married couples with children-with, per­

haps, very naughty children. "Queer," in any case, does not 

designate a class of already objectified pathologies or perver­
sions; rather, it describes a horizon of possibility whose precise 

extent and heterogeneous scope cannot in principle be delim-

~ 
ited in advance. It is from the eccentric positionality occupied-

/ by the queer subject that it may become possible to envision a 

,/ varie~ of possibilities for reordering the relations among sexual 
\·t" behavtors, erotic identities, constructions of gender, forms of 

'If ) knowledge, regimes of enunciation, logics of representation, 

~ :- ,y modes of self-constitution, and practices of community-for re-
r/' structuring, that is, the relations among power, truth, and de­

sire.'08 
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Perhaps I should say that I don't intend this argument to be 
understood as advocating the adoption of the term "queer" in 
preference to the term "gay" or as providing partisan support 
for the politics of Queer Nation. First of all, it is not for me to 

suggest what words the members of sexual constituencies 
should use to designate or identify themselves. Second, the only 
thing that need be said about Queer Nation in this context is 
that it is significantly less queer, in the sense in which I am using 
the term, than, say, ACT UP, whose style of direct-action politics 
and activist glamor Queer Nation has attempted to replicate for 
the purpose of creating a movement of young lesbian and gay 
radicals defined by no other issue than that of sexual orienta­
tion. '00 (ACT UP, by contrast, draws in members of all the con­
stituencies affected by the AIDS catastrophe, creating a politi­
cal movement that is genuinely queer insofar as it is broadly 
oppositional; AIDS activism links gay resistance and sexual pol­
itics with social mobilization around issues of race, gender, 
poverty, incarceration, intravenous drug use, prostitution, sex 
phobia, media representation, health care reform, immigration 
law, medical research, and the power and accountability of "ex­
perts": in fact, it was precisely ACT UP's contamination of sex­
ual with nonsexual politics, and its supposedly myopic focus on 
AIDS, that generated the felt need for a movement like Queer 
Nation in the first place.) Finally, the endless and fruitless de­
bates among lesbians and gay men over the respective merits 
of "gay" or "lesbian" versus "queer" have not only wasted a lot 
of energy and generated a lot of ill feeling but, more important, 
have inhibited careful evaluation of the strategic functioning of 
those terms, as if there could be any s:lrety or security in ad­
hering single-mindedly to "the right" one (whichever one that 
might be). It is crucial to keep in focus the specific effects our 
terminology of choice will produce when it is deployed-to un­
derstand what, concretely, it will make happen. The problem of 
choosing a particular term should not distract us from the anal-
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ysis of its instrumentality, from the scrutiny of its strategic in­

vestment by various forces, from the critique of the modalities 

of its incorporation into various techniques of power. 

Looked at from such a strategic perspective, the term "queer" 

in and of itself reveals a number of serious liabilities. Consid­

ered purely in tenus of its political efficacy, in fact, the term 

may now be almost hopelessly compromised, and not only be­

cause it has become the vehicle of unproductive political con­

fiict and generational division among lesbians and gay men. 

More critically, "queer" 's very lack of specificity,whiclt}~_ol'l:: 

sider its chief advantage, l[as also become_ its ~tserious draw­

back, and for several reasons. First, as the term is used, it 

sometimes gives a false impression of inclusiveness, of embrac-
----~-· ·--~--. --------

ing in equal measure all species of sexual outlaws. It thereby 

promotes the misleading notion that a queer solidarity has de­

cisively triumphed over historical divisions between lesbians 

and gay men (or between lesbians and gay men, on the one 

hand, and [for example) sadomasochists, fetishists, pederasts, 

and transgender people, on the other) and that differences of 

race or gender no longer pose political problems for queer unity 

that require urgently to be addressed. As it happens, one chapter 

of Queer Nation after another has broken up over the failure to 

acknowledge and to remedy what in fact have remained painful 

imbalances of privilege among the members of various local 

constituencies-imbalances temporarily masked but not re­
dressed by the dream of a single, albeit heterogeneous, queer 

identity."" Second, and perhaps even more important, the lack 

of specifically homosexual content built into the meaning of 

"queer" has made that term all too handy-not for generating 

a de-essentialized identity or defining a marginal positionality 

so much as for multiplying the opportunities for disidentifica­

tion, denial, and disavowal. While some uses of "queer" treat it 

as a virtual synonym of "gay," repackaging an old-fashioned 
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homosexual essentialism under a fashionable and suspiciously 
non-homosexually specific label,'" other uses evoke the an­

cient and persistent specter of sexual despecification. What 

makes "queer" potentially so treacherous as a label is that its 
lack of definitional content renders it all too readily available 
for appropriation by those who do not experience the unique 

political disabilities and fonns of social disqualification from 
which lesbians and gay men routinely suffer in virtue of our 
sexuality.'" "Queer" therefore invites the kind of hostile polit­

ical manipulation that already is all too familiar to lesbians and 
gay men from the deployment of the label"bisexual": it provides 

a means of de-gaying gayness. 
Uke "bisexual," though for different reasons, "queer" would 

seem to provide a ready-made instrument of homophobic dis­

avowal: inasmuch as it reconstitutes sexual identity undt>r the 

sign of the political, it has the capacity to despecify the realities 
of lesbian and gay oppression, obscuring what is irreducibly 
sexual about those practices and persons most exposed to the 
eff.-cts of sexual racism. "Queer" can even support the restig­

matization of lesbians and gay men, who can now be regarded 
(once again) as sad, benighted folks, still locked-unlike post­
modern, non-sexually labeled, self-theorized queers-into an 
old-fashioned, essentialized, rigidly defined, specifically sexual 

(namely, lesbian or gay) identity. Lesbians and gay men can 
now look forward to a new round of condescension and dis­

missal at the hands of the trendy and glamorously unspecified 
sexual outlaws who call themselves "queer" and who can claim 

the radical chic attached to a sexually transgressive idt>ntity 
without, of course, having to do anything icky with their bodies 

in order to earn it. There is nothing enviable about the lot of 
lesbians and gay men who wind up living in the sort of queer 
world where, as a friend of mine reports about a certain New 

England women's collPge, all the women who are sleeping with 
men identify themselves as lesbians and all the women who are 
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sleeping with women identify themselves as bisexuals. Hence 

the stunning headline of a recent lesbian 'zine: LESBIANS wuo 

SLEEP WITH WOMEN! 113 

Despite all its present political liabilities, however, "queer" 

can still stand for the possibility of a radical reversal in the logic 

of homophobic discourses such as I sketched out earlier, and 

my little manifesto in defense of it was framed with that pos­
sibility in mind. My purpose was not to advocate the use of the 

tenn, to divert attention from its various strategic liabilities, or 

to declare my support for the brand of identity politics currently 

advanced under the banner of "queer," so much as to highlight 

and to preserve a dimension of that category's meaning which 

seems to me uniquely useful and worth cherishing, whether or 

not it is realized as the tenn is deployed in current political 

practice. I want to keep open a possibility that may remain, for 

all I know, largely potential, that may indeed already be fore­

closed, but that represents one of the important possibilities 
that some of its earlier advocates saw in the tenn "queer" and 
that may yet constitute one of its crucial uses: namely, the abil­

ity of "queer" to define (homo )sexual identity oppositionally 

and relationally but not necessarily substantively, not as a pos­
itivity but as a positionality, not as a thing but as a resistance 

to the norm.'" Such resistance is not merely a radicalism for 

its own sake, a fashionable attachment to whatever may look 

new in the way of personal or political styles, or a simplistic 
and facile habit of denigrating whatever forms of lesbian and 

gay life may seem insufficiently up to date-all of which ten­
dencies find expression, admittedly (though in a disarmingly 

antipuritanical fonn), in Queer Nation's call to liberation 

through commodification (as in the slogan "Don't militarize, ac­

cessorize!"). Resistance to nonnativity is not purely negative or 
reactive or destructive, in other words; it is also positive and 

dynamic and creative. It is by resisting the discursive and insti­
tutional practices which, in their scattered and diffuse function-

... ,A·~--, .· ., . . .· i 
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ing, contribute to the operation of heteronorrnativity that queer 
identities can open a social space for the construction of dif­

ferent identities, for the elaboration of various types of rela­

tionships, for the development of new cultural forms. As Lee 

Edelman cautiously suggests, 

Though "queer" as the endlessly mutating token of non­
assimilation (and hence as the utopian badge of a would­
be "authentic" position of resistance) may reflect a certain 
bourgeois aspiration to be always au courant, its vigorous 
and unmethodical dislocations of "identity" create, at the 
risk, to be sure, of producing a version of identity politics 
as postmodem commodity fetishism, a wne of possibili­
ties in which the embodiment of the subject might be ex­
perienced otherwise. 115 

Edelman's "diagnosis concerning the nature of the present" 

state of queer politics proceeds along the lines suggested by 

Foucault-that is, "in accordance with [the) kinds of virtual 
fracture which open up the space of freedom understood as a 
space of concrete freedom, i.e. possible transformation. "116 And 

it is precisely such a queer understanding of homosexual iden­
tity that best agrees with Foucault's own vision of gay politics. 

... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... 

FOUCAULT himself would seem to have anticipated and em­
braced a queer conception of both homosexual identity and gay 

politics. In a 1981 interview, at least, he took something like the 
position I have been defending here: "Homosexuality is a his­

toric opportunity to open up new relational and affective po­

tentialities [virtualites), not in 'irtue of qualities intrinsic to the 

homosexual, but because the position of the homosexual 'off­
center,' somehow, together with the diagonal lines which the 

homosexual can draw through the social fabric, makes it pos­
sible to bring to light these potentialities."' 17 Foucault saw ho-
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mosexuality not as a newly liberated species of sexual being 

but as a strategically situated marginal position from which it 

might be possible to glimpse and to devise new ways of relating 

to oneself and to others. 118 As the focus of his work shifted, in 

the last years of his life, from politics to ethics, from an analytics 

of power to an interest in the relation of the self to itself, he 

became attracted to the notion, which he encountered in an­

cient Greek and Roman writers, of an ae.stlwtics, or stylistics, 
of existence, and he brought that notion to bear on his political 

thinking about the future of the lesbian and gay movements. 

Conversely, Foucault's growing exposure, in the same period of 

his life, to the burgeoning political, social, and sexual cultures 

of the new lesbian and gay communities in the United States 

significantly shaped the interpretative lenses he brought to bear 

on the ancient ethical texts and provided a framework for his 

deepening inquiries into ethical self-fashioning. "[l]f I was in­

terested in Antiquity," Foucault remarked two months before 

his death, "it was because, for a whole series of reasons, the 

idea of a morality as obedience to a code of rules is now 

disappearing, has already disappeared. And to this absence of 

morality corresponds, must correspond, the search for an aes­

thetics of existence.""" In order to make sense of Foucault's 

pronouncements about lesbian and gay politics, then, it will be 

necessary to situate his remarks in the context of his late work 
on ancient ethics and, in particular, to summarize his under­
standing of sexual morality in Greece and Rome. 

Ancient ethics, Foucault maintained, concerned itself less 
with the forbidden than with the voluntary: it was a practice of 

self-regulation with regard to pleasure, and as such it consti­
( luted for some elite males an entire "art of life" or "art of ex­
/ istence" (techne lou biou in Greek). "What 1 mean by the phrase 

(the 'arts of existence']," Foucault explained in his introduction 

to the second volume of The History of Sexuality, in terms he 

also applied to homosexual "practices of the self" (pmtiques 
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de soi, "are those voluntary and deliberate practices according 

to which men not only set themselves rules of conduct but also 

seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their 

singular being, and to make their life into a work of art (une 

oeuvre] that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain 

stylistic criteria""'" By practicing such transfonnative "arts of 

life," or "technologies of the self" (techniques de soi), certain 
self-selected members of the Greek upper classes were able to 

live a moral life grounded in what Foucault called "an aesthetics 

of existence." This he defined, in the first instance, as 

a manner of living whose moral value did not depend ei­
ther on its conformity to a code of behavior or on an effort 
of purification but on certain forms, or rather certain gen­
eral formal principles in the use of pleasures, in the way 
one distributed them, in the limits one observed, in the 
hierarchy one respected. Through the logos--through the 
rationality and the relation to truth-that governed it, such 
a life joined in the maintenance and reproduction of an 
ontological order; moreover, it took on the brilliance of a 
beauty that was revealed to those able to behold it or keep 
its memory present in mind. 121 

Principles of ethical conduct in such a system operated more 

like the rules of a bodybuilding regimen or a daily workout rou­

tine than like universal moral imperatives: they functioned not 

as standards by which to normalize populations but as elements 

in a procedure that a few people might adopt with the aim of 

living what they considered a beautiful and praiseworthy life. If l 
such a life was necessarily, given the cultural ideals of classical 
antiquity, a sexually austere one, its austerity was nl'vertheless 

to be achieved not by multiplying and enforcing sexual inter­

dictions but rather by stylizing freedom.'"" The ultimate goal of 

all this ethical work was mastery over self and others. What 

Foucault understood by an "art of existence," then, was aneth­

ical practice that consisted in freely imposing on the fonn of 
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one's life a distinctive shape and individual style, and thereby 
transfonning oneself in accordance with one's own conception 
of beauty or value. 

r Foucault's most detailed picture of the ancient "arts of exis­
tence," and of the corresponding sorts of ethical stylistics to 
which they gave rise, can be found in his writings on what he 
called, in reference to the ancient Stoles and other late antique 
philosophers, la cuUure de soi: "the culture and cultivation of 
the self. "123 Foucault insisted that for the late antique moralists 
"taking care of one's self ... [did) not mean simply being inter­
ested in oneself, nor [did) it mean having a certain tendency to 
self-attachment or self-fascination."'"' Ancient self-cultivation 
was not simply a habit of introspection but a specific "art of 
life" or "art of existence" dominated, in this case, by the prin· 
ciple of "caring for oneself.""'" Foucault emphasized, accord· 
ingly, that the "care of the self" (epimeleia /wautou in Greek, 
cura sui in Latin), as the late antique philosophers came to 
understand this venerable notion, designated "not just a pre­
occupation but a whole set of occupations." It was not an atti· 
tude but a strenuous activity, a practical exercise, a constant, 
demanding, laborious exertion: "[Tjaking care of oneself [was) 
not a rest cure." Furthennore, the care of the self was "a true 
social practice ... an intensification of social relations." It led 
one to seek help and guidance from others, and it was under· 
taken together with others in philosophical communities, aris­
tocratic households, and other institutional settings.'"' Far from 
being a mere vehicle of aesthetic recreation or personal self· 
absorption. the ancient cultivation of the self consisted in a set 
of elaborate and rigorous practices designed to produce a 

1 ( heightened scrutiny of oneself, a constant monitoring of one's 
behavior and dispositions, a holistic and therapPutic regimen of 
mind and body. The result of self-cultivation was not only self· 
mastery but self-sufficiency and happiness. For in the process 
of styling and perfecting oneself, the late antique philosophers 

/ 

Saint Foucault 
70 



I 

• 'll ... ·o =eanu 

taught, one came eventually to find a source of pleasure, a 

means of happiness, in oneself. As Foucault put it, summarizing 

the writings of certain late antique moralists, "[T]he relation to 

self is also defined as a concrete relationship enabling one to 

delight in oneself, as in a thing one both possesses and has 

before one's eyes .... The individual who has finally succeeded 

in gaining access to himself is, for himself, an object of pleas­

ure."'" Self-cultivation ultimately produced a self that could af-~· " 
ford the same kinds of pleasures to its owner as a beautiful 

physique or a work of art. 

Such an ambitious program of self-transformation imposed 

on its participants the need for strict self-regulation, and such 

self-regulation carried with it in tum increased demands for sex­

ual austerity. Nonetheless, "this added emphasis on sexual 

austerity in [late antique] moral reflection [took] the fonn," Fou­

cault argued, "not of a tightening of the code that defined pro­

hibited acts, but of an intensification of the relation to oneself 

by which one constituted oneself as the subject of one's acts."""' 

The more stringent standards of sexual austerity that distin­

guished the late antique "culture of the self"' took the form of a 
new and more intense mode of ethical subjectivation-and of 

new and more elaborate technologies of self-transformation 

that nonetheless remained continuous with earlier classical 
Greek models, insofar as they were still designed to enable one 

to master oneself and to style one's entire existence in conform­
ity with one's own vision of the most beautiful way to live. 

Modem systems of morality, by contrast, have tended to al­

locate little or no role in ethical practice to comparable tech­

niques of self-fashioning, placing most of their emphasis instead 
on personal obedience to the dictates of reason, virtue, con­
science, or the law (whether natural, human, or divine). lienee 
the significance Foucault attributed to the renewed possibilities 
for ethical artistry, self-cultivation, and various stylistics of the 
self produced by the emergence of lesbian and gay communi-
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I ties-and by the emergence, along with them, of original and 
distinctive lesbian and gay styles of life. The construction and 
evolution of openly lesbian and gay social worlds presented, to 
Foucault's way of Ulinking, unique historic opportunities for an 
elaboration of IM'rsonal and ethical creativity analogous to that 
practiced by certain moral athletes in classical antiquity, only 
now such creativity need not be restricted to a social elite, or 
to a single, privileged gender, but could become the common 
proiM'rty of an entire subculture. 

To be sure, Foucault's notion of a "style of life," shaped as it 

( was by his reading of the anci.ent ethical texts at lea:'t as m~ch 
) as by his personal contacts With the rapu:lly developmg lesbian 

and gay conununities, signified something very different from 
what is normally meant by a "lifestyle." As Paul Veyne-a clas­
sicist who worked closely with Foucault during the composition 
of the second and third volumes of The History of Se:ruality­
prolM'riY emphasizes, when Foucault spoke during the last 
months of his life about the creation of a "style of life," he was 
talking not about a standard mode of consumption shared by 
great masses of people, nor about a kind of stylishness, an el­
egance of comportment through which an individual attempts 
to distinguish himself or herself from others, but about a mode 
of ethical elaboration whose goal is precisely to "open up 
(within the sphere of individual existence] the space of freedom 
understood as a space of concrete freedom, i.e. possible [per­
sonal and social] transformation." Veyne explicates Foucault's 
notion as follows: 

Styw does not mean distinction here; the word is to be 
f taken in the sense of the Greeks, for whom an artist was 
1 first of all an artisan and a work of art was first of all a 

work. Greek ethics is quite dead, and Foucault judged it 
as undesirable as it would be impossible to resuscitate this 

~ ethics; but he considered one of its elements, namely, the 
L ' l idea of a work of the self on the self, to be capable of 
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reacquiring a contemporary meaning. ... We can guess at 
what might emerge from this diagnosis: the self, taking 
itself as a work to be accomplished, could sustain an ethics 
that is no longer supported by either tradition or reason; 
as an artist of itself, the self would enjoy that autonomy 
that modernity can no longer do without ... [l)t is no 
longer necessary to wait for the revolution to begin to re­
alize ourselves: the self is the new strategic possibility.''" 

The contemporary meaning that Greek ethics could reacquine 

emerges clearly from Foucault's statements about the potential 

usefulness and value of ethical artistry for the development of 

lesbian and gay culture. "I think that what the gay movement 

needs now," Foucault remarked in 1982, "is much more the art ) 

of life than a science or scientific knowledge (or pseudo- l ' 
scientific knowledge) of what sexuality is .... We have to un­

derstand that with our desires, through our desires, go new 
forms of relationships, new forms of love, new forms of crea­

tion. Sex is not a fatality: it's a possibility for creative life."'"' 

• • • • • • • • 
IT MAY BE tempting to see in Foucault's delineation of an 

aesthetic or stylistic mode of ethical practice in general, and in 
his valuation of lesbian and gay styles of life in particular, a 

mere recapitulation of the much-execrated fin-de-siecle aesth­

eticism typically associated with Oscar Wilde-or a revival, · 
more specifically, of the "dandyism" championed by Baudelaire, ) , 

which Foucault nonetheless took seriously as a form of ethical l 
self-fashioning, of selC-transfomlation, and which he defined as 
"tak[ing] oneself as object of a complex and difficult elabora­
tion."'"' But it would be a political mistake as weU as an exe­
getical error to treat Foucault's ethical aestheticism reductively, 
or to underestimate the radical possibilities contained in all 
these varieties of ethical stylistics-in the Wildean and Baude­
lairean varieties no less than in the Foucauldian one. Foucault 
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in effect seizes on that most abjeded and devalued feature of 
gay male self-fashioning, namely, style-the very category that 

has been repeatE"dly and phobic.ally invoked against him (most 
notably by Hayden \llhite)""-and finds in it a rigorous, austere, 
and transfonnative technology of the self which produces con­
crete possibilities for the development of personal autonomy."" 
Ultimately, what sets Foucault's own stylistics of the self apart 
from a reductively construed notion of "decadent style," and 
what allows the self to become a genuinely new strategic pos­
sibility, not merely an outmoded Romantic one, is the thor-

( oughly impers01W.l conception of"the self" on which Foucault's 
' ) entire model of stylistics rests. 

Foucault himself did not explicitly thematize the impersonal 
character of "the self" as he conceived it, but everything he said 
about "the care of the self" in his late writings strongly implied 
such an impersonal understanding of it When on one occasion, 
for example, he was asked whether "the Greek concern with 
the self" wasn't "just an early version of our self-absorption," 
Foucault replied, "(N]ot only do I not identify this ancient cul­
ture of the self with what you might call the Californian cult of 
the self, I think they are diametrically opposed." <34 In the clas­
sical Greek world, after all, the purpose of self-fashioning was 
not to discover one's "true self" but to work on one's self so as 
to transform it into a vehicle of personal autonomy and social 
preeminence. Self-regulation was a specific strategy for gaining 
power both over oneself and over others; it was not an ancient 
forerunner of New Age mysticism. 

The late antique "culture of the self'' presents an even starker 
contrast with the modem, normalizing, pop-psychological ethic 
of "self-realization." For the late antique philosophers whom 
Foucault studied identified the self with the soul, and the soul, 
as those philosophers conceptualized it, is not a principle of 
personal individuation but an errant particle of the Divine. The 
"self," on this ancient philosophical view of it, then, is not the 
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locus of a unique and private psychological depth (on the model 

of bourgeois humanism) but the site of a radical alterity: it is 
the space within each human being where she or he encounters 
the not-self, the beyond. Ancient self-cultivation aimed accord­
ingly not at realizing a personal self but at actualizing or instan­
tiating an impersonal essence-a generalized moral quality such 
as self-restraint (sophrosyne1, for example, or an intellectual 
capacity such as "reason." In its late antique versions, self~ 
fashioning typically sought to purify the individual soul of its 

accidental characteristics and to reunite it with universal Mind 
The ancient practice of self-cultivation, highly individualistic as 
it was, did not constitute a technology for producing unique 
individuals; rather, it took the form of an ascetic art, a spiritual 
exercise designed to empty the self of precisely those passions 
and attachments that make the self, according to the modem 
view, something individual, personal, and unique. 

Here one detects the pervasive influence on Foucault of the 
magisterial work on "spiritual exercises and ancient philoso­
phy" by Pierre Hadot, a French scholar of the ancient philo­
sophical tradition with whom Foucault worked constantly and 
closely during the composition of The Care of the Self and from 
whose work he seems to have taken the notion of philosophy 
as a transformative mode of existence, an art or style of life.'"0 

That for the ancients the soul is not a self in the modem sense 
but a fragment of divine reason, or an indwelling of some larger 
reality that transcends the self, is a theme ofHadot's work. Sum­
marizing one of the common threads of the late antique philo­
sophical tradition, for example, he emphasizes that "man 
appears, in that which is most his own, as something that is 
more than man, or, to speak more precisely, the true self of 
each individual transcends each individual."'"" 

Similarly, according to Foucault's conception, "the self" 
which is to be cultivated by means of an "art of life" (whether 
in the ancient world or in the modem) is not a personal identity 
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so much as it is a relation of'IY!.flexilnty, a relation of the human 
subject to itself in its power and i;.s freedom.•a1 Foucault's "self" 

, is not an Emerson ian "self": it is not a personal substance or 
( essence but, exactly as Veyne emphasizes, a strategic possibil· 
! ity. Hence, to cultivate oneself-and the "self" referred to here, 

both in the andent texts and in Foucault's French text, Is noth· 
ing but the bare reflexive pronoun-Is not to explore or expe­
rience some given self, conceived as a determinate private 
realm, a space of personal interiority, but instead to use one's 
relation to oneself as a potential resource with which to con· 
struct new modalities of subjective agency and new styles of 
personal life that may enable one to resist or even to escape 
one's social and psychological determinations. To practice a 
stylistics of the self ultimately means to cultivate that part of 
oneself that leads beyond oneself, that transcends oneself: it is 
to elaborate the strategic possibilities of what Is the most im· 
pers<mal dimension of personal life-namely, the capacity to 
"realize oneself" by becoming other than what one is. That is 
what Foucault came to see himself as having done all his life 
through his writing ("one writes," he said, "in order to become 

· / other than what one is");'"" he also came to find the same pos­
sibility for self-transformation in gay sex . 

• • • • • • • • 
FOUCAULT referred to the arduous activity of cultivating, 
fashioning, and styling the self-of working on the self in order 
to transform the self into a source of self-sufficiency and pleas­
ure-as "ascesis" (aski!sis in Greek), ascetics, or ethical work. 
"Ascesis," then, as Foucault conceived it, does not signify self· 
denial, austerity, or abnegation; rather, it means something like 
"training," almost in an athletic sense. Foucault defined "as­
cesis" as "an exercise of self upon self by which one tries to 
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work out, to transfonn one's self and to attain a certain mode 
of being."'"' Foucault ultimately came to understand both 
philosophy and homosexuality as technologies of self­
transfonnation, and therefore as modem versions of "ascesis." 
"For Foucault himself," Arnold Davidson writes, "philosophy 

was a spiritual exercise, an exercise of oneself in which one 
submitted oneself to modifications and tests, underwent 
changes, in order to learn to think differently."''" In the preface 
to the second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality, 
published shortly before his death, Foucault articulated his con­
ception as follows: "What is philosophy today," he asked fa­

mously, "if it does not consist not in legitimating what one 
already knows but in undertaking to know how and to what 
extent it might be possible to think differently?""' And Foucault 
went on to remark that the living substance of philosophy con­
sists in a transfonnative experiment or test that one performs 
on oneself by playing games of truth: philosophy, in that sense, 

is still for Foucault "what it was in times past, namely, an 'as-/ " 
cesis,' an exercise of the self [exercice de soi] in the activity of) ' c.­

thought."'" The goal is se deprendre de soi-mbne, '~' to fall out 
of love with oneself, to get free of oneself, and to reconstitute 
oneself in a calculated encounter with otherness. 

In his inteiViews with the gay press and other interested 
publications, Foucault spoke about homosexuality in strikingly 
similar terms: 

To be gay is to be in a state of becoming .•. the point is 
not to be homosexual but to keep working persistently 
at being gay ... to place oneself in a din1ension where 
the sexual choices one makes are present and have 
their effects on the ensemble of our ur ...... [T)hese sex­
ual choices ought to be at the san1e time creators of 
ways of life. To be gay signifies that these choices dif­
fuse themselves across the entire life; it is also a certain 
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mannPr of refusing the modPS of life offpred; it is to 
make a sexual choice into the impetus for a change of 
ttristence. 144 

Homosexuality for Foucault is a spiritual exercise insofar as it 
consists in an art or style of life through which individuals trans­
form thPir modes of existence and, ultimately, themselves. Ho­
mosexuality is not a psychological condition that we discover 
but a way of being that we practice in order to redefine the 
meaning of who we are and what we do, and in order to make 
our.selves and our world more gay; as such, it constitutes a mod­
em form of ascesis. Foucault proposes to us that instead of 
treating homosexuality as an occasion to articulate the secret 
truth of our own desires, we might ask ourselves "what sorts of 
relations can be established, invented, multiplied, modulated 
through (our] homosexuality .... The problem is not to discover 
in oneself the truth of one's sex but rather to use, from now on, 
one's sexuality to achieve a multiplicity of types of relations ... , .. 

As early as 1977 Foucault distinguished this ascetic, or crea­
tive, dimension of the current lesbian and gay political move­
ment from the characteristic features of the older gay-liberation 
struggle: "A movement is taking shape today which seems to 

me to be reversing the trend of 'always more sex,' and 'always 
more truth in sex,' which has enthralled us for centuries; it is a 
matter-! don't say of 'rediscovering'-but rather of construct­
ing other forms of pleasures, of relationships, coexistences, at­
tachments, loves, intensities. "'46 {Foucault's example of this 
trend was Herve Guibert's early fable La Mort propaga.nde.) 
Expanding on this theme four years later, Foucault expressed 
himself as foUows: "It's up to us to advance into a homosexual 

ascesis that would make us work on ourselves and in vent (I 
don't say discover) a manner of being that is still improbable."'" 
By means of such a homosexual ascesis, a transformative queer 
practice of the self, we may be able "to define and develop a 
way of life" that in tum "can yield a culture and an ethics,""" 
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new fonns of relationship, new modes of knowledge, new 

means of creativity, and new possibilities of love. 

FOUCAULT insisted that homosexuality did not name anal­

ready existing form of desire but was rather "something to be 

desired." Our task is therefore "to become homosexual, not to 
persist in acknowledging that we are. "149 Or, to put it more pre­

cisely, what Foucault meant is that our task is to become queer. 

For his remarks make sense only if he understood his term "ho­

mosexual" according to my definition of "queer"-as an identity 

without an essence, not a given condition but a horizon of pos-l 

sibility, an opportunity for self-transformation, a queer poten- \ ' 

tial. Because one can't become homosexual, strictly speaking: 
either one is or one isn't But one can marginalize oneself; one 

can transform oneself; one can become queer. Indeed, "queer" 
marks the very site of gay becoming. 

It was on the basis of such a queer ethic, of such a vision of 

gay becoming, that Foucault argued against concentrating too 
much political energy on the struggle to obtain specific juridical 
"rights" for lesbians and gay men. 

I think we should consider the battle for gay rights as an 
episode that cannot be the final stage. For two reasons: 
first because a right, in its real effects, is much more linked 
to attitudes and patterns of behavior than to l<'gal formu­
lations. There can be discrintination against homosexuals 
even if such discriminations are prohibited by law. It is 
therefore necessary to establish homosexual lifestyles, ex­
istential choices in which sexual relations with people of 
the same sex will be in1portant lfs not enough as part of 
a more general way of life, or in addition to it, to be per­
mitted to make love with someone of the same sex. The 
fact of making love with someone of the same sex can very 
naturally involve a whole series of choices, a whole series 
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of other valu<'S and choices for which there are not yet 
real possibilities. It's not only a matter of integrating this 
strange little practice of making love with someone of the 
same sex into p~xisting cultures; it's a matter of con­
structing cultural forms."~ 

And Foucault went on to add, "lllf what we want to do is create 

a new way of life, then the question of individual rights is not 

pertinent."'" The point is not to disparage the struggle for gay 

rights, which Foucault himself supported ("It is important. · . 

to have the possibility-and the right-to choose your own sex­

uality. Human rights regarding sexuality are important ... "),"'' 

but to look beyond that struggle to something else, to the pos­
sibility of inventing new rights and establishing new kinds of 

relationships that might entail their own privileges, duties, and 
rights. 

That queerness constitutes not just a resistance to social 
norms or a negation of established values but a positive and 
creative construction of different ways of life seemed self­
evident to Foucault "As far back as I can remember," he told 
an interviewer for Gai pied, 

to desire boys meant to desire relationships with boys. 
That has always been, for me, something important. Not 
necessarily in the form of the couple, but as a question of 
existence: How is it possible for men to be together? to 
live together, to share their time, their meals, their room, 
their leisure, their sorrows, their knowledge, their confi.. 
dences? What exactly is this thing-to be among men, 
"stripped down," outside institutionalized relationships, 
family, profession, obligatory forms of association? 

The problem of inventing queer relationships can be further 

complicated by additional factors, such as differences between 
the partners in age or race or class or nationality: there exist 
no readily available social formulas for mediating and negoti-

Saint Foucault 
80 



ating those differences. "Two men of notably different ages­

what rule will they be able to use in order to conununicate?" 
Foucault asked; "they are face to face with one another, without 
annor, without conventional phrases, without anything to sta­
bilize the meaning of the movement which takes them one to­
ward the other. They have to invent from A to Z a relationship 

without form .... ""'' Self-invention is not a luxury or a pastime 
for lesbians and gay men: it is a necessity. And it is therefore 
part of the acquired practice of what Foucault called "becoming 
homosexual."1M 

,. ,. ,. ,. ,. ,. ,. 

WHAT, SPECIFICALLY, might constitute a queer way of 
life? What might some of the new relationships of which Fou­
cault spoke look like? Foucault gave a few hints about what he 
had in mind in some of his inteJViews with the gay press. The 
first challenge he saw was "to make ourselves infinitely more 
susceptible to pleasures" and, accordingly, to devise relation­
ships that might offer strategies for enhancing pleasure and 
might enable us to escape the ready-made formulas already 

available to us-formulas which offer no alternative to purely 
sexual encounters, on the one hand, and the merging of iden­
tities in love, on the other.'"" Foucault protested against the 
paucity of choices. 

We live in a relational world that institutions have consid­
erably impoverished. Society and the institutions whit'h 
frame it have limited the possibility of relationships be­
cause a rich relational world would be very romplex to 
manage .... In effect, we live in a legal, social, and insti­
tutional world where the only relations possible are ex­
tremely few, extremely simplified, and extremely poor. 
There is, of course, the fundamental relation of marriage, 

The Queer Politics of Michel Foucault 
81 

j 
·l 

·' 



,, 

,, 
" 

and the relations of family, but how many other relations 
should exist ... ! 

Hence Foucault's interest in classical antiquity and its social 

methods for institutionalizing friendships between men, meth­

ods which in their time gave rise to "a system of supple and 
relativE>Iy codified relations" with its own panoply of "obliga. 

tions, tasks, rE>Ciprocal duties, (and] hierarchy."""' Foucault 

made it clear that he did not recommend reviving that classical 

form of social relations; he invoked it merely to dramatize the 

possibility of multiplying the forms of association beyond the 

small number that presently exist 

One possibility that intrigued Foucault-one which he put 

forward as an example of how we might pluralize the currently 
available kinds oflegally institutionalized personal relationships 

while nonetheless accommodating, to some degree, the estab­

lished institutions of law and modem society-was the possi­
bility of expanding the practice of legal adoption. "We should 

secure recognition for relations of provisional coexistence, 
adoption ... of one adult by another," he urged. "Why shouldn't 
I adopt a friend who's ten years younger than I am? And even 
if he's ten years older? Rather than arguing that rights are fun­

damental and natural to the individual, we should try to imagine 
and create a new relational right which permits all possible 

types of relations to exist and not be prevented, blocked, or 
annulled by impoverished relational institutions. "167 Adoption 
might also provide a mE>Chanism for formalizing differences of 
wealth or age or education between lovers, acknowledging in­
formal inequality while providing a framework of mutual sup­
port in which such inequality, accompanied by clearly marked 
rights and duties, might not devolve into exploitation or domi­
nation. 

Such a project may be profitably compared to the queer prac­
tices of self-fashioning pursued by the members of an Italian 
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feminist collective, the Milan Women's Bookstore group, and 
documented in a 1987 volume which has recently been the sub­
ject of a fa'l<'inating and illuminating essay by Teresa de Laure­
tis. Like Foucault, the anonymous authors of this volume are 

very much concerned with the problem of collective ethical and 
political self-fashioning: self-invention is for them, just as it is 
for queer culture, a practical necessity, insofar as it means in­
venting a freedom and a form of unmediated relationship that 
women have never enjoyed ''This book is about the necessity 
to give meaning, exalt, and represent in words and images the 
relationship of one woman to another," the introduction states. 

"[W]e are dealing, in part, with things that had no name .•.• 
What we have seen taking shape [in our group over the course 
of decades] is a genealogy of women, that is, a coming into 
being of women legitimated by the reference to their female 
origin."'"' It is less a question of attempting to realize a preex­
isting female nature than of calling a new social and individual 
identity into being. Commenting on the book's title, Non credere 

di avere dei diritti: La generozione deUa libertii femminile 
neU' idea e neUe vicende di un gruppo di donne ("Don't Think 
You Have Any Rights: The Engendering of Female Freedom in 
the Thought and Vicissitudes of a Women's Group"), de Lauretis 
observes, 

The bold injunction of the title, "don't think you have any 
rights" (a phrase of Simone Weil's, cited in the epigraph), 
with its direct address to women and its unequivocal 
stance of negativity, shruply contrasts with the subtitle's 
affirmation of a freedom for women that is not made pos­
sible by adherence to the liberal concept of rights-civil, 
human, or individual rights-which women do not have IJ.'l 

women, but is generated, and indeed engt"ndered, by tak­
ing up a position in a symbolic community, a "genealogy 
of women," that is at once discovered, invented, and con­
structed through femiuist practices of reference and ad­
dress. 1M 
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Rather than put pressure on a homogeneous identity-concep~ 

such as "woman," in the way that lesbians and gay men in the 

United States have tended to do, relying on the use of pseudo­

ethnic identity categories to secure civil rights according to a 
politically regulative ideal of liberal pluralism, the Milan collec· 

tive explored, as it evolved, various practical devices for coping 

with differences among its members, especially with disparities 

of power and wealth, so as to be able to continue to build re­
lationships among women who were and who would no doubt 

remain to some extent differently positioned with respect to one 

another in terms of economic and social power, One device 

invented in order to meet the challenge posed to the group by 

the social disparities among its members was the practice of 
"entrustment" (affidamento), which de Lauretis explicates as 
follows: 

Briefly, the relationship of entrustment is one in which one 
woman gives her trust or entrusts herself symbolically to 
another woman, who thus becomes her guide, mentor, or 
point of reference-in short, the figure of symbolic medi· 
ation between her and the world, Both women engage in 
the relationship-and here is the novelty, and the most 
controversial aspect of this feminist theory of practice­
not in spite, but rather because and in full recognition of 
the disparity that may exist between them in class or social 
position, age, level of education, professional status, in· 
come, etc. That is to say, the function of female symbolic 
mediation that one woman performs for the other is 
achieved, not in spite but rather because of the power dif· 
ferential between them, contrary to the egalitarian femi· 
rust belief that women's mutua) trust is incompatible with 
unequal power.l80 

The theoretical basis for this Practice apparently lies in the dis­
tinction drawn by the earlier Italian feminist Carla Lonzi (the 
author of Sputiamo su HegeC) between "equality" and "differ· 
ence." According to Lonzi, who is quoted by the volume's col· 
lective authorship to this effect, "[E)quality is a juridical 
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principle ... what is offered as legal rights to colonized people. 
And what is imposed on them as culture .... Difference is an 
existential principle which concerns the modes of being human, 
the peculiarity of one's experiences, goals, possibilities, and 
one's sense of existence in a given situation and in the situations 
one may envision."'"' This definition of "difference," though in 
its original application it refers to sexual difference-that is, to 
the difference between men and women-would seem to apply 
equally well to the various social differences among women. 
And it helps to explain why the immediate goal of the Milan 
collective was not simply to eliminate difference or to impose 
equality but rather to invent ways of dealing with difference so 
as to guard against whatever effects it might produce that would 
pose obstacles to ''the engendering of female freedom." Rather 
than insist on fabricating a purely formal or procedural equality 
that would leave intact existing social disparities among its 
members, the Milan collective experimented with ways of ne­
gotiating those existing differences not only to prevent them 
from producing damaging side effects but also to transform 
them into vehicles of mutual assistance and of communal as 
well as individual strength. In order to achieve that goal, how­
ever, the collective first needed to invent new styles of life, new 
arts of existence. The project seems recognizably Foucauldian. 
As Foucault put it, "I don't see where evil is in the practice of 
someone who, in a given game of truth, knowing more than 
another, tells him what he must do, teaches him, transmits 
knowledge to him, communicates skill to him. The problem is 
rather to know how you are to avoid in these practices ... the 
effects of domination . ... "162 

OF COURSE, the classic case of the strategic use of power 
differentials to produce effects of pleasure instead of effects of 
domination is sadomasochistic eroticism. And so it is not sur-
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prising, pt>rhaps, that some of Foucault's clt>arest indications of 

what might count as queer praxis occur in the context of his 

discussions of SIM. It is also in those discussions that Foucault's 

belief in the transformative potential of queer sex emerges most 

eloquently, if still somewhat sketchily. 
First of all, Foucault emphasizes that what goes by the name 

of "domination" in SIM is a strategy for creating pleasure, not 

a form of personal or political subjugation. 

What strikes me with regard tu SIM is how it differs from 
social power. What characterizes power is the fact that it 
is a strategic relation that has been stabilized through in­
stitutions. So the mobility in power relations is limited, and 
there are strongholds that are very, very difficult to sup­
press because they have been institutionalized and are 
now very pervasive in courts, codes and so on. All that 
means that the strategic relations of people are made rigid. 

On this point, the S/M game is very interesting because 
it is a strategic relation, but it is always fluid. Of course, 
there are roles, but everyone knows very well that those 
roles can be reversed .... Or, even when the roles are sta­
bilized, you know very well that it is always a game. Either 
the rules are transgressed, or there is an agreement, either 
explicit or tacit, that makes [the participants] aware of 
certain boundaries. This strategic game as a source of bod­
ily pleasure is very interesting. But I wouldn't say that it 
is a reproduction, inside the erotic relationship, of the 
structure of power. It is an acting out of power structures 
by a strategic game that is able to give sexual pleasure or 
bodily pleasure . 

The practice of SIM is the creation of pleasure, and there 
is an identity with [i.e., a personal identity attached to] that 
creation. And that's why S/M is really a subculture. It's a 
p'?"ess of invention. SIM is the use of a strategic relation­
~h•p as a ~urce of pleasure (physical pleasure) .... What 
ts m~restmg, is that in ... heterosexual life those strategic 
relat10ns [e.g., pursuit and flight] come before sex. It's a 
strategic relation in order to obtain sex. And in S/M those 
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strategic relations are inside sex, as a convention of pleas­
ure within a particular situation.•~• 

So SIM is a game in which power differentials are subordinated 
to the overall strategic purpose of producing human pleasure; 

it is not a form of domination in which human beings are sub­
ordinated to the functioning of rigidly structured power differ­

entials. 
Next, Foucault saw SIM, especially as it was cultivated and 

elaborated in gay male urban enclaves in the United States as 
part of a wider practice of subcultural community formation, 
not as the expression of a deep psychological impulse which a 
permissive society had finally enabled people to indulge but 
rather as something new that modem subjects could do with 
the sexuality to which their identities had become so closely 
attached. SIM represented to Foucault "a process of invention," 
insofar as it detaches sexual pleasure from sexuality (in an 
SIM scene, the precise gender and sexual orientation of one's 
sexual partner may lose some of their importance as prerequi­
sites of sexual excitement) and insofar as it frees bodily pleas­
ure from organ specificity, from exclusive localization in the 
genitals. SIM thereby makes possible a new relation between 
the body and pleasure, and one effect of continued SIM practice 
is to alter one's relation to one's own body. 

I don't think that this movement of sexual practices has 
anything to do with the disclosure or the uncovering of 
SIM tendencies deep within our unconscious, and so on. I 
think that SIM is much more than that; it's the real creation 
or new possibilities or pleasure, which people had no idea 
about previously. The idea that SIM is related to a deep 
violence, that SIM practice is a way of liberating this vio­
lence, this aggression, is stupid. We know very well what 
all those people are doing is not aggressive; they are in­
venting new possibilities of pleasure with strange parts of 
their body-through the eroticization of the body. I think 
it's a kind of creation, a creativ" enterprise, which has as 
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one of its main featui'I'S what I call the desexualization 
(i.e., the "d<>genitali:zation"} of pl<>asure. The idea that bod· 
ily pl<>asure should always come from sexual pleasure, and 
the idea that sexual pleasure is the root of all our possible 
pleasure-! think lh<It's something quite wrong. These 
practices are insisting that we can produce pleasure with 
vecy odd things, vecy strange parts of our bodies, in very 
unusual situations, and so on.'"' 

The notion of "desexualization" is a key one for Foucault, and 
it has been much misunderstood. When he speaks of "desexu­
alization," Foucault is drawing on the meaning of the French 
word sexe in the sense of sexual organ. What he means by 
SIM's "desexualization of pleasure" is not that SIM detaches 
pleasure from all acts of a conceivably sexual nature (even if it 
does destroy the alJsolute dependence of sexual pleasure on 
sexual intercourse narrowly defined) but that S/M detaches sex­
ual pleasure from genital specificity, from localization in or de­
pendence on the genitals. SIM, along with various related 
(though often quite distinct) practices of bondage, shaving, tit 
torture, cock and ball torture, piercing, hwniliation, flagellation, 
and list-fucking, produces intense pleasures while bypassing, to 

a greater or lesser extent, the genitals themselves; it involves 
the eroticization of nongenital regions of the body, such as the 
nipples, the anus, the skin, and the entire surface of the body. 
And it finds other erotic uses for the genitals than that of stim­
ulation to the point of orgasm. S/M therefore represents a re­
mapping of the body's erotic sites, a redistribution of its 
so-ealled erogenous zones, a breakup of the erotic monopoly 
traditionally held by the genitals, and even a re-eroticization of 
the male genitals as sites of vulnerability instead of as objects 
of veneration. In all of those respects, S/M represents an en­
counter between the modem subject of sexuality and the oth­
erness of his or her body. Insofar as that encounter produces 
changes in the relations among subjectivity, sexuality, pleasure, 
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and the body, SfM qualifies as a potentially self-transformative 

practice (which does not mean, of course, that SfM is the rmly 

sexual activity practiced by [some]lesbians and gay men that 

has the potential to be transformative ). 

By invoking his term "desexualization," Foucault seems to be 

referring back to a 1978 interview with Jean Le Bitoux which 

did not appear in French until ten years later (in what seems to 

have been an imperfect transcript}, has never been reprinted, 

and has never been published in English.'"' A prominent theme 

in that interview is Foucault's insistence on a distinction be­

tween gay and straight machismo, between even the hypermas­

culine "clone" style of gay male comportment, as it was 

elaborated in New York and San Francisco in the late 1970s, 

and the larger "phallocratic culture" (Foucault's term) in which 

we live. Foucault welcomes the possibility of a strategic alliance 

between gay men and feminism, "which has enabled homosex­

uals to demonstrate that their taste for men is not another form 
of phallocracy." Clone culture is not an expression of male su­

premicism or separatism, according to Foucault: "[O]ne has to 

look closer in order to grasp that this entire theatrical display 

of masculinity does not at all coincide with a revalorization of 
the male as male." 

On the contrary: in daily life, the relations between these 
men are filled with tenderness, with cornmunitarian prac­
tices of life and of sexuality. Beneath the sign and under 
the shelter of these masculine theatrical displays, the sex­
ual relations that take place reveal themselves to be, 
rather, valorizations of a masochist sort. Physical prac­
tices of the fist-fucking sort are practices that one can call 
devirilized, that is desexed [i.e., degenitalized]. They are in 
effect extraordinary counterfeit pleasures which one 
achieves by means of various devices, signs, sYJilbols, or 
drugs such as poppers or MDA. 

What these signs and symbols of masculinity are for is 
not to go back to something that would be on the order of 
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phallocratism, of machismo, but rather to invent oneself, 
to make one's body into the site of production of extraor· 
dinarily polymorphous pleasures, pleasures that at the 
same time are Mtached from the valorization of the gen· 
itals and especially of the male gPnitals, After all, the point 
is to detach oneself from this virile form of obligatory 
pleasure-namely orgasm, orgasm in the ejaculatory 
sense, in the masculine sense of the tenn, 100 

••• 

The hypermasculine look of gay clones is deceiving. What the 
new styles of gay virility represent, paradoxically, is a strategy 

for valorizing various practices of devirilization under the sign 
of masculinity, thereby forging a new association between rna& 

culinity and sexual rec<>ptivity or penetrability, while detaching 
male homosexuality from its phobic association with "feminin· 
ity" (conceived in phallocratic terms as ''passivity" or as an 
absence of phallic aggressivity). By desexing (that is, degeni· 
talizing) bodily pleasure, gay male SIM practices make possible 
the creation of a masculine S<>xual identity that need no longer 
be centered in the penis (or that finds new uses for the penis 
which mortify rather than celebrate it). Masculinity can now be 
reconstituted in a devirilized form: that is, it can be constituted 
not phallocentrically but symbolically, or peiformatively. (If 
there is an argument to be made about the possible political 
congeniality of gay male hypermasculinity and feminism, it will 
have to be made on the basis of some such analysis of gender 
performativity, not-as Richard Mohr makes it-on the basis 
of a S<>ntimental valorization of gay male active/passive role­
switching, to which are imputed the standard liberal values of 
equality, fraternity, reciprocity, and democratic egalitarian· 
ism.)167 Foucault similarly interprets lesbian SIMas the expres­
sion of a parallel struggle on the part of women to escape from 
constraining stereotypes of femininity."'" 

The creative and transformative potential of queer sex is es­
pecially clear in the case of list-fucking,'"' the practice that Fou· 
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cault singles out for mention and that he seems to have in mind 

when he speaks of "produc[ing] pleasure with very odd things, 

very strange parts of our bodies." Fist-fucking, after all, is a 

sexual practice that nonetheless differs in several important re­

spects from "sexual intercourse" as the latter is conventionally 

defined. It is less an end-driven, teleological action aimed at 

achieving release of sexual tension through orgasm (as in the 

Freudian model of "full heterosexual genitality")170 than a grad­

ual, lengthy process-"an art," as Gayle Rubin describes it, 

"that involves seducing one of the jumpiest and tightest muscles 

in the body. "'7
' Intensity and duration of feeling, not climax, are 

the key values: the process can sometimes go on for hours, and 

it is possible that neither partner may come-or (in the case of 

men) even maintain an erection for long. It is also possible for 

the receptive male partner to come without being in a state of 

erection at the time. Hence, fist-fucking has been spoken of by 
its practitioners not as sex but as a kind of "anal yoga." As such, 
it would seem to represent a practical refutation of what Fou­

cault considered, as we have seen, the mistaken ·~dea that bod­
ily pleasure should always come from sexual pleasure, and the 

idea that sexual pleasure is the root of aU our possible pleas­

ure." The emergence of fist-fucking as both a sexual and a sub­
cultural phenomenon therefore has the potential to contribute 
to redefining both the meaning and the practice of sex along 

the lines sketched out by Foucault in 1977 when, in an interview 
entitled "Down with the Dictatorship of Sex!" he announced, "I 
an1 for the decentralization, the regionalization of all pleas­
ures."17'1 

• • • • • • • • 
FOUCAULT'S is not the last word on the subject of SIM, of 
course. His pronouncements represent only one man's reflec­
tions and those reflections are not necessarily the most accu-

' 
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rate, the most honest, or the most illuminat.ing.'T.' But on at least 
one point Foucault was demonstrably right: his claim that what 

gay men of his era were up to was "the real creation of new 
possibilities of pleasure, which people had no idea about pre­
viously," is amply borne out by the example of fist-fucking. For 

whatever else one might say about fist-fucking, there is no doubt 
about the fact that it is, historically speal<ing, a new pleasure. 
According to one expert writing in 1983, for example, fist­
fucking "may be the only sexual practice invented in the twen­
tieth century" (or, to be more precise, it was the only such 
practice invented in the twpntieth century until the fin-de-siecle 

discoveries of phone sex and fax sex).174 Perhaps Foucault him­
self was the source of that verdict, if his biographer David 
Macey is correct in identifying him as the nameless "French 
savant" whom Edmund White credits in his 1980 book States 
of Desire with the remark that "fist-fucking is our century's only 
brand-new contribution to the sexual annamentarium.""' How 
"brand new" it was has been ascertained only recently: Rubin· 
dates the emergence of fist-fucking as an elaborated collective 
practice and community formation to the late 1960s; by the 
1970s it had furnished the basis for an entire subculture com­
plete with its own clubs and organizations, its own urban 
spaces, its own artwork and insignia, and even its own public, 
communal events.'76 

To have invented a genuinely new form of pleasure repre­
sented, in Foucault's eyes, a nu>jor accomplishment-and no 
wonder: after all, as Foucault liked to complain to his friends, 
the nineteenth century had invented myriad species of perverse 
sexual <ksire, but virtually nothing new in the way of sexual 
pleasure had been created for millenniam ''The possibility of 
using our bodies as a possible source of very numerous pl<'as­
ures is something that is very Important," Foucault declared in 
1982. "For instance, if you look at the traditional construction 
of pleasure, you see that bodily pleasure, or pleasures of the 
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flesh, are always drinking, eating and fucking. And that seems 

to be the limit of the understanding of our body, our pleas­

ures."'"' The production of a new pleasure is therefore a signif­

icant achievement in its own right, and it testilles powerfully 

and thrillingly to the creative potential of a gay praxis. 

The distinction between desire and pleasure implicit in Fou­

cault's comments on SIM was one he returned to and made 

explicit in several key passages, both in his books and in his 

interviews. The distinction may help to explain the specifically 

political signillcance Foucault attached to the invention of the 

new pleasures produced by fist-fucking or recreational drugs as 

well as to the invention of new sexual environments, such as 
saunas, bathhouses, and sex clubs, in which novel varieties of 

sexual pleasure could be experienced. "It is very interesting to 

note," he observed, ''that for centuries people generally, as well 

as doctors, psychiatrists and even liberation movements, have 

always spoken about desire, and never about pleasure. 'We have 
to liberate our desire,' they say. No! We have to create new 

pleasure. And then maybe desire will follow."'"' As David Macey 

points out, Foucault's emphasis on pleasures rather than desire 
was deliberate: he "was distancing himself from the so-called 

philosophy of desire associated with Deleuze and l.yotard. "''"' 
Foucault explained his emphasis in his interview with Jean Le 
Bitoux: 

I am advancing this term (pleasure], because it seems to 
me that it escapes the medical and naturalistic connota­
tions inherent in the notion of desire. That notion has been 
used as a tool, as a grid of intelligibility, a calibration in 
terms of nommlity: "Tell me what your desire is and I will 
tell you who you are, whether you are normal or not, and 
then I can validate or invalidate your desire." One keeps 
running into this tactic which goes from the notion of 
Christian concupiscence all the way through the Freudian 
notion of desire, passing through the notion of the sexual 
instinct in the 1840s. Desire is not an event but a perma-
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nent feature of the subject; it provides a basis onto which 
all that psychologico-medical armature can attach itself. 

The term "pleasure" on the other hand is virgin tenitory, 
unused, almost devoid of meaning. There is no "pathol­
ogy" of pleasure, no "abnormal" pleasure. It is an event 
"outside the subject," or at the limit of the subject, taking 
place in that something which is neither of the body nor 
of the soul, which is neither inside nor outside-in short, 
a notion neithe.r assigned nor assignable.••• 

It was in order to intensify eXperiences of pleasure "at the limit 
of the subject" that Foucault advocated the use of what he 

called "good drugs."""' He found similar possibilities in bath­house sex: 

I think it is politically important that sexuality be able to 
function the way it functions in the saunas, where, without 
(having to submit to} the condition of being imprisoned in 
one's own identity, in one's own past, in one's own face, 
one can meet Pfople who are to you what one is to them: 
nothing else but bodies with which combinations, fabri­
cations of pleasure will be PGssible. These places afford 
an exceptional PGssibility of desubjectivization, of desub­
jection, perhaps not the most radical but in any case suf­
ficiently intense to be worth taking note of. (Anonymity is 

important} because of the intensity of the pleasure that 
follows from it It's not the aftirmation of identity that's 
important, it's the afllrmation of non-identity .... It's an 
important experience in which one invents, for as long as 
one wants, pleasures which one fabricates together (with others}.'"' 

For Foucault, as for Plato (though for almost exactly opposite 

reasons), sex Would seem to QUalify as a low-level form of phil­
OSOphical activity.'"' At least, intense sexual pleasure performs 
the function of decentenng the subject and fragmenting per­
sonal identity; it thereby goes a certain way toward providing 

Foucault with What he had PrevioUsly sought in the Writings of 
Nietzsche and Bataille: namely, answers to such QUestions as 
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"Can't there be experiences In which the subject, in its consti­

tutive relation.q, in its self-identity, isn't given any more? And 

thus wouldn't experiences be given In which the subject could 

dissociate itself, break its relationship with itself, lose its iden­

tity?"'"" It is not desire but pleasure that, for Foucault, holds 

out the promise of such a disaggregating experience. Unlike 
desire, which expresses the subject's Individuality, history, and 

identity as a subject, pleasure is desubjectivating, impersonal: 
it shatters identity, subjectivity, and dissolves the subject, how­

ever fleetingly, into the sensorial continuum of the body, Into 

the unconscious dreaming of the mind. As Foucault observed 

in 1979 in the course of an address to Arcadie, the old French 

homophile organization, on the subject of Hercullne Barbin and 
the nineteenth~entury Insistence on determining the "true sex" 

of hermaphrodites, "Pleasure is something which passes from 

one individual to another; it is not secreted by identity. Pleasure 

has no passport, no identification papers."''"' 
If we are to prevent personal identity from becoming "the 

law, the principle, the rule" of individual existence,'87 then it is 

ultimately sexuality itself that will have to be resisted, for it is 

sexuality that amalgamates desire and identity Into a unitary 

and stable feature of the Individual person and thereby imparts 
to the subject a "true self"-a "self" that constitutes the "truth" 

of the person and functions as an object both of social regula­
tion and of personal administration. Modem techniques of 
power make use of sexuality in order to attach to us a personal 

identity, defined in part by our sexual identity; by attaching that 
identity to us, they attach us to themselves. "Just because this 

notion of sexuality has enabled us to tight [on behalf of our own 
homosexuality] doesn't mean that it doesn't carry with it a cer­
tain number of dangers," Foucault remarked to Jean Le Bitoux. 
''There is an entire biologism of sexuality and therefore an en­
tire hold over it by doctors and psychologists-in short, by the 
agencies of nom1alization. We have over us doctors, peda-
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gogues, law-makers, adults, Parents who talk of sexuality! .. , It 
is not enough to liberate sexuality; we also have to liberate our­

selves ... from the very notion of sexuality."'"" And in an inter­
View given a few Years earlier, Foucault made a number of 
.POsitive recommendations. "We have to invent with our bod­
ies-with their elements, their surfaces, their masses, their vo~ 
lllnes-a non-<lisciplinary eroticism: an l'roticism of the body in 
its VOlatile and diffuse potentialities, its chance encounters and 
uncalculated pleasures. ... "'"" Foucault's famous and rather 
cryptic remarks, at the end of The History of Sexuality, Volume 
I, about the political importance of attacking sexuality itself and 
Promoting pleasures at the expense of sex make a great deal 

more sense when they are set in the context of his insistent 
distinction between pleasure and desire, and his tendency to 
champion bodies and pleasures, on the one hand, at the expense 
of desire, identity, and sexuality, on the other. "We must not 
believe that by saymg Yes to sex, one says no to power," Fou­cault Wrote; 

on the contrary, one thereby follows in the track of the 
entire apparatus of sexuality. It is from the agency of sex 
that one has to free oneself if one Wishes, through a tac­
tical revel>iaJ of the Various mechanisms of sexuality, to 
assert, "8ainst the hold of power, the claims of bodies, 
Pleasures, and knowledges in their multiplicity and their 
PDssibi!ity of resistance. The rallying point for the coun­
terattack "!!ainst the apparatus of sexuality ought not to 
be sex-<Jesire, but bodies and Pleasures.'"' 

The lransformative power of the Queer sexual practices that 
gay men have invented reveats in this context something of its 
political efficacy: through the invention of novel, intense, and 
scattered bodily pleasures, Queer culture brings about a tactical 
reversal of the mechanisms of sexUality, making strategic use 
of power differentials, physical sensations, and sexual identity­
categories in order to create a QUeer Praxis that ultimately dis-
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penses with "sexuality" and destabilizes the very constitution 
of identity itself. As Leo Bersani summarizes Foucault's posi­
tion, "The most effective resistance to this disciplinary produc­

tivity (of power in the guise of sexuality) should, Foucault 
suggests, take the form not of a struggle against prohibition, but 
rather of a kind of counter-productivity. It is not a question of 
lifting the barriers to seething repressed drives, but of con­
sciously, deliberately playing on the surfaces of our bodies with 
forms or intensities of pleasure not covered, so to speak, by the 
disciplinary classifications that have until now taught us what 
sex is."'"' Fist-fucking and sadomasochism appear in this light 

as utopian political practices, insofar as they disrupt nonnative 
sexual identities and thereby generate-of their own accord, 
and despite being indulged in not for the sake of politics but 
purely for the sake of pleasure-a means of resistance to the 
discipline of sexuality, a form of counterdiscipline-in short, a 
technique of ascesis. The shattering force of intense bodily 

pleasure, detached from its exclusive localization in the genitals 
and regionalized throughout various zones of the body, decen­
ters the subject and disarticulates the psychic and bodily integ­
rity of the self to which a sexual identity has become attached. 
By shattering the subject of sexuality, queer sex opens up the 
possibility for the cultivation of a more impersonal self, a self 
that can function as the substance of ongoing ethical elabora­
tion-and thus as the site of future transformation. 

AT THE SAME time as he proposed practicing what Bersani 

calls ''jouissance as a mode of ascesis, """Foucault also argued 
intplicitly against the tendency to associate resistance only with 
radically non·nonnative social and sexual practices. Despite his 
interest in the transfomtative potential of SIM, Foucault was far 
from insisting that gay life or gay sex had to be thoroughly trans-
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gressive, expt>rimental, or avant-gardist in order to qualify as a 
fonn of political resistance. Given the way that society is cur­

rently organized, aftpr all, even the most innocuous-seeming ex­
Pressions of gay sexuality threaten the coherence of the social 

order. To reduce the inventiveness and creativity of gay life w 
sexual promiscuity, for PXample, is in Foucault's view to erase 

"everything that can possibly be upsetting about affection, ten­

demess, friendship, faithfulness, comradeship, companionship, 
for which a fairly controlled society cannot make room without 

fearing that alliances might be fonned, that unexpected lines of 
force might appear.""'" And he added, 

Imagining a sexual act that does not conform to the law 
or to nature, that's not what upsets people. But that indi­
viduals might begin to love each other, that's the problem. 
That goes "8ainst the grajn of social institutions: they are 
already crisscrOSSed by emotional intensities which both 
hold them in place and fill them with turmoil-look at the 
army, where love between men is endlessly solicited and 
sti!:rnatized. The institutional regulations cannot approve 
SUch [emotional] relations [between men], with their mul­
tiple intensities, Variable colorations, imperceptible move­
ments, and changing forms-relations that produce a 
shon circuit and introduce love where there ought to be 
law, regularity, and custom.'"' 

Hence it is "the homosexual way of life" that according to Fou­
cault, is much more threatening "than the s~xual act itself."'"' 
CWhich may be Why it is easier to legalize gay sex than gay 

lllarriage.) And he added that what straight society finds intol­
erable about gay Pl'ople is not our specific pleasures or sexual 

~ractices but their outcome, their effect on the quality of our 
lives; strrught people can forgive us our Physical thrills, but what 
they ultimately cannot forgive us is our happiness."'" 

Similarly, the most interesting things about SIM and fist­
fucking, in Foucault's eyes, may not have been their allegedly 
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disaggregating impact on the individual subject of desire but 
their incongruous intE'gration into "homosexual ways of life." 
As Rubin has recently documented, the 1970s were a time of 
vigorous and expansive community formation for gay leather­

men in San Francisco and elsewhere in the United States.'"' 
What that meant is that fist-fucking and SIM did not remain 
merely occasional or isolated practices but became linked to 
other expressions of subcultural development, including dress, 

patterns of life and work, the transformation of neighborhoods, 
the growth of community organizations, the provision of public 
services, the staging of athletic events, and ultimately the emer­
gence of locally based and funded social and political groups. 
These developments represented signal instances of the new 
sorts of things that gay men could do with their sexuality, and 
in fact what may have intrigued Foucault most about fist­
fucking was the way a specific non-normative sexual practice 
could come to provide the origin and basis for such seemingly 
remote and unrelated events as bake sales, community fund­

raisers, and block parties. Those "communitarian practices of 
life and sexuality" which Foucault saw knitting together the 
social relationships of gay leathermen demonstrated dramati­
cally how one could "use ... one's sexuality to achieve a mul­
tiplicity of types of relations," "to deline and develop a way of 
life," to "construct cultural forms." 

• • • • • • 
ULTIMATELY, in Foucault's opinion, 

[T]he gay movement has a future which goes beyond gays 
themselves .... [It may include the possibility of a) culture 
in the large sense, a culture which invents ways of relating, 
types of existence, types of values, types of exchanges be­
tween individuals that are really new and are neither the 
same as, nor superimposed on, existing cultural fom1s. U 
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that's possible, tlwn gay culture will be not only a choice 
of homosexuals for homosexuals. It would create relations 
that are, at certain points, transferable to heterosexuals. 

....... 

(Elsewhere Foucault cited gay bat11houses as an institution that 
heterosexuals might benefit from;""' the codification of "rela­
tions of pro,isional coexistence" might enable other "types of 

exchanges" t>qually beneficial to heterosexuals). 

We have to reverse things a bil Rather than saying what 
we said at one time: "Let's try to re-introduce homosexu­
ality into the general norm of social relations," let's say the 
reverse: "No! Let's escape as much as possible from the 
type of relations which society proposes for us and try to 
create in the empty space where we are new relational 
possibilities." By proposing a new relational right, we will 
see that non-homosexual people can enrich their lives by 
changing their own schema of relations.''"' 

The future Foucault envisages for us is not exclusively or cat­
egorically gay. But it is definitely queer. 

All this may seem highly prescriptive, especially coming from 
someone who deplored the political effect ofpreformulated the­
ories or programs on the wayward course of political struggle. 
Foucault, however, strenuously denied that he was prescribing 
anything to anyone.""' In the context of discussions with other 
gay men and intemews with the gay press, Foucault felt able 
to advance proposals because he could do so not on the 
strength of some antecedently established authority but on the 
basis of personal experience, communal participation, and a 
situated knowledge which he shared with his interlocutors. Far 
from prescribing courses of action to others in his intemews, 
Foucault was describing and reflecting on developments in gay 
culture that he saw already taking place all around him. Ed 
Cohen makes the point very well: 

Perhaps the mO&'t distinctive factor in Foucault's discus­
sions of homosexuality, in part owing to the fact that they 
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took place primarily in the (non-academic) gay press, was 
the intimacy he adopted in relation to his topic. Unlike his 
interviews in other contexts-in which he consistently 
refused to use his role as a famous intellectual disctJs. 
sing the implications of his academic endeavours to pro­
pound ... "political positions"-Foucault's forthright atti­
tude in gay publications clearly exemplifies his willingness 
to use his intellectual activity strategically in the struggles 
of which he was a part. Since his inclusive relation to his 
audience established by a gay ( con)text provided Foucault 
with a different relation of "authority" to his subject, it 
enabled him to make more explicit connections between 
his individual historical researches and the historical con­
ditions from which they arose .... To take just one ex­
ample, Foucault's lectures at The Barracks (a now defunct 
gay bathhouse in San Francisco) during the late 1970s 
must be seen as one concrete attempt to (re)situate his 
work on sexuality within the sexual field itself_ Speaking 
as one member of the gay community who was also an 
intellectual, Foucault offered his opinions on the historical 
and tactical situation of the gay movement in order to de­
ploy the knowledge which he elsewhere frames academi­
cally in those concrete fields of power that define everyday 
life for gay men and women.'"' 

The story of Foucault's lectures at The Barracks "during the 

late 1970s" is almost certainly apocryphal (The Barracks had 

closed by 1976), and Cohen's careful attention to the distinction 
between "member of the community" and "intellectual" does 

not capture the unself-consciously enthusiastic and unpreten­

tious tone that I find characteristic of Foucault's interviews with 

the gay press, but Cohen does convey the experimental quality 

of Foucault's practice of thinking out loud in groups of gay men . 

... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... 

QUEER POLITICS itself, finally, is a kind of spiritual exer­

cise, a modem practice of the self. "As strange as it may sound 
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at first," Arnold Davidson concludes, 

Foucault pointed to homosexuality as one resource for an­
sw<.>ring th<.> qu<.>Stion of how to practice spiritual exercises 
in the twentieth c<.>ntury. Ultimately, for Foucault, one link 
between th<.> ancient practices of self-mastery and contem· 
porary homosexuality is that both r<.>quire an <.>thics or as­
cetics of the self tied to a particular, and particularly 
threat<.>ning, way of life. I know it would have given Fou· 
cault genuine pleasur<.> to think that the threat to everyday 
life posed by ancient philosophy had a contemporary an­
alogue in the fears and disturbances that derive from [i.e., 
that are evoked in straight society by) the self-formation 
and style of life of being gay.""' 

The forms of asc<.>Sis, the spiritual exercises of ethical self­
fashioning, by which modem subjects can achieve transcen· 

dence nowadays are obviously not identical to the ancient forms . 

First of all, however suspiciously Catholic Foucault's notion of 

ascesis may sound, the modem analogues Foucault describes are 
entirely secularized Second, modem modes of ascesis, for all 
that they may have to do with effort and imagination and collec­

tive struggle, have little to do with austerity: what can impart to 
human lives in the modem world something of the intensity of ex­

istence which philosophers in the ancient world sought out 
through their strategic practices of austerity is not the elimina· 

)

tion but the cultivation of pleasure. Foucault's "homosexual as­
cesis" calls not for less pleasure but for vastly more pleasure-

' including the intense pleasures procured by means of drugs, sa­
domasochistic eroticism, and anonymous sex. "By taking the 
pleasure of sexual relations away from the area of sexual norms 

and its categories and in so doing making the pleasure the crys­
tallizing point of a new culture," gay people have taken what Fou­
cault regards as "an Important, interesting step.'"""' In the ancient 

( world, the point of sexual austerity was, according to Foucault, 
{ I to enable "very cultivated people ... to give to their life much 
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more intensity"; so "in a way it's the same in the twentieth cen­
tury when people, in order to get a more beautiful life, tried to get 
rid of all the sexual repression of their society, of their child­
hood." Foucault goes on to hypothesize that "Gide in Greece 
would have been an austere philosopher";'"' by the same token, 
one might speculate that Seneca in San Francisco would have 
been a gay leatherman-and a butch bottom, at that. 

The modem practice of pleasure as ascesis can be clearly and 
concretely illustrated by consulting Gayle Rubin's account of 
the Catacombs, a fist-fucking and SIM club in San Francisco in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s. Rubin's affectionate and nostal­

gic evocation of the Catacombs contains a number of elements 
that recall Foucault's conception of queer sex as a spiritual ex­
ercise and echo his interpretation of SIM as a creative and self­
transformative practice. For example, Rubin is at pains to 
emphasize how much planning, deliberation, imagination, fore­
sight, preliminary group formation, and shared sense of com­
mon purpose are necessary for the successful staging of parties 
where people who may not have previously met one another 
can achieve together intense sexual experiences; she also 
points out the transformative effects that can result from such 
experiences as well as the opportunities for making friends, ex­
ploring the body, and inventing pleasure that sexual experimen­
tation affords. Like Foucault, then, Rubin underscores the 
in1portance of formulating in advance a personal or ethical goal, 
the necessity of expending laborious effort, the possibility of 
forming new social bonds, and the opportunities for self­
transformation that accompany the uninhibited pursuit of sex­
ual pleasure. "Good listing and SIM require a great deal of 
attention, intimacy, and trust," she writes. 

Because of this, even casual encounters could lead to deep 
affection and enduring friendships. Moreover, in many cul­
tures the application of carefully chosen physical slless is 
a method for inducing transcendental mental and emo-
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tiona! statt>s. People cante to the Catacombs to do prodi­
gious things to their bodies and minds, and some habitues 
n>ported having the kinds of transfomtational experiences 
more often associated with spiritual disciplines. 

Rubin hastens to add, however, that although "Catacombs sex 

was often intense and serious ... it also had a playful, kids-in­

the-sandbox quality .... The Catacombs environment enabled 

adults to have an almost childlike wonder at the body. It facil­
itated explorations of the body's sensate capabilities that are 

rarely available in modem, western societies.'""" 

y • • • • • • • 

MoDERN VERSIONS of ascesis may be thematicaily or ma­

teriaily opposed to the ancient ones, then, but the two versions 

can nonetheless be thought of as structurally isomorphic. What 

ultimately links the modem with the ancient forms of ascesis is 
the technique of cultivating a self that transcends the self-a 

radically impersonal self that can serve as a vehicle for self­

transformation because, being nothing in itself, it occupies the 
place of a new self which has yet to come into being. The di­

mension of the self that makes it a site of irreducible alterity 
nowadays is no longer the divine spark that dwells within it, of 
course; instead, it is the subject's detennination by history. It is 
no longer divinity but history (in which category I also include 
language and the Symbolic) that guarantees us an experience 

of the Other at the core of our own subjectivity and brings it 
about that any direct encounter with the self must also be a 
confrontation with the not-self.""' 

When I speak of the selfs determination by history, I mean 
both past and future history. Foucault's philosophical work had 
occupied itself with history in the past tense, and had aimed to 
describe as rigorously and as systematically as possible the 
many alterities of the past He had charted the various changes 
in European discursive and institutional practices that had ren-
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dered European culture different from itself and from the forms 
it had assumed in the present day. He had also described the 
species of deviance that European societies constructed, cap­
tured, excluded, and preserved in the process of defining their 
own identities. By doing so he had made those European soci­
eties themselves appear deviant: he had made their reason ap­
pear to be madness, their medicine sickness, their punishments 
forms of criminality, their sexual liberation a form of subjuga­
tion. Such is the effect of writing the history of Western ration­
ality against the background of the figures whom it has so 
violently demonized and cast out.= Moreover, Foucault con­
ceived of historical inquiry itself as a kind of spiritual exercise: 
"I aim at having an experience myself-by passing through a 
determinate historical content-an experience of what we are 
today, of what is not only our past but also our present. And I 
invite others to share the experience. That is, an experience of 
our modernity that might permit us to emerge from it trans­

formed."208 The study of history becomes a spiritual exercise 

when, through it, the self discovers its past as that which dwells 
within its present and thereby comes to recognize in itself its 
own alterity to itself. History is a scholarly thought-experiment 
that we perform on ourselves in order to decenter ourselves by 
revealing, through a genealogical analysis of our being in the 
present, our own otherness to ourselves. In the light of history 
we appear different from ourselves, or from what we thought 
we were, and so we recover a sense of ourselves as sites of 
difference-hence, sites of possible transformation. 

Genealogical inquiry therefore has a proleptic, or ascetic, di­
mension. It is a ''test of the limits that we may go beyond, and 
thus [a] work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free 
beings .... [l]t will not deduce from the form of what we are 
what it is impossible for us to do and to know; but it will sep­
arate out, from the contingency that has made us what we are, 
the possibility of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we 
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are, do, or think. ... [It thereby seeks) to give new impetus ... 
to the undefined work of freedom."'"' Foucault's political ef. 
forts, including his contributions to the lesbian and gay move­

ment, corresponded to that genealogical project Foucault 
labored to discover and to exploit those potential spaces of con· 
crete freedom, of radical possibility, that existed virtually in 
the present "For me, what must be produced is not man iden­
tical to himself, exactly as nature would have designed him or 
according to his essence," Foucault emphasized (his remarks 

were made in the course of a rather recondite discussion of his 
relation to the Frankfurt School, but he might as well have been 
describing the difficulty, the excitement, and the risks of queer 
politics); "on the contrary, we must produce something that 
doesn't yet exist and about which we cannot know how and 
what it will be. "

210 
Political activism, insofar as it takes the fonn 

of concrete utopian vision, is an experiment we perform on 

ourselves so as to discover our otherness to ourselves in the 
experience of our own futurity. Politics is therefore a spiritual 
exercise by which we practice a kind of negative capability in 

relation to our own becoming. The self is a new strategic pos­
sibility, final!y, not because it is the seat of our personality but 
because it is IM point of entry of tM personal into history, 
because it is the place where the personal encounters its own 
history-both Past and future. What it means to practice a ho­
mosexual ascesis is precisely to cultivate in ourselves the ability 
to surpass ourselves, to enter into our own futurity. That some­
times dizzyingly scary, and obviously risky, but also exhilarating 
personal experiment, performed on ourselves by ourselves, is 
What ultimately defined for Foucault-as it still defines for 
many lesbian and gay people todaY-the transformative prac­tice of queer politics. 
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A NUMBER OF objections to this conception of homosexu­
ality as a spiritual exercise are obvious. First, it may be objected 
that Foucault's notion of homosexuality as ascesis provides just 
another ideological alibi for sex, another justification for sex 
functionally equivalent to the traditional ones of love, procrea­
tion, payment of the col\iugal debt, psychic or somatic hygiene, 
and so on. One might well ask whether it shouldn't be the role 
of queer culture not to come up with new alibis, new rationales 

for sex but finally to dispense with such rationales altogether. 
Shouldn't our banner read, in the words of Boy With Anns 

Akimbo (the queer activist graphics collective from San Fran­

cisco), "Sex Is ... Just Sex"?"" For Foucault, however, the 
point of applying to queer sex and politics a concept of "spiri­
tual exercise" derived from ancient asceticism (whatever re­
demptive value that concept may have acquired as I have 
deployed it in this essay) is not to dignify or to license sexual 
expression but to acknowledge-just as Gayle Rubin does­
both that the imaginative and intelligent pursuit of pleasure re­
quires a certain amount of work (in the sense of exertion) and 
that it does a certain amount of work (in the sense of transfor­
mation). Gay culture didn't just happen, after alt it is the out­
come of considerable thought, strenuous effort, desperate 
longing, delirious excitement, and heart-stopping risks. Fou­
cault's vision is rather darker than Rubin's, however: if he does 
seem to suggest that getting fisted is, in some sense, good for 
you, he does so only because he believes that getting fisted is, 
in another sense, extremely bad for you. Only something so v"ry 
bad for the integrated person that the normalized mod"rn in­
dividual has become can perform the crucial work of rupture, 
of social and psychological disint .. gration, that may be neces­
sary in order to perntit new forms of lif" to come into h<'ing. 
But there is no guarantee that they u>ill com" into b<'ing. Fou-

I 
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cault, once again, is not formulating a biUE•print for resistance 
so much as he is reft<'cting on the enE-rgy, dynamism, and col· 
lective bravery of a subculture that, without having a safe foun· 
dation to fall back on, has b!'<'n pion~'<'ring new forms of life for 
many years now. The concept of "spiritual exercise," which I 
am emphasizing here as much for its impertinence as for its 
aptness, serves to indicate something of the effort required to 

produce the social and psychic ruptures that lesbians and gay 
men must engin!'<'r daily in order to detach ourselves from het· 
eronormative society, so as to be able to lead our queer lives 
without apology or compromise, and to continue to forge new 
and better ways of being qu!'<'r . 

Here is a second objection to Foucault's notion of homosex· 
uality as ascesis: just as gay liberation might be thought to aim 

at the elimination of alibis for sex, so might it be thought to 

aim at the dissociation of sex from work. What else does it 
mean, one might ask, to impose an ascetics on oneself but to 

submit to a new kind of discipline? Isn't the most insidious fea· 
ture of the traditional disciplines the ease with which they man­
age to acquire a grip on the individual by enabling that 
individual to be more effective, to achieve more, to work better, 
and to work best of all when those disciplinary mechanisms are 
most thoroughly internalized and when submitting to them feels 
like the eJ\joyment of liberty?"' The most concise response to 
this objection is to distinguish discipline from work. It is point· 
less to attempt to extract from Foucault a repudiation of work 
per se. On the contrary, what Foucault recommends to us, as 
we've seen, is to keep Working at being gay. And he accepted 
as an approXimation to his outlook the Nietzschean dictum that 
one should create one's life by giving style to it through long 
practice and daily work (The Gay Scifff!Ce, no. 290)!"' Not to 
work, in a context shaped by the multiple apparatuses of het· 
eronormativity, is not to resist: it is to surrender any hope of 
autonomy. But if Foucault summons us to more work, the work 
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to which he summons us is not the kind that is necessarily op­
posed to play-or that makes Jack a dull boy. 

The possibility of differentiating ethical work from discipline 
in the modern sense-the possibility, that is, of defining a notion 
of ascesis distinct from modern technologies for extracting do­
cility from the body and for normalizing human subjects-was 
partly what attracted Foucault to the study of ancient ethical 
thought in the first place. The ancient prescriptive texts fasci­
nated Foucault because they presented him with concrete ex­
amples of a discourse that could construct norms wit.Jwut 

producing effects of normalization. For not only was submis­
sion to the norms of ancient morality a deliberate strategy, an 
entirely elective, voluntary matter, a method of self-stylization 
intentionally adopted by a few members of a male elite in order 
to enhance the beauty of their existences and to increase their 
mastery over both themselves and others (and, thus, to consol­
idate their own social authority within their local communities); 
rigorous and austere adherence to the norms of ancient 
morality was also an exceptional practice that, far from achiev­
ing for its practitioners a greater degree of normality, sur­
rounded them with a brilliant and extraordinary distinction. The 
purpose, the function, and the effect of ancient moral self­
fashioning, in other words, was not to enable those who con­
formed to ethical norms to become more normal, more average, 
more capable of losing themselves in the crowd, but, on the 
contrary, to enable a few moral athletes to stand out, appear 
special, and become conspicuous-either in an admirable way, 

as in the case of certain Greek civic leaders distinguished by 
their personal virtue and austerity, or in a ludicrous way, as in 

the case of Socratic philosoph<>rs and their even weirder Hel­
lenistic progeny (such as Diogenes the Cynic, perhaps Fou­
cault's favorite, who masturbated and defecated in public)."'• 

The importance Foucault ascribes to the possibility of con­
structing norms without producing effects of normalization is 
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what explains his insistence that ethical self-fashioning in an­

tiquity was, for the tiny minority who elected to practice i~ a 

matter not of conforming to established codes of conduct but 

of exercising freedom, offreely stylizing one's existence. Sexual 

austerity constituted for the elite male ''the elaboration and sty!· 

ization of an activity tn the exercise of its power and the practice 

of its liberty."'!IO Foucault has been very badly misunderstood 

on this point, and never more so than by professional classi­

cists.••• Foucault's emphasis on the significance of moral free­

dom tn antiquity, far from expressing a sentimental and 

unrealistic idealization of classical civilization, a refusal to ac· 

knowledge the powerfully constraining force of ancient social 

conventions, or an uncritical surrender to the cultural glamor 
and prestige of the Greeks and Romans, reflects instead his un· 

yielding determination to draw a clear and systematic distinc· 

lion between self-fashioning or ascesis, on the one hand, and 

mass obedience or confonnity to laws of conduct, on the other . 
Such a distinction, of course, is crucial to Foucault's ability to 

make his main conceptual point about the fundan.tental differ· 

ence between ancient and modem sexual ethics: 

The moral reflection of the Greeks on sexual behavior did 
not seek to justify interdictions, but to stylize a freedom­
that freedom which the "free" man exercised in his activ· 
ity. · ·: [The Greeks did not for the most part] seek to 
orgaruze [sexual] behavior as a domain in which normal 
behavior might be distinguished from abnormal or patho­
logical Practices .... [T]he requirement of austerity thai 
was implied by the constitution of this subject who was 
master of himself was not Presented tn the form of a uni­
versal law, which each and every individual would have to 
obey, but rather as a Principle of stylization of conduct for 
those who wished to give their existence the most graceful 
and accomplished form """"ible F lth G ks] . ,....,go • • • • or e ree , re-
ftecuon on sexual behavior 88 a m ral d . 1 . o omam was no a 
means or mternallzing, justi""-g or • nnalizi' raJ .. ,.ua , ,o ng gPne 
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interdictions imposed on everyone; rather, it was a means 
of elaborating-for the smallest minority of the popula­
tion, made up of free, adult males-an aesthetics of exis­
tence, the purposeful art of a freedom perceived as a 
power game. Their sexual ethics ... rested on a very harsh 
system of inequalities and constraints (particularly in con­
nection with women and slaves); but it was problematized 
in thought as the relationship, for a free man, between the 
exercise of his freedom, the forms of his power, and his 
access to truth.217 

The study of Greek sexual morality discloses, in short, the pos-1 
sibility of an ascetic discipline whose effect-unlike that of the 

modern disciplines-is not to normalize but, if anything, to mar- ./ 

ginalize: that is, to que<rr. One of the motives behind Foucault's 

protracted engagement with ancient prescriptive and ethical 

texts, a motive rarely grasped by the critics of the later volumes 
of The History of Sexuality, was to recover a sense of the pos­
sibility of just such a queer mode of discipline. "Asceticism, in 
the sense of the renunciation of pleasure, has got itself a bad 

name these days," Foucault said in an interview with Gai pied; 
Foucault himself had given "discipline" a bad name in Disci-
pline and Punish. But queer culture manages to detach certain 

forms of discipline-those cor\ioined with bondage, for exam­
ple-from the norntalizing functions it perfornlS in modern lib-

eral societies. As we have seen, sadomasochistic eroticism uses 
"discipline" strategically not only in order to produce effects of 
intense pleasure but also in order to disarticulate personal iden-
tity and to disrupt the order of the self on which the normali-
zation of modern subjects depends. Uke ancient Greek 
morality, then, SIM can also be understood as "the purposeful 
art of a freedom perceived as a power game." For a modern 
philosophical analogue to such a queer practice of the self, Fou-
cault looked to the dandyism of Baudelaire or the "limit­
experience" of Bataille, but ultimately he had to leave the 
modern world behind, entirely in order to document the exis-
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tence of a mode of ascesis that functions differently from the 

way it does in modem disciplinary society-that functions, in 

other words, not as a technology of subjugation but as a strategy 
of freedom. 

• • • • • • • • 
WHAT ABOUT the objection that queer culture as it actually 

exists, far from producing practices of freedom, has simply pro­

moted new fonns of discipline and constructed even more in· 

sidious procedures of normalization? After all, it has become de 

rigueur among lesbians and gay men to confront straight society 

by deploying just so much queerness, just the right, premea­

sured dose of deviance and nonconformity: there is now a right 
way to be queer, to be radical, to be "in your face," to invert 

the nonns of straight society, and well-socialized lesbians and 

gay men spend a lot of time-and, more tellingly, money-ac· 

Quiring the requisite T -shirts, muscles, haircuts, tattoos, dietarY 
habits, body piercings, and so forth. Isn't the marketing of queer 

identity a form of normalization-by-commodification? How can 

queer modes of consumption count as resistant cultural prac· 
tices, as self-transformative ethical work, without triviallzing 

the very notion of political resistance and compromising its op­
positional function? Doesn't queer commodification reduce pol· 

itics to a consumerist lifestyle? Foucault's response to that 
possibility was to refuse to identify any actually existing social 
group as a political vanguard and, instead, to search constantly 
for new practices, techniques, and modes of analysis that might, 

in the current historical situation, enlarge the possibilities for 
ongoing personal and political transformation. Queer politics 
may, by now, have outlived its political usefulness, but if its 
efficacy and its productive political life can indeed still be re­
newed and extended, the first step in this procedure will be to 

try and preserve the function of queer identity as an empty 
placeholder for an identity that Is still . d h 
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yet to be fully realized, to conceptualize queer identity as an 
identity in a state of becoming rather than as the referent for 
an actually existing form of life. Queer politics, if it is to remain 

queer, needs to be able to perform the function of emptying 
queerness of its referentiality or positivity, guarding against its 
tendency to concrete embodiment, and thereby preserving 
queerness as a resistant relation rather than as an oppositional 

substance. 21
" 

Otherwise, queer culture is likely to suffer, on a larger polit­
ical scale, the normalizing vicissitudes already undergone by SO>­

called queer theory. Coined in 1990 by Teresa de Lauretis 

expressly in order to disturb the complacency embodied in the 
routine co(\junction "gay and lesbian" (that "by now established 
and often convenient formula," as de Lauretis calls it), to in~ 

duce into a monolithic, homogenizing discourse of (homo) 
sexual difference a problematic of multiple differences, and to 
highlight everything that is perverse about the project of thur 
rizing sexual pleasure and desire,''" "queer theory" has since 
been transformed into an unproblematic, substantive designa­
tion for a determinate sub field of academic practice, respecta­
ble enough to appear in advertisements for academic jobs and 
in labels on the shelves of bookstores. Signifying little more than 
what used to be signified by "lesbian and gay studies," "queer 
theory" seems to have forfeited, in this process, much of its 
political utility. In any case, the more it verges on becoming a 
normative academic discipline, the less queer "queer theory" 
can plausibly claim to be. 

It was for precisely such reasons that Foucault refused to 
codify practices of resistance, much less to assist in their insti­
tutionalization. At the same time, however, he also challenged 
the kind of logic that would interpret all existing techniques of 
resistance as recycled modes of domination and that would 
therefore see in gay subcultuml practices nothing but the rep­
etition and reproduction of oppressive social formations: "Yes, 
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[I know) , to live with a boy would be bourgeois, to make love 

furtively in a tearoom, that would be to accept the ghetto, to 

make love in a bathhouse would be consumerism. That's a dis­

course that pretends to be political, but is just naive."""' But 

even without Foucault's reply to this particular objection, his 

political writings afford plenty of indication as to how he would 
have met it. For the objection is grounded, perhaps tacitly, in 

an ideological tendency that Foucault strenuously rejected, a 

tendency to invent and apply theoretical criteria in order to de­

termine what is "truly" radical or resistant and what merely 

"seems" to be so but is really co-opted, is really reinscribed 

within the oppositions it was seeking to evade. "To be sure, 

some political groups have long felt this fear of being co-opted," 

Foucault once remarked, reflecting on his own political activity . 

Won't everything that is said be inscribed in the very mech­
anisms we are trying to denounce? Well, I think it is ab­
solutely necessary that it should happen this way: if the 
discourse can be co-opted, that is not because it is vitiated 
by nature, but because it is inscribed in a process of strug­
gle. Indeed, the adversary pushing, so to speak, on the hold 
you have over him in order to turn it around, this consti­
tutes the best valorization of the stakes and typifies the 
whole strategy of struggles. As in judo, the best answer 
to the opponent's maneuver never is to step back, but to 
re-use it to your own advantage as a base for the next 
phase .... Now it is our tum to reply. zll 

As Foucault insisted over and over again, and as the example 

of the strategic advantages and perils of the term "queer" dram­
atizes, the point to emphasize "is not that everything is bad, but 
that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same 
thing as bad. If everything is dangerous, then we always have 

something to do. So my position leads not to apathy but to a 

hyper- and pessimistic activism I think that the ethico-political 
choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the 
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main danger."'"' And, in another interview, speaking of the 

problem of gay self-nomination, Foucault added, "One can 

never settle into a position. One has to determine the use one 

makes of each moment as it comes along."''" There is no safety 

in the term "queer"; there is no safety in the self-transformative 

exercise of homosexual ascesis. Even before the advent of 

AIDS, the stakes in lesbian and gay self-fashioning were already 
vecy high. The point is not to retreat from the challenge but to 

think as carefully, creatively, intelligently, and imaginatively as 

possible about how to meet it, with a full awareness that what­

ever we decide will have far-reaching and immensely conse­

quential effects that many of us may have to live with. 

The last thing we should want to do, then, is to devise and 

distribute a kind of cultural resistance meter, a test to determine 
how radically transformative, or truly queer, one practice or 

anothl'r really is, so that there can finally be an authoritative 

knowledge about it and a magisterial discipline of it. Without 
advancing a notion of political ascesis so minimal and empty 

that it might include shopping for the right outfit, in other 

words, what we really nl'ed to do is to avoid fommlating a set 
of criteria for resistance so rigorous and systematic that they 
would absolutely exclude the possibility that resistance could 

ever take the form of shopping for the right outfit. Obviously, 
not all gay technologies of the self are necessarily revolutionary, 

transformative, or self-transcending. But it is also important not 
to undervalue the transformative potential of popular subcul­
tural practices. 

Take the subcultural practice which has haunted much of my 
previous discussion of ascesis, namely, gay male bodybuilding. 
It is all too easy to think of reasons why working out ought not 
to qualify as a utopian political practice or as a proper vehicle 
of homosexual ascesis in Foucault's sense: it's too popular, too 
"narcissistic," too consumerist, too conformist, too unoriginal. 
Far from providing a means of translating into actuality an in-
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dividual's fret'ly chosen set of values or idiosyncratic vision of 

life, working out might seem rather to express a caving in to 

pet'r pressure, a form of submission to the normalizing disci­

plines produced by and within gay subcultures-the very dis­

ciplines that cultural radicals of all sorts ought to be resisting. 

And yet, I think gay people have equally good reasons against 
joining in the choms of straight disapproval of gay male "body 

fascism," reasons above and beyond the constant suspicion that 

straight indignation at "fascism" becomes uncharacteristically 

righteous when gay men are its focus, a focus which seldom 

widens to include the vicious and, indeed, fascistic kind of an­

tigay stereotyping exemplified by the accusation of gay male 

body fascism itself and according to which gay men are either 

too effeminate or too masculine, too sexual or too political, too 

self-hating or too narcissistic, too scrawny or too muscular. The 

more pertinent reason for rejecting a reductive, totalizing, and 

demeaning interpretation of gay male gym culture is that such 
an interpretation fails to take account of the many different 

meanings working out may have within the various life projects 
pursued by gay men who frequent gyms. 

In particular, what the facile derogation of gay male gym cui· 
ture misses is that many gay men (and others) work out in order 

to stimulate their immune systems, to live longer lives. It also 

misses the cmcial fact that for serious gym-goers working out 
is more than just a cosmetic recreation: it is a strenuous, de­

manding, and transformative daily ritual which often alters the 
entire shape of one's life-including one's diet, routine, patterns 
of work and sleep, friendships, social habits, sense of commu· 
nity, and sense of personal possibilities. In all of those respects, 

working out is tmly an "art of existence." Finally, and most 
important, queer muscles are not the same as straight muscles. 
Gay male body styles nowadays differ distinctly from hetero­
normative ones. The typical result of contemporary gay male 
body culture is to produce a physique that deviates noticeably 
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from conventional, straight-male norms of masculinity. As D. A. 

Miller writes: 

Only those who can't tell elbow from ass will confuse the 
different priorities of the macho straight male body and 
the so-called gym-body of gay male culture. The first de­
ploys its heft as a tool (for work, for its potential and actual 
intimidation of other, weaker men or of women}--as both 
an armored body and a body wholly given over to util­
ity ... whereas the second displays its muscle primarily as 
an image openly appealing to, and deliberately courting 
the possibility of being shivered by, someone else's de­
sire.224 

What distinguishes the gay male gym body, then, in addition to 

its spectacular beauty, is the way it advertises itself as an object 
of desire. Gay muscles do not signify power. They do not re­
semble the kind of muscles that are produced by hard physical 
labor. On the contrary, the exaggerated, arcane, highly defined, 
elaborately sculpted muscles of the gay male gym body derive 
from no useful pursuit and serve no practical function: they are 
the sort of muscles that could only have been developed in a 
gym. They are explicitly designed to be an erotic tum-on, and 
in their very solicitation of desire they deliberately flaunt the 
visual norms of straight masculinity, which impose discretion 
on masculine self-display and require that straight male beauty 
exhibit itself only casually or inadvertently, that it refuse to ac­
knowledge its own strategies. If, as Foucault hypothesized in 
Discipline and Punish, those whom modem disciplinary soci­
ety would destroy it Iirst makes visible, then gay male body­

builders, in visibly inscribing their erotic desires on the surfaces 
of their bodies, have not only exposed themselves to consider­
able social risks in the course of pursuing their ethical projects 
but have also performed a valuable political service on behalf 
of everyone, insofar as they have issued a challenge of defiance 
to the very mechanisms of modem discipline.""' After all, many 
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gay men work out not in order to conform to an average or 
received standard of male beauty but in order to develop a spe­
cific part of their body or a particular muscle group that holds 

a special significance for them or for their sexual partners: the 
goal of such a physical ascesis is not to look normal but to look 
weird, hypertrophic, even grotesque-that is, queer-and yet, 

for all that, intensely desirable. 
If the example of gay male gym culture might seem to come 

dangerously close to trivializing or debasing Foucault's notion 
of ascesis, perhaps that's because working out isn't a suffi­
ciently elitist practice, and even cultural radicals easily become 

suspicious of any technology of the self that is widely dispersed 
in a culture, and is genuinely popular. It may be worth empha­
sizing, in this context, that the examples of homosexual ascesis, 
such as fist-fucking, that Foucault himself singled out for dis­
cussion indicate how very far his notion of asceticism was from 
being avant-gardist. He did not study the ancient moralists in 
order to propound a private ethic for a few modern philoso­
phers of the bedroom. Rather than prescribe modes of radical 
self-transformation for others, Foucault tried to articulate the 
radical possibilities he saw in those forms of homosexual as­
cesis that lesbians and gay men were already pioneering eve­
rywhere around him. To free Foucault's conception of gay 
asceticism from the elitism and austerity of his ancient sources 
may be, as Foucault would say, dangerous, but it is not neces­
sarily or inevitably to trivialize that conception. 

No doubt very few of the gay leathermen whom Foucault 
encountered in New York and San Francisco in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s modeled themselves on the figure of the Stoic 

sage or thought of themselves as philosophers. But many of 
them surely did believe, just as many of us who take part in 

various forms of lesbian and gay cultural politics still do, that 
they had embarked on an extraordinary life-experiment, an 
astonishing, unforeseen trajectory that had taken them from iso-
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lated, conventional lives, r<'gulated by the routines of hetero­

sexual society and dominated by the tyranny of homophobic 

attitudes, and had catapulted them into a new, exciting, unpre­

dictable, and dangerous mode of existence, one which had to 
be made up as they went along and which turned out to be self­

transforming beyond anything they could possibly have antici­

pated or imagined 

• • • • • • • • 
"W HEREAS OTHER politics recognize only ideal necessi-

ties ... or the free play of individual initiatives," Foucault ob­
served, "a progressive politics is one which recognizes the 

historic conditions and the specified rules of a practice [and 

thus] defines in a practice the possibilities of transformation. 
... ••as Both history and politics, then, are necessary for trans­
formation. Both, moreover, are fictions, according to Foucault: 
history is like a historical romance; politics is like science 

fiction. 227 "I am well aware," he acknowledged, 

that I have never written anything but fictions. I do not 
mean to say, however, that truth is therefore absent. It 
seems to me that the possibility exists for fiction to func­
tion in truth, for a fictional discourse to induce effects of 
truth, and for bringing it about that a true discourse en­
genders or "manufactures" something that does not as yet 
exist, that is "fictions" it. One "fictions" history on the ba­
sis of a political reality that makes it true, one "fictions" a 
politics not yet in existence on the basis of a historical 
truth.""' 

And, in a passage I have quoted twice before, he added that 

the function of any diagnosis concerning the nature of the 
present ... does not consist in a simple characterization 
of what we are but, instead-by following lines of fragility 
in the present-in managing to grasp why and how that-
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which-is might no longer be that-which-is. In this sense, 
any description must always be made in accordance with 
these kinds of virtual fracture which open up the space of 
fceMom understood as a space of concrete freedom, i.e. 
possible transformation.""' 

It is at this point of convergence between spiritual exercises 
and practices of resistance that a queer ethics of self­

transformation appears as a defining and overarching feature of 
Foucault's philosophy and politics. 

~ SO IF Michel Foucault had never existed, queer politics 
would have had to invent him-and perhaps it has indeed in­
vented him, or at least partly reinvented him. ~10 More powerfully 

than any other thinker I know, Foucault politicizes both truth 

and the body, an accomplishment of crucial importance for gay 

and lesbian political resistance in the age of AIDS. In particular, 
Foucault's political critique of sexual discourse gives queers of 

all sorts a powerful weapon with which to challenge and to 

resist the discursive operations of contemporary homophobia, 
if not always to prevail against the institutions in which its crim­
inalizing, pathologizing, and moralizing discourses are en­

trenched Beyond that, and even more important, Foucault 
gives us, in place of a theory of sexuality that would tell us the 
truth about sex, a critique of theoretical discourses about sex­
uality that effectively sidesteps the usual questions about its 
"fundamental nature": what sexuality really is, how we can dis­

cover our true sexuality, how we ought to express it, whether 
our specific expressions of It are healthy or diseased,' and so 
forth. The value of Foucault's non-theory, of his critical inter­
vention in the realm of theory, lies precisely in its brilliant stra· 
tegic evasion of all those questions about what sexuality is and 
in its diversion of our attention, instead, to questions about lww 
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sexuality functions in both knowledge and society: what role 
sexuality has played, as a concept and an experience, in the 
history of European discursive and institutional practices. The 

effect of Foucault's inquiries into that latter set of questions 
about sex is to reconceptualize sexuality as a strategic device, 
as the linchpin of a complex socio-politic<H~Cientific apparatus. 
Foucault thereby converts sex into the basis for a radical cri­
tique of, and political struggle against, innumerable aspects of 
modern disciplinary culture. 

Even and exactly as Foucault politicizes sex, he also depsy­

clwlogizes it. By conceptualizing sexuality as a device whose 
operation can be analyzed rather than as a thing whose nature 
can be known, by treating sexuality as the instrument and effect 
of a series of discursive and political strategies, Foucault trans­
lates sex from the realm of individual fantasy to the domain of 
social power and knowledge. That strategic repositioning of 
sex, that combined politicizing and depsychologizing of it, may 
constitute in fact Foucault's chief contribution to gay political 
theory-as well as the principal reason for his rise to intellec­
tual preeminence as the patron saint of queer activism. Foucault 
is not only our Marx but also our Freud. At least, The History 
of Sexuality, Volume I, contains the only original account of 
sexuality that the twentieth century has produced other than 
Freud's, and it offers the only account of sexuality that can rival 
Freud's and provide a genuine alternative to the normalizing 
discourses of conventional psychoanalysis. More specifically, 
Foucault's antlpsychoanalytic approach to sexuality makes it 
possible, as well as sensible and proper, to treat homophobia} 
as a political, not a psychological, problem: it implies that the ) .­
causes of homophobia are to be sought not in psychic life, in 
fantasy, or in the vicissitudes of human development, but rather, 
as Leo Bersani (rather skeptically) puts it, "(in) a political anx­
iety about the subversive, revolutionary social rearrangements 
that gays may be trying out ... , [an) anxiety about a threat to 
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tlle way people are expected to relate to one another, which is 
not too different from saying the way power is positioned and 
exercised in our socif:!'ty."2:11 

Ultimately, tlle importance of Foucault's work for queer pol­
itics does not consist in any improved or more edifying defini­
tion of homosexuality but, on tlle contrary, in tlle attempt to 
empty homosexuality of its positive content, of its material and 

psychic determinations, in order to make it available to us as a 
site for the continuing construction and renewal of continually 
changing id•mtities.""' "Maybe the target nowadays is not to dis­
cover what we are," Foucault once wrote, "but to refuse what 

we are .... We have to promote new forms of subjectivity 
through the refusal of this kind of individuality .... "233 Fou­
cault's treatment of homosexuality as strategic position instead 
of as a psychological essence opens up the possibility of a gay 
science without objects, of a queer studies founded not on the 
positive fact of homosexuality (and tllerefore not possessed of 
a conventional claim to legitimate authority grounded in a priv-

( ileged access to truth) but on an ongoing process of gay self-
< /knowing and self-formation. Foucault's approach also opens up, 

correspondingly, the possibility of a queer politics defined not 
by the struggle to liberate a common, repressed, preexisting 
nature but by an ongoing process of self-constitution and self­
transformation-a queer politics anchored in the perilous and 
shifting sands of non-identity, positionality, discursive reversi­
bility, and collective self-invention. In that sense, perhaps it is 

not too much to say that Foucault produced the non-theory of 
which ACT UP is the practice-or, at least, that Foucault's stra­
tegic reconceptualization of sex, knowledge, and power has 
found in certain forms of AIDS activism its most original, intel­
ligent, and creative political embodimenl "" 

By contrast, non-gay-identified critics and philosophers, at­
tached to (because their authority is grounded in) traditional 
liberal, humanist notions of truth, freedom, and rationality, have 
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found in Foucault's work only counsels of despair on the sub­

ject of politics. And they are right to do so, insofar as Foucault's 

political critique of institutionalized rationality strikes at the 

root of their epistemological and political privileges. Hence, po­

litical resistance to Foucault's interventions has come not from 

queer activists, not from those who are already in the front lines 

of the daily battle for survivaL but from old-style liberal author· 

ities whose power to define the political an behalf of everyane 

is threatened with delegitimation by Foucault's critique of the 

various forms of expertise to which they customarily appeal in 

order to ground their claims to authority. But lesbians and gay 

men, by contrast-we who, far from having been the benefici­

aries of liberal, humanist notions of freedom, truth, and ration· 

ality, have tended rather to be the targets of a new kind of terror 

carried out in their name (a terror all the more terrible in that 

its nature w terror is effectively concealed beneath the disguise 

of the supposedly nonarbitrary authority of freedom, truth, and 
rationality)-we who have been denied our .freedom, our claims 

to be able to speak the truth about our lives, by having been 
denied a ratianal basis on which to speak at all-we have little 

cause to bewail the passing of those liberal, humanist notions, 
to be threatened by their demolition, or to feel deprived of a 

politics by Foucault's critique of the political economy of dis­
courses. On the contrary, we have tended to find in Foucault's 

critique of the political economy of discourses a viable basis 
and inspiration for resistance, just as we have tended to find in 
'I'Iul History of Sexuality, Volume I, a powerful political charter. 

I contend that the nameless activists who fashioned one of 
the two existing panels for Foucault in the Nan1es Project Quilt, 

that vast but ever-incomplete memorial to the individuals who 
have died as a result of AIDS, understood far better than Fou­
cault's liberal critics the political implications of Foucault's no­
tion of power (see Figure 3). The panel consists of a large 
rectangle with the name MICHEL rotTAtlLT written across the 
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top of it in large letters. Underneath, blocked out in smaller 
lettering, is a long quotation from-what el<~e?-The History of 

Sexuality, Volume I (pages 95-96, to be exact). The text cited 
on the panel is now famous: "Where there is power, there is 
resistance ... a plurality of resistances ... spread over time and 
space .... And it is doubtless the strategic codification of these 
points of resistance that makes a revolution possible." 
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of Michel Foucault 
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[l]n the order of scientific discourse, the attri­
bution of a work to an author was, during the 
Middle Ages, indispensable, because such an 
attribution was an index of the work's truth­
fulness. A proposition was held to derive its 
scientific value from its author. Since the sev­
enteenth century this function has been stead­
ily disappearing in scientific discourse; it no 
longer functions except to give a name to a 
theorem, an effect. an example, or a syn­
drome. In the order of literary discourse, by 
contrast, starting in the same period, the au­
thor's function has been steadily gaining 
strength. Now, we demand of all those narra­
tives, poems, dramas, and comedies which cir­
culated relatively anonymously throughout 
the Middle Ages (and we insist that they tell 
us) where they come from and who wrote 
them. We require the author to answer for the 
unity of the text that we attach to his name; 
we require him to reveal, or at least to display, 
the hidden sense pervading his work; we re­
quire him to link his writings to his personal 
life and his lived experiences, to the real story 
that witnessed their birth. 

-Mkhel Foucault, L'Orrtre du disrours (1971) 

For a long time ordinary individuality-the 
everyday individuality of everybody-rE•­
malned below the threshold of description. To 
be looked at, observed, talked about in detail, 
followed from day to day by an uninterrupted 
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writing was a privilege. The chronicle of a 
man, the narrative of his life, a historiography 
of him composed and revised throughout the 
course of his existence Conned part of the rit­
uals of his power. But disciplinary techniques 
reverse this relation, lower the threshold of 
describable individuality, and make of this de­
scription a means of control and a method of 
domination. The description is no longer a 
monument for future memory, but a document 
for possible use. And this new describability 
becomes more marked in proportion as the 
disciplinary framework becomes more strict: 
the child, the patient, the madman, the pris­
oner will become, with increasing ease from 
the eighteenth century on and according to a 
rising curve which is that of the mechanisms 
of discipline, the object of individual descrip­
tions and biographical narratives. This torning 
of real lives into writing (cette mise"" kriture 
des existences 1'ft>Ues] is no longer a proce­
dure of heroization; it functions ~ a pro­
cedure of objectification and subjection/ 
subjectivation (assujettissemenl]. The care­
fully assembled life of mental patients or de­
linquents belongs, like the chronicle of kings 
or the epic of the great bandits of popular leg­
end, to a specifically political function of writ­
ing-but according to an entirely different 
technique of power. 

-MH:hel Fouc-ault, SMTVrilln-d piUiiT(l975) 

A:u. OF US who write about the life or thought of Michel 
Foucault are embarrassed-though evidently not sufllciently 
embarrassed-by the implicit contradiction between Fou­
cault's critical practice and our own. We are embarrassed, in 
particular, by the contradiction between Foucault's highly skep-
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tical inquiries, instanced by the first passage quoted above, into 
the discursive function of "the author" and our own rather more 
pious inquiries into the authorial significance of Foucault's ut­
terances and actions.' Foucault's biographers are no exception 
to the general embarrassment? What is excl'ptional about them 
is the cause they have to be embarrassed . 

In L 'OI"dre du discours, and in a number of other texts dating 
from roughly the same period (of which the best known and 
most important is the 1969 essay "What Is an Author?"), Fou­
cault set out to analyze what he called "the author-function." 
He subjected the notion of authorship to rigorous and unflinch· 
ing defamiliarization, treating the author not as a real or natural 
category of person but as a functional element internal to the 
operations of discourse-an element, moreover, with a long his­
tory and a documented variety of possible uses. Rather than an 
agent of literary meaning, at once an empirical individual and a 
regulatory principle of textual signification, ''the author" 
emerges from Foucault's writing as a historically specific and 
ideologically contingent component of an evolving discursive 
and institutional technology. ''The author," in other words, is 

ultimately neither a person nor a concept but a practice. And it 
is a practice that Foucault objected to on a number of grounds, 
a practice he thought both possible and desirable to do without 
He tried, insofar as he could, to resist its effects." 

Foucault, to be sure, did not suppose that texts wrote them· 
selves without human agency, or that the people who wrote 
them did not have lives which might, in some contexts and for 
some purposes at least, be worth recounting. "Of course, it 
would be ridiculous to deny the existence of individuals who 
write," he explained, in response to a hypothetical objection of 
his own devising; what interested him was "not, of course, the 
author in the sense of the speaking individual who pronounced 
or wrote the text in question, but the author as a principle for 
grouping together discourses, as the unity and origin of their 
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significations, as the focus of their coherence. •• In the discus­
sion that followed his lecture "What Is an Author'?" to the So­

ch~te Fran~aise de Philosophie on February 22, 1969, Foucauh 
made a similar point with reference to his famous remarks, at 
the conclusion of The Order of Things (1966), about the immi­
nent "death of man": 'This is a theme that allows me to bring 
to light the ways in which the concept of man has functioned 
in knowledge .... It is not a matter of asserting that man is dead; 
it is a matter ... of seeing in what manner, according to what 
rules, the concept of man was formed and has functioned. I have 
done the same thing for the notion of the author." And Foucault 
concluded, with typical and untranslatable sarcasm, "Retenuns 
done nos larmes. 'tf. 

As with "the death of man," then, so with "the death of the 
author": the point is not to pronounce "the author" dead, or to 
prohibit the writing of biographies" (although Foucault himself 
tended to discourage people from studying him, urging them to 
do work of their own instead).7 The point, rather, is to resist 
accepting "the author" as a natural or self -evident catPgory­
and thus to prevent a naturalized concept of "the author" from 
blocking further inquiry into the history of "the author" 's for­
mation or the range of its function. Foucault's critique of "the 
author" is part of a larger political project (which he later 
thought too narrowly conceived) of identifying "the rules of ex­
clusion" that govern the production of discourse and that 
thereby limit our freedom to speak and to write• 

To compose a biography of Foucault, then, is to renounce by 
that very gesture a large part of one's claim to be able to speak 
with authority about one's ostensible subject; it is to convict 
oneself, in effect, of having understood nothing about either 
Foucault's life or his work. And that is not just because bio­
graphical criticism reverses the thrust of discursive analysis­
treating "the author" as a person rather than as a function, nat­
uralizing and thereby intmunizing "the author" against discur-
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' sive critique-but, more importantly, because the practice of 

biography, like the practice of case history, as Foucault argues 

in the passage from Discipline and Punish quoted in the sec­

ond epigraph to this essay, typically operates as a means of 

nonnalization• and thus as an instrument of disciplinary control. 

It was precisely in order to expose the strategic co [\junction of 

expert knowledge and institutional power in such socially au­

thorized practices as the narrativizing of individuality, and in 

order to frustrate (insofar as he could) the complex political 

technology to which such practices materially contribute, that 

Foucault pioneered a critique of the political economy of dis­

courses. 

, , , , , 

FOUCAULT himself had led an eminently describable life. He 

could be described, more particularly, and as different occa· 

sions might require, as a madman (he had flirted with suicide 

in his youth), as a left-wing political extremist (he was a mem­
ber of the Communist party in the 1950s and a Maoist in the late 

sixties and early seventies), or as a sexual pervert (he was a gay 

man and a sadomasochist). Foucault, in other words, had good 
reason to wish to identify, to isolate, and to analyze the "rules 
of exclusion" that govem "the order of discourse," to uncover 

the logic behind their operation, and to elucidate the specific 

strategies that work to deauthorize and to silence social devi· 
ants, licensing instead the usual authorities to specify the 
"truth" of our existence in "objective" (i.e., objectifying and 
pathologizing) tenns. And he had good reason to resist the dis· 
ciplinary ''procedures of objectification and subjection" 
whereby socially accredited experts "tum real lives into writ· 
lng." There is nothing remotely so Innocuous as to deserve the 
title of "ironic" or "coincidental," then-rather, there is what 
could only have been expected-in the fact of Foucault's be-
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coming, especially since his death in 1984, "the object of indi­

vidual descriptions and biographical narratives." The recent 

publication of three ml\ior biographies of Foucault affords an 

all-too-apt opportunity both to elaborate Foucault's thesis about 

the politics of biographical description and to extend Foucault's 
own explorations of the power-effects produced by truth, and 

of the discourses of truth produced by power, 10 to the posthu­

mous mise en ecriture of Foucault himself. 

Even before the publication in 1993 of James Miller's Passion 
of Michel Foucault and David Macey's Lives of Michel Foucault, 
even before Didier Eribon's earlier biography Michel Foucault 

appeared in French in 1989 and was translated into English in 

1991, sufficient quantities of biographical information were al­

ready in sufficiently wide circulation to yield abundant and tell­
ing indications of the kind of use to which, in time, the future 

biographies of Foucault would largely be put In 1984, for ex­

ample, in the course of an otherwise very fine appreciation of 
Foucault's work, Edward Said thought it necessary to empha­

size, before he went on to discuss The History of Sexuality, 
Volume I, that the book's "basis in the vicissitudes of Foucault's 

own sexual identity is notable."'' (He did not elaborate on what, 

in particular, was so notable about it.) Said also spoke of the 
later Foucault's "overdetermined shift from the political to the 
personal," thereby gesturing toward an implied distinction be­

tween Foucault's unfortunate scholarly deviation and the delib­
erate, principled, self-determined shifts that typify the work of 

normal people-such as the shift in Said's later work from lit­
erary studies to orientalism, no doubt-changes of direction 
that apparently do 1wt suffer, in other words, from "overdeter­
mination" (which is to say, "pathological compulsion")." Said's 

darkly unspecific but nonetheless very pointed remarks pre­
sumed not only that his readership already knew e:racUy what 
"sexual identity" of Foucault's (attended by what myriad of "vi­
cissitudes") he was referring to but also that it shared Said's 
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extreme reluctance to see that identity specified; he could there­
fore afford to spare himself the indignity of noticing the partic­
ular sexual identity that he effectively imputed to Foucault­
treating it, rather, as a matter so strictly personal and private, 
and at the same time so much in the domain of public knowl­
edge, as to be no less indelicate than superfluous to mention 

by name. It is through that effortless demonstration of world­
liness, of easy familiarity with and unruffled, if unimpressed, 
knowingness about the supposed fact of Foucault's homosex­
uality, that Said manages to accrue "a surplus value of cultural 
authority"13 against which he can then go on to trade, and to 

trade so unobtrusively-which is to say, so competently (it 
would have been much more contestable, and therefore much 
less effective, to come right out and accuse Foucault's work of 
bearing the disfiguring traces of its author's sexual pathology)­
as to insure the political effects of his writing against the risks 

of political challenge and critique. 14 

Said was writing Foucault's obituary. More recent and more 
hostile critics of Foucault, especially those who could claim not 
to suffer from the personal and political disqualifications that 
now seemed to mark their dead adversary, have shown consid· 
erably less compunction about invoking the supposedly scan· 
dalous facts of his life in order to diminish the appeal or to 

demean the significance of his thought A typical and instructive 
example of that common tactic happened to be provided, con· 
veniently enough for my purposes, by an issue of the Times 

Literary Supplement that appeared just as I was composing 
the first draft of this paper and that advertised on its cover, 
under the title "Althusser the Murderous Child," a review by 
one Mark Lilla of the recently published memoirs and biogra· 
phies of Foucault's mentor, longtime friend, and int<>llectual 
ally.'• One of Lilla's devices in this essay is to link Althusser 
with Foucault in ways calculated to denigrate the life and 
thought of each man by guilty association with the other. Lilla 
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begins, for example, by referring to Althusser's 1980 murder of 

his wife and subsequent psychiatric conllnement "as another 

morbid episode in the denouement of ill pensee 68," in which 

category he also includes "Michel Foucault's death from AIDS." 
Later, speaking of Althusser's first bouts of depression which 

occurred shortly after he had begun teaching at the Ecole Nor­

male Superieure, Lilla notes, "To their credit, the school au­
thorities reacted quickly and placed him in a separate room in 
the infirmary, a room where he (like Michel Foucault after him) 

would frequently seek psychological refuge." Having diagnosed 

Althusser's work as "one extended effort to make us share his 
[abnormal, pathological] condition," Lilla concludes, in a tone 
of undisguised satisfaction, "Biography now permits us [nonnal, 

healthy folk] to see what a profoundly intimate meaning the 
philosophical flight from subjectivity and the attack on human­

ism had for Althusser, as it did for Foucault" What biography 

enables Lilla to discover, of course, is not a truth about either 
Foucault or Althusser so much as an effective strategy of de­
legitimation and trivialization that avails him in his effort to 

police the socially established boundaries between the normal 
and the pathological. 

.. 
As TilE SUPREMELY confident undemonstrativeness of 

these innuendos indicates, 16 it does not require any very stren­

uous effort to discredit the views of an ideological adversary 
when that adversary has already been branded, in the eyes of 
some portion of one's readership at any rate, as a madman or a 
pervert. How seriously, after all, can anyone take the views of 
someone whose stigmatized personal practices and identity 
confer upon everyone else a power of irrefutable judgment over 

him? No wonder, then, that the vulgarity that normally attaches 
to ad hominem attacks (not to say bashings), at least in intel-
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lectual circles, and that normally constitutes a disincentive to 

engage in them, seems almost magically to dissipate-for rea· 
sons that Foucault himself explored throughout his writings In 

the 1970s-in the vicinity of an insufficient.ly nonnalized sub­
jecl17 (Only those tainted by accusations of complicity with Na· 

zism-more tainted by such accusations, I mean, than gay men 
already are in the straight-liberal imagination-are easier to de­
prive of their claims to a serious hearing.) Hence the inescap­

ably vexed, treacherous, and volatile politics of any attemp~ 
including my own, to write about the meaning of a socially de­
viant life. 

Take the case of Jean Genel Much of Genet's prestige both 
as a literary figure and as a social rebel derived, initially at le~ 
from an extraordinary and extended, if impossibly tedious, 
homage by Sartre entitled Saint Genet: Comedien et martyr. 

As Earl Jackson observes, 

Jean-Paul Sartre is rightly credited with saving Jean Genet 
from life imprisonment and with establishing, almost sin· 
glehandedly, a place for Genet tn the literary canon. Sar· 
tre's activity on Genet's behalf is now inextricably linked 
with his 1952 monograph Saint Genet, a work also gen· 
erally regarded as an act of intellectual courage and as the 
definitive exposition of Genet's significance-in tenus of 
both his work and his personal life. 

Jackson goes on to remark, however, on the curious fact that 
"it occurred to no one to ask Genet what he had thought of the 
book until 1963" and that "even then Genet's answer was so 
little noted and so completely forgotten."'" The exchange Jack· 
son is referring to took place in the course of an inadvertently 
hilarious Playboy Interview with Genet, published in Aprill964, 
which does little more than rehearse, at some length, the inter· 
locutors' mutual bafllement and incredulity. Ptayboy is inter­
ested In what it is like to be rich and famous, to have 
Off-Broadway hits, to be a literary star. Genet turns out to be 
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anything but enlightening on those topics; he wants to talk­

just as gushingly, perhaps-about poetry and art. But the inter­

viewer, ever hopeful and uncomprehending, persists: "Were you 
pleased with (Sartre's) unique literary psychoanalysis of you?" 

Genet replies, 

It filled me with a kind or disgust, because I saw myself 
stripped naked-by someone other than myself. I strip my­
self in all my books, but at the same time I disguise myself 
with words, with attitudes, with certain choices, by means 
of a certain magic. I manage not to get too damaged. But 
I was stripped by Sartre unceremoniously. My first impulse 
was to burn the book. ... It took me some time to get over 
my reading of his book. I was almost unable to continue 
writing .... Sartre's book created a void which made for a 
kind of psychological deterioration .... I remained in that 
awful state for six years . ... 19 

Genet's reaction could hardly have come as much of a surprise 
to Sartre, since the opening pages of Saint Genet document in 
detail Genet's confessed fears of exposure to the objectifying 

gaze of the world."' It is revealing that anyone who understood 
Genet as Sartre did should nonetheless have gone on to write 

and to publish such a book about him. 
All biography, to be sure, pits the biographer against the bi­

ographical subject in a contest for interpretative sovereignty 
over the subject's life!' Who has the greater authority to dis­
cover and to specify the meaning of that life, the person who 

lived it or the person who is writing it? And almost all biography 
elects to enter that contest on terms inherently favorable to the 
biographer, if only insofar as biography is conventionally pred­
icated on the death of its subject (but not, obviously enough, 
on that of the biographer): the inaugural gesture of most biog.. 

raphy is the one so unabashedly performed by Mallarme in the 
opening line of his eulogy for Poe. ''Tel qu'en Lui-meme enfin 
l'eternite le change": the authentic meaning of the life, its t"S-
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sential truth, appt>ars-once and for all-when it is over. By its 
very nature, then, biography constitutes an offense to the sub­
ject's autonomy, a violation of whatev!'r illusions of henneneu­
tic control over the meaning of her or his existence a subject 
may have happt>ned to cherish, and to protest against it is doubt· 
less as misguided, and as futile, as to object to the offense that 
the critic constitutes to the autonomy of the author, or that 
literary criticism constitutes to the autonomy of a literary text. 22 

But to pose the problem in such general terms-which is to 
say, inter alia, in such non-gay-specific terms-is to lose sight 
of its multiple and particular political dimensions, to miss the 
special threat that biographical description may represent to 
those relatively disempowered individuals who are already sub­
ject to the process of normalization-by-description, such as "the 
child, the patient, the madman, the prisoner," and-Foucault 
might well have added but, for reasons hardly unrelated to the 
very disciplinary procedures under discussion in this passage, 
he didn't-the homosexual. It may be that writing still functions 
as a procedure of heroization in the case of some lives, or at 

least that some public straight men still live and die, like H<>­
meric heroes, in the fond expectation of having their life's work 
completed by the narrative that will come after them. But such 
is not the usual effect of writing on the Jives of gay men-as 
anyone who has ever been publicly identified as gay in a news­
paper article will readily testify. On the contrary, the perennial 
threat of discreditation through biographical description be­
comes painfully acute, and the need to resist it becomes press­
ingly urgent, when the biographical subject is gay. The struggle 
for interpretative authority and for control of representation, 
intrinsic as it may be to the biographical situation in general, 
acquires an absolutely irreducible political specificity when it is 
waged over a gay life. 

Now I am not about to formulate either a philosophy or a 
politics of biography. I do not wish to enter contemporary dis-
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pules over the ethics of biographical practice."' I am not inter­
ested either in policing biographical discourse or in contributing 
to the production of kinder, gentler biographies of famous per­
verts. I leave such matters to professional biographers. What I 
am interested in is the politics of writing a gay life, and the 
reason I am interested in it is that the issues raised by it directly 
implicate my own credibility and authority as the writer of this 
essay and, more generally, as an openly gay intellectual who 
has, on occasion, attempted consciously to combine credible 
scholarship with sexual politics in his own practice. If, in other 
words, the posthumous describing of Foucault's life illustrates 
and corroborates, as I have argued, Foucault's own thesis about 
the politics of describability, a similar relation of reflexivity ob­
tains between Foucault's position as an academic with a stig­
matized and therefore discreditable identity and my own 
position as someone whose authority to pronounce on the pol­
itics of Foucault's describability is irretrievably compromised 
by his public embrace of an equally discreditable, and describ­
able, life. 

Unfortunately for me, and for Foucault, the mere demystifi­
cation of the procedures of objectification and subjection does 
nothing to impede their operation. To anticipate and expose the 
strategic use of biographical description as "a means of control 
and a method of domination" is neither to preempt its deploy­
ment against oneself nor to disarm its effects (as Foucaulfsown 
case amply demonstrates), for the very reason that anyone 
against whom biographical description can be so deployed in 
the first place already lacks the requisite cultural authority to 
frustrate its deployment-which is why the process of being 
described so often registers on its subjects as violE'nt and can 
even be experienced as a kind of terrorism. For how can those 
authorized to describe us be shamed by the prospect of ap­

pearing to fit the odious and predictable roles into which we 
have threatened to cast them, when we aren't sufficiE'ntly ern-
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powen>d to be able to do so much as to challenge their very 
descriptions of us and when they, in any case, can afford not to 

care whether or not we have anticipated and exposed their 
strategies, since even so their dismissals of our claims to a se­
rious hearing will pack the same wallop, do the same work, and 
produce in their audiences the same conviction that everything 
we may have to say on our own behalf is nothing but special 
pleading? 

If the tone of certain passages in what follows should strike 
some readers as impassioned (and it seems to me that I have 
used more italics in this essay than in all the rest of my writings 
combined), that is in part because of my sense of both the ne­
cessity and the futility of what I am about to do. I consider the 
kind of critique I am undertaking here to be necessary if lesbi­
ans and gay men are ever to be able to recognize, to expose, 
and to discredit the rhetorical and discursive tricks that are 
routinely used to fashion our public representation, but I also 

acknowledge it to be futile as a political intervention, because 
those dirty tricksters whose habitual practices I would most like 
to alter are also the ones whose social privileges most insulate 
them from feeling the force of my objections. And if to speak 
as a gay man about a topic that directly implicates one's own 
interests is already to surrender a sizable share of one's claims 
to be heard, listened to, and taken seriously, then to speak not 
as the designated representative of a subcultural minority but 
as a dedicated critic of heterosexual presumption is surely to 
put the remaining share of one's credibility at risk. One of the 
difficult things about writing this essay has been the weight of 
the conflicting imperatives that seemed to bear down on me at 
every moment ofits composition. On the one hand, I didn't want 
to be dismissed as a mere partisan, as a professional gay polem­
icist mindlessly and predictably defending his faction against a 
perceived threat to the party line, and seeming to demonstrate 
that the only test I could apply to any biogrdphical representa-
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tion of a gay subject was whether or not it happened to serve 

the good of my cau.'<E!. On the other hand, I also didn't want to 

be lured by the illusory promise of readerly respect and consid­

eration into conforming to some conventionally agreed-upon 

standard of good behavior, only to find myself dismissed every 
bit as imperiously and definitively as I would have been if I 
hadn't restrained myself in the first place. In the end, I have 

tried to put my case in the most publicly demonstrable terms, 

according to traditional canons of argument, so as to appear 

credible, and so as to appeal for the broadest possible consen­
sus on behalf of the social values I wish to champion. At the 

same time, I have had to reckon with the inescapable limits 
which my explicit assumption of a politicized gay male speak­

ing-position places on my own credibility, and I have accord­

ingly schooled myself not to moderate my passions in deference 

to the feelings of the unconverted. 

• • • • • • • • 
~ONG FOUCAULT'S biographers, the most recent is also 

the least ashamed. David Macey introduces The Lives of Michd 
Foucault by invoking Michael Holroyd's claim that "biographies 

of writers are written in collaboration with the posthumous sub-) 
ject of the biography. "24 He then proceeds, imperturhably, to\ " 

• describe in detail Foucault's own posthumous refusal to collab­

orate. "Alive, he would have rejected the advances of any bi­
ographer," Macey observes, unmoved; ''in death, he still 
struggles to escape them" (xi). Macey does not shrink from 

struggling with the dead, if still recalcitrant, Foucault. Far from 
looking to Foucault for authorization, he presumes that the bi­
ographical enterprise justifies itself; biography is a well­
established literary practice and, as such, it apparently does not 
require legitimation. Macey practices it in a conventional, as 
well as in a conventionally responsible, fashion. His compre-
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hensive, well-documented, impassively' sober and balanced 

(though generally sympathetic) account is articulate, detailed, 
and admirably exact in its formulations; otherwise, it is without 

s~ial qualities as an intellectual, philosophical, psychological, 
or institutional biography, and it owes perhaps too much to the 
questionable influence of Daniel Defert (Foucault's lover of 
some twenty years}, who seems to have authorized the North 

American edition at least."" Nonetheless, Macey's book can rea­
sonably claim to be the single best source to date of complete 
and accurate information about Foucault's life. Perhaps, as Ma· 
cey cof\jectures ( 480), Foucault himself would have preferred 
Herve Guibert's fictional portraits of him-lurid as they are in 
places-to any biographical representation,26 but Macey Is not 
disposed to apologize for setting aside Foucault's preferences 
in favor of his own. 

Macey devotes particular attention to matters of bibliograph­
ical detail and displays a considerable interest in source criti· 
cism (though it should be acknowledged that most of the basic 
research in these areas had already been carried out by Fou­
cault's French biographer, Didier Eribon, and by those respon­
sible for assembling the library of the Centre Michel Foucault 
at the Bibliotheque du Saulchoir in Paris). His survey of Fou­
cault's discursive activity takes in not only the major academic 
books and articles but also Foucault's journalism, literary crit· 
icism, radio and television appearances, book and exhibition 
reviews, political pamphlets and manifestos (both signed and 
unsigned), interviews and essays in the gay and left-wing press, 
lectures, course outlines, private letters, and even movie cred· 
its, all of which find their proper place in the four-hundred-item, 
chronologically ordered bibliography at the back of the volume. 
Macey is also adept at describing the textual sources of Fou­
cault's better-known pronouncements. He notes, for example, 
that the celebrated passage near the end of The Order of Things 
in which Foucault heralds the "death of man" echoes, first of 
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all, Foucault's unpublished introduction to his translation of 

Kant's Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht, which Fou­

cault submitted to the Sorbonne in 1961 as his required these 
complbnentaire (in addition, that is, to Madness and Civili­
zation) for the degree of doctoral d'etat; that passage resembles 
another in an unpublished manuscript drafted by Louis Althus­

ser in December 1946, which in tum quotes a speech delivered 

by Andre Malraux to the inaugural meeting of UNESCO on No­

vember 4, 1946; Malraux, moreover, was merely recapitulating 

a theme he had sounded in an early nove~ La Tentation de 
!'Occident, composed in 1921-25; and, in any case, Althusser 

and Foucault may have found, independently of one another, a 

common source of inspiration in Alexandre Kojeve's commen­
taries on Hegel. Macey's little rehearsal of what he calls the 

"history or pre-history" of the "death of man" trope is not the 

result, to be sure, of any original discovery of own-already in 
1989 Eribon had made the connection between The Order of 

Things and Foucault's thesis on Kant, while in 1992 Althusser's 
biographer, Yann Moulier Boutang, had uncovered and pub­

lished (as Macey acknowledges) the text in which Althusser 
quotes from Malraux-but in collecting all this scattered infor­

mation into one place Macey performs a valuable service, one 
which he further improves on by quoting liberally from his 

sources and by specifying the very different meanings attached 
to the "death of man" in each of the texts and contexts in which 
it appears (89-90). 

That combination of precision and cautiousness turns out to 
be characteristic of Macey's style as a biographer. He is unwill­

ing to accept hearsay, even when it derives from authoritative 
sources, in the absence of corroborating evidence, and so he 
persistently treats as speculation what other biographers pre9-
ent as fact. Rather than attempting to resolve conflicts between 
competing accounts of even minor details in Foucault's life or 
work, Macey prefers to lay out the different versions before the 
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reader, sometimes indicating which one he considers to be the 
most plausible but at other times refusing to a<\judicate among 
them. The mere existence of a variant story or explanation is 
usually sufficient warrant for Macey to cast doubt on the factual 
status of the received tradition. The most scandalous items in 
Foucault's dossier elicit the greatest skepticism, which is per· 
haps what one might expect from an "official" biographer: Fou· 
cault's youthful suicide attempt of 1948, for example, remains 
in Macey's opinion nothing more than an unconfirmed, if per­
sistent, rumor (28). (Didier Eribon, who presents the suicide 
attempt as a fact, based his account on the personal testimony 
of the physician who treated Foucault at the time.)'" By con­
trast, Foucault's attitude toward homosexuality-both his own 
and other people's--receives more detailed and less sensation­
alistic treatment from Macey than from any other biographer. 
Macey's evidence indicates that at least from his midtwenties 
Foucault was out to his brother, probably to his mother as well, 
and to his mends both gay and straight (28, 81 ). Far from being 
tormented by sexual self-loathing, as his other biographers irn· 
ply, Macey's Foucault seems to have a<\justed to being gay at 
an early age and to have been quite unabashed about his sexual 
tastes--no mean feat for someone coming out in France in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s-though he was not so precocious 
as the younger Defert, who Macey tells us "had been cheerfully 
and openly ... gay since his teens" (92). Eribon has recently 
cast doubt on the veracity of this revisionist interpretation of 
Foucault's sexual a<\justment;,. the two accounts, however, 
need not be read as incompatible. 

Macey's documentary zeal, his matter-of-fact posture, his 
skeptical disengagement, and his interpretative restraint offer 
scant material for commentary, and 1 shall have comparatively 
little to say about Macey's Foucault in what follows. For al­
though Macey exercises all the skill necessary to construct a 
coherent and readable biographical narrative, he does not seem 
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to have a particular story to tell either about Foucault's life or 

by means of it. He provides a concise and, on the whole, lucid 

exposition of Foucault's ideas-which is a considerable 

achievement in itself-but he never indicates what in particular 

it is about Foucault's life that makes it interesting or worthy of 
special notice. And it is precisely this failure, or perhaps this 

deliberate curtailing, of the biographical imagination that ulti­
mately accounts for Macey's success as a biographer of Fou­
cault: Macey manages to reconstruct the facts of Foucault's life 

without attempting to specify its truth!" 

WITH JAMES MILLER and his extraordinary book The Pas-) 
sion of Michel Foucault, what we encounter is exactly the re- \ ~ 
verse. Not that Miller is either ignorant of or indifferent to the 
facts of Foucault's life. Though less bibliographically compre­
hensive than Macey's, Miller's research has been exhaustive in 

its own way: Miller has read every scrap of Foucault that he 

could get his hands on; he has talked to everyone who could 
possibly shed light on any aspect of the story of Foucault's life 

that he wanted to tell; he has turned up previously unpublished 
archival material, including a detailed memoir of Foucault's 
1975 IBD trip in Death Valley (written shortly afterward by a 

fellow tripper); and he has made himself an authority on virtu-

ally every topic that Foucault took a serious interest in, from 
the Iranian revolution to fist-fucking. Miller can gloss the mean-

ing of enigmatic words and phrases in Foucault's texts (though 
he commits occasional errors of translation);"" he can bring out 
themes implicit in Foucault's imagery; he can detect the many 

verbal echoes of modern writers and philosophers in Foucault's 
prose. Unlike Macey, however, Miller engages only those facts 
about Foucault that yield him clues to the deeper meaning of 

Foucault's life, to "the whole truth" about Foucault (8), which \ v t 
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he then presents to us as the whole truth of Foucault. He de­
scribes his book not as a conventional biography but as "a nar­
rative account of one man's lifelong struggle to honor 

\Nietzsche's gnomic il\iunction [in the subtitle of Ecce Homo], to 
"" ( become what one is' " (5). Miller seems to understand Nietz. 

sche's phrase in a deterministic sense, as if it posited an indi­

vidual human essence ("what one is") in advance of all 
becoming, a truth about the self that constitutes a proper object 
of historical inquiry. Foucault, by contrast, did not regard be­
coming as a kind of fatality. After all, "one writes," he said (and 
Miller quotes him [33]), "in order to become other than what 
one is."31 

Now it would be neither accurate nor fair to imply that Mil· 
ler's attempt to put his readers in possession of the truth of 
Foucault's life shows he hasn't understood Foucault-although, 
as we shall see, he does systematically scant the political di­
mension of Foucault's thought, and when he has to account for 
Foucault's own active participation in various political move­
ments, he does so in highly personalized terms: for example, he 
attributes Foucault's political reawakening in the late sixties, 
and his sudden metamorphosis into a street-fighting man, to 

Foucault's discovery "that politics, like art and eroticism, could 
occasion a kind of 'limit~xperience'" (171). If, then, in his bi­
ographical practice, Miller seems intent on presiding over the 
rebirth of ''the author," if he persists in subjecting Foucault 
to all the traditional demands of authorship-requiring him "to 
answer for the unity of the text that we attach to his name," 
"to reveal, or at least to display, the hidden sense pervading his 
work," and "to link his writings to his personal life and his lived 
experiences, to the rea] story that witnessed their birth"-that 
is not because he has failed to grasp the basic features of Fou· 
cault's thought. Miller is a passionate reader of Foucault. His 
engagement with his subject presents a total contrast to Macey's 
cool detachment. He takes Foucault's texts and the ideas con· 
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tained in them with devout seriousness, and he interprets Fou­

cault's life and thought as complementary parts of a single 
daring existential/intellectual experiment. The resulting novel­

ization of Foucault is unquestionably an original and, for better 

or for worse, a brilliant achievement. My quarrel with Miller, 

then, is not that he is uncomprehending of Foucault's project. 
It is that he is politically opposed to it. He does not say he is. 
He may not think he is. But he is. The way he goes about de­

scribing Foucault's life admits no doubt of it. 32 His account of 

Foucault's personal and intellectual evolution is not just un­

Foucauldian. It is anti-Foucauldian. It purports to "explain" 

Foucault's thought by tracing its origin to the "truth" of his psy­

chosexual being, thereby combining authoritative historical/bi­

ographical knowledge with the power of normalizing judgment 
in a single gesture whose effect is to strengthen the very disci­

plinary controls that Foucault's whole life was dedicated to re­
sisting."" Far from attempting, as Foucault did, to divert our 
attention from those spectacles of transgression which the 

agencies of normalization routinely stage-spectacles whose 
intended effect is in part to render unspectacular if not invisible, 

by contrast, the agencies responsible for staging them-and, 
instead, to dramatize, as Foucault did, the conventionally more 

discreet operations of the disciplinary mechanisms themselves, 
Miller does exactly the opposite: he consistently produces Fou­

cault as a fascinating and cautionary spectacle of transgression 
in his own right."' The Passian of Michel FoucauU reads like 
Discipline and Punish in reverse. 

The point I am making here is a political one, and it may bear 
some emphasis, since it is liable to be misunderstood I am not 
arguing that the only legitimate way to write the story of Fou­
cault's life is to do so either in a Foucauldian manner or in a 
Foucauldian idiom-if, indeed, such a thing were even possible. 
I do not accept the general principle, which might be imputed 
to me on the basis of these criticisms of Miller, that in order to 
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produce an acceptable biography of a philosopher it is nee 
sary to adopt and to reproduce that philosopher's own de 
trines. It is of course abundantly obvious that one's assessmc 
of the significance of a philosopher's life will depend in part' 
one's estimate of the value of that philosopher's work: an 1 

count of Plato's life will be written differently by a realist ru 
a nominalist, because a biographer who believes in the reali 
and separation of thE' Forms will feel less need to explain tl 
motivation behind Plato's metaphysics than will onE' who fin< 
the wholE' notion counterintuitive and outlandish. That is all! 
it should be. Miller is under no obligation as Foucault's bio1 
rapher to agree with anything Foucault said or wrote, nor ish 
required to ape Foucault's literruy or intellectual style. Bu 
those of us whose lives may depend on our abilities to resis 
the power of normalization in its various social and institutiona 
manifestations, whose conception of the political has been cru 

cially shaped by our reading of Foucault's texts, and whose owr 
political and discursive practices have been inspired, howevet 
feebly, by Foucault's personal example may perhaps be excused 
(but, then again, perhaps not) if we protest against an account 
of Foucault's life and work that in effect reverses his entire 
political program. 

Such a reversal, to be sure, is far from the stated intention of 
Miller's biography. But the book's reception is, on this point, a 
more reliable index of its politics than its author's assevera­
tions ... A mere glance at the sensational titles of Miller's reviews 
is sufficient to indicate the disciplinary uses to which his book 
has so obviously lent itself: "A Taste for Pain" (Mark Lilla [who 
else?) in the TLS); "Subject and Abject" (Alexander Nettamas 
in The New Republic); "The Lure of Death" (Richard Wolin in 
Dissent); "A Philosopher's Death Wish" (Kenneth Woodward in 
Newsweek); "Fatal Attraction" (Jay Tolson in The Natirmal 

Review); "Take It to the Limit" (Frank Browning in Tikkun); 
"Philosopher's Groan" (Gary Kamiya In Ar(forum); ''The Per-
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versions of M. Foucault" (Roger Kimball in ThR New Criterion); 

"Paroxysms and Politics" (Richard Rorty in Salmagumli).'"' An 
ominous hint of things to come could already be glimpsed in a 
prepublication response to Miller's book by Richard Mohr, as 
quoted by a reporter for the ChroniciR of Higher Education in 
a story with the telling headline, NEW FOUCAULT BIOGRAPHY CRE­

ATES SCHOLARLY STIR: SOME SAY PERSONAL REVELATIONS IN AS-YET· 

UNPUBUSHF.D BOOK COULD OVERSHADOW FRENCH PHILOSOPHER'S 

coNTRIBtmoNs.'17 Hailing the sort of revisionist thinking about 
Foucault (whom "people have been viewing," allegedly, "as a 
saint rather than a thinker") that Miller's book would, he pre­
sumed, inspire, Mohr gleefully observed that "it will make the 
de Man affair look like a picnic." That Richard Mohr, a promi­
nent, original, and courageous gay philosopher and political 
commentator, could take such obvious pleasure in the antici­
pated spectacle of a gay-baiting, that he could bring himself to 
imply that the revelation of Foucault's interest in consensual 
sadomasochism would prove to be far more scandalous than 
the disclosure of a prominent critic's wartime literary collalxr 
ration with Nazism (which continues to function in Mohr's quip 
as a figure for sadomasochism ),38 is a shameful indicator of the 
inexhaustible strength of the cultural imperative--to which 
even politically active gay men must occasionally submit-to 
maintain public respectaloility by pandering to popular preju­
dices and upholding normalizing standards in matters of sex. 

No wonder, then, if those who make it their customary busi­
ness to defend ''traditional values" have seized the opportunity 
that Miller's book, inadvertently or not, has offered them_ ''The 
problem with Foucault, simply put," writes Jay Tolson in ThR 

National Reuiew, in reference to Miller's biography, "was his 
profound perversity, a quality that characterized both his life 
and his work. In fact, it would be all too easy to explain away 
Foucault's work as the predictalole consequence of a tortured 
psychological make-up: in this case, homosexuality and sado-
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produce an acceptable biography of a philosopher it is neces­
sary to adopt and to reproduce that philosopher's own doc­
trines. It is of course abundantly ob,ious that one's assessment 
of the significance of a philosopher's life will depend in part on 
one's estimate of the value of that philosopher's work: an ac­
count of Plato's life will be written differently by a realist and 
a nominalist, because a biographer who believes in the reality 
and separation of the Forms will feel less need to explain the 
motivation behind Plato's metaphysics than will one who finds 
the whole notion counterintuitive and outlandish. That is all as 
it should be. Miller is under no obligation as Foucault's biog­
rapher to agree with anything Foucault said or wrote, nor Is he 
required to ape Foucault's literary or intellectual style. But 
those of us whose lives may depend on our abilities to resist 
the power of normalization in its various social and institutional 
manifestations, whose conception of the political has been cru­
cially shaped by our reading of Foucault's texts, and whose own 
political and discursive practices have been inspired, however 
feebly, by Foucault's personal example may perhaps be excused 
(but, then again, perhaps not) if we protest against an account 
of Foucault's life and work that in effect reverses his entire 
political program. 

Such a reversal, to be sure, is far from the stated intention of 
Miller's biography. But the book's reception is, on this point, a 
more reliable index of its politics than its author's assevera­
tions."" A mere glance at the sensational titles of Miller's reviews 
is sufficient to indicate the disciplinary uses to which his book 
has so obviously lent itself: "A Taste for Pain" (Mark Lilla [who 
else?] in the TLS); "Subject and Abject" (Alexander Nehamas 
in The New Republic); "The Lure of Death" (Richard Wolin in 
Dissent);" A Philosopher's Death Wish" (Kenneth Woodward in 
Newsweek); "Fatal Attraction" (Jay Tolson in The National 

Review); ''Take It to the Limit" (Frank Browning in Tikkun); 
"Philosopher's Groan" (Gary Karniya in Ariforum); ''The Per-
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quoted by a reporter for the Chronicle of Higher Educatton m 

a story with the telling headline, NEW FOIJCAI:LT BIOGRAPHY CRE­

ATES SCHOLARLY ~"TIR: SOME SAY PERSONAL REVELATIONS IN AS-Yt.l· 

UNPl"BUSHEO BOOK COl"LD OVERSIWXJW fllENCH PHILOSOPHER'S 

coNTRIBl"fiONs:17 Hailing the sort of revisionist thinking about 
Foucault (whom ''people have been viewing," allegedly, "as a 
saint rather than a thinker") that Miller's book would, he pre­

sumed, inspire, Mohr gleefully observed that "it "ill make the 
de Man affair look like a picnic." That Richard Mohr, a promi­
nen~ original, and courageous gay philosopher and political 
commentator, could take such obvious pleasure in the antici­
pated spectacle of a gay-baiting, that he could bring himself to 
imply that the revdation of Foucault's inten>St in ronsensuaJ 
sadomasochism would prove to be far more scandalous than 
the disclosure of a prominent critic's wartiml' Iiterruy collabo­
ration ,.;th Nazism (which continues to function in llohr's quip 
1t1 a figure for sadomasochism),"' is a sharnl'ful indicator of the 
inexhaustible strength of the cultural imperntiw--to which 
even politically active gay men must occasionally submit -to 

maintain public respectability by pandl'ring to popular prep. 
dices and upholding normalizing standards in maners of sex. 

No wonder, then, if those who makl' it tht>ir cusronwy busi­
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masochism with a strong suicidal component." Having congrat­
ulated Miller for electing not to follow that easy path, Tolson 
elects to follow it himself, putting "the problem with Foucault," 
even more simply, in the opening sentence of his review, as 
follows. "Gore Vidal might have said it best: the French do seem 
to have both feet firmly planted in the air.""" While critics work· 
ing for ostensibly more left-wing publications than The Natioool 
Ret>ietv seem no less eager to cash in politically on the irresis­
tible spectacle of a radical gay philosopher with his legs in the 
air, the decorum of straight-liberal commentary evidently re­
quires them to make greater efforts to cover their political 
tracks (in this they differ, interestingly enough, from Foucault's 
gay detractors, who, having no public authority to lose, can af. 
ford to be just as crude as any professional, right-wing homo­
phobe: Bruce Bawer, for example, is not ashamed to write, "The 
greatest single influence on Gay Studies today is the late French 
theorist !'.fiche! Foucault, an enthusiast of sadomasochism who 
analyzed sexual relations almost entirely in terms of power""' 
[not a bad place to begin such an analysis, now that you mention 
it!). Miller's biography, whose strategy consists in luridly re­
hearsing Foucault's supposed practices of transgression while 
elaborately refusing either to endorse or to denounce them ex· 
plicitly, provides straight liberals with the perfect cover they 
need from which to conduct characteristically discreet forays 
against the influence of cultural radicals. Thus, "Foucault's pol· 
itics, whether in theory or in practice, seem no more plausible 
than before," remarks a suave commentator on the biography 
in The NetV York Review of Books, "but Miller's account ofFou· 
cault's bouts of near-insanity, his flirtations with suicide, with 
the politics of the 'Maoist' left in 1970s France, and the drug 

culture of California, gives one a good sense of the kind of [ ab­
normal, pathological] personality that would find modem liberal 
societies peculiarly oppressive."" (You would have to be crazy, 
after all, wouldn't you, not to just love living here? And, indeed, 
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. aliz d persons becomes all the more immune to chal-rnargm e h · 
f tall. n and all the more definitive, for never a•wg lengeorre u o • 

to make its devaluation of them fully explicit?) ~n short, the 
lesson of all this critical commentary on .llliller s biography 
seems to be that when it comes to Foucault, and perhaps to gay 
issues more generally, the difference between liberals and re­

actionaries-between ThR New York &.>l!ieu- of Boots and The 

NatiO!Ull Reviw-is not a difference of politics so much as it 
is one of strategy. 

Miller himself was aware of the risks 1M- was ~ l:u be 

remained undeterred by them. ".So proff'SISion ol ~ !oE:::!>. 011> 

defuse what is volatile and perhaps ~ in ihP ICe ~ f.Cli­
lows," he concedes at the outset of his biography. m a funmr 

lation that neatly divides the blame for any onfortuna~~ res0d-.l31! 
"volatility" between the biographer and his subject-..-Jrh thto 

latier obligingly assuming the g!"l'ater share (it is after all "1k 
life," not MiUer's own description of it, that is said to rontain 

regrettably ''volatile" elements). "Yet despite the many dangers, 

of scandal and reductionism, of unconscious sterrotyping and 

Pnuient sensationalism-and last but not least, of offering fresh 
ai!Ununition to critics hostile to everything Foucault fought 
for-I have gone ahead, and tried to tell thf' ""hole truth. as best 
I COuld" (8). What is it about this disarmingly apologetic pro­

fession of good faith that nonetheless fails enlil"l'l)· to l"l'as5ure? 

lsitthatthe "many dangers" are brushed aside a bit too quickly, 
not to say airily, "ithout sullicient indieation thaa u.,. "1itn 
gtasps the full extent of the periJ they may ~ to ~ 
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of us who share Foucault's vulnembility to, say, "stereotyping''? 
Or is it that Miller too confidently expects his readers to find 
acceptable whatever risks may be necessitated by a project that 
describes itself, with obvious sincerity, as a form of truth tell­
ing? In any case, Miller's professions cannot wholly dissipate 
the awareness (which his critics and commentators never cease 
to heighten) that what our culture typically produces, or rec· 
ognizes, as "the truth" about gay men and gay sex is not a dis­
engaged, serene, or politically innocuous "knowledge" but an 
array of contmdictory and, it would now seem, murderous 
knowledg~ffects: an illusory lcnowingness, that is, which is 

not only distinct from "knowledge" but is actually opposed to 
it, is actually afonn of ignorance, insofar as it serves to conceal 
from the supposedly knowledgeable the nature of their own 
personal and political investments in the systematic misrecog· 
nition and abjection of homosexuality.42 

A good example of that ignorant knowingness at its most p<r 
litically efficacious can be found in the deceptively bland ac· 
cusation-surely the most commonly heard criticism of 
Foucault's work nowadays-that Foucault himself was "unduly 
preoccupied" or "obsessed" (for which read abnormally, path· 

owgically, perversely turned on) by power,~1 an accusation the 
very making of which expresses nothing if not an unconfessed, 
though hardly unrelished, pleasure in power on the part of Fou· 
cault's accusers: a pleasure, specifically, in the power to ag· 
grandize and authorize themselves at the expense of those who 
all too obviously lack the sexual credentials that immediately 
accrue to anyone who is willing to make such an accusation in 
the first place and that underwrite the various social and dis­
cursive privileges which Foucault's accusers are typically as 
adept at exercising as they are careful not to acknowledge." It 
is precisely this knowingness about Foucault's homosexuality 
that licenses his detmctors to cultivate a corresponding ign<>­
rance about the considerable power they both wield and el\ioY 
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in the very act of pathologizing Foucault as someone exces­
sively "interested" in such an allegedly trivial matter as power. 
Or, as Foucault himself might have put it, "In our era, the ex­
perience of homosexuality remains silent in the composure of 
a knowledge which, knowing too much about homosexuality, 

forgets it. "•6 

That "knowing too much about homosexuality" is not only 
not incompatible with knowing too little about it but may ac­
tually constitute one of the most powerful and effective vehicles 
of such an ignorant knowingness is a possibility that !\tiller does 
not seriously entertain. But he is willing to confront, if only in 
passing, the political ramifications of his own detective work, 
of his single-minded determination to discover "the truth" about 
Foucault's psychosexual life and to refashion that truth into a 
key that will unlock the meaning of Foucault's writings by bring­
ing out in them the contours of the writer's personal obsessions. 
He quotes, with evident sympathy and respect, D. A 1\tiller's 
cautionary remarks in Bringing Out Roland Barthes about the 
political dangers of "outing" as a literary-critical practice-of 
identifying, that is, or "bringing out" the putatively gay content 
in the text of a gay writer (whether closeted or not), and insist­

ing on its gay specificity: "In a culture that without ever ceasing 
to proliferate homosexual meaning knows how to confine it to 
a kind of false unconscious, as well in collectivities as in indi­
viduals, there is hardly a procedure for bringing out this mean­
ing that doesn't itself look or feel like just more police 
entrapment" (8).46 Anyone at all familiar with the English trans­

lations of Foucault's writings will have heard in D. A Miller's 
formulation an echo of the famous passage (which James 1\tiller 
himself quotes elsewhere [123]) that concludes the introduction 
to The Arcluleology of Knowledge (1969): "'Do not ask me who 
I am and do not tell me to remain the same,' " Foucault, or one 
of his personae, declares; " 'leave it to our bureaucrats and our 
police to see that our papers are in order. At least spare us th('ir 
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masochism with a strong suicidal component." Having congra 
ulated Miller for electing not to follow that easy path, Tolso 
elects to follow it himself, putting "the problem with Foucault, 
even more simply, in the opening sentence of his review, a 
follows. "Gore Vidal might have said it best: the French do see~ 
to have both feet finnly planted in the air.''"' While critics worl 
ing for ostensibly more left-wing publkations than The NatioruJ 
Review seem no less eager to cash in politically on the irresis 
tible spectacle of a radical gay philosopher with his legs in thE 
air, the decorum of straight-liberal commentary evidently re 
quires them to make greater efforts to cover their political 
tracks (in this they differ, interestingly enough, from Foucault's 
gay detractors, who, having no public authority to lose, can af. 
ford to be just as crude as any professional, right-wing homo­
phobe: Bruce Bawer, for example, is not ashamed to write, "The 
greatest single influence on Gay Studies today is the late French 
theorist Michel Foucault, an enthusiast of sadomasochism who 
analyzed sexual relations almost entirely in terms of power"., 
(not a bad place to begin such an analysis, now that you mention 
it]). Miller's biography, whose strategy consists in luridly re­
hearsing Foucault's supposed practices of transgression while 
elaborately refusing either to endorse or to denounce them ex· 
plicitly, provides straight liberals with the perfect cover they 
need from which to conduct characteristica11y discreet forays 
against the influence of cultural radicals. Thus, "Foucault's pol· 
itics, whether in theory or in practice, seem no more plausible 
than before," remarks a suave commentator on the biography 
in The New York Review of Books, "but Miller's account ofFou· 
cault's bouts of near-insanity, his flirtations with suicide, with 
the politics of the 'Maoist' left in 1970s France, and the drug 
culture of California, gives one a good sense of the kind of [ab­
nonnal, pathological! personality that would find modem liberal 
societies peculiarly oppressive."41 (You would have to be crazy, 
after all, wouldn't you, not to just love living here? And, indeed, 
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what could be better-for those who want to lay claim to the 

mantle of "liberal," at least-than a society where the discre­

ditation of "radicals" can proceed without having to resort to 

the uncivilized expedient of voicing its key disqualifying terms 

["abnormal," "pathological"], where the distribution of stigma 

operates securely because wordlessly, not by means of name­

calling but by polite innuendo, and where the demonization of 
marginalized persons becomes all the more immune to chal­

lenge or refutation, and all the more definitive, for never having 

to make its devaluation of them fully explicit?) In short, the 

lesson of all this critical commentary on Miller's biography 

seems to be that when it comes to Foucault, and perhaps to gay 

issues more generally, the difference between liberals and re­

actionaries-between The New York Review of Books and The 

National Review-is not a difference of politics so much as it 
is one of strategy. 

Miller himself was aware of the risks he was running, but he 
remained undeterred by them. "No profession of good faith can 

defuse what is volatile and perhaps tragic in the life that fol­
lows," he concedes at the outset of his biography, in a formu­

lation that neatly divides the blame for any unfortunate residual 
"volatility" between the biographer and his subject-with the 
latter obligingly assuming the greater share (it is after all "the 

life," not Miller's own description of it, that is said to contain 
regrettably "volatile" elements). "Yet despite the many dangers, 
of scandal and reductionism, of unconscious stereotyping and 
prurient sensationalism-and last but not least, of offering fresh 

ammunition to critics hostile to evecything Foucault fought 
for-I have gone ahead, and tried to tell the whole truth, as best 
I could" (8). What is it about this disarmingly apologetic pro­
fession of good faith that nonetheless fails entirely to reassure? 
Is it that the "many dangers" are brushed aside a bit too quickly, 
not to say airily, without sufficient indication that the writer 

grasps the full extent of the peril they may represent to those 

The Describable Life of Michel Foucault 
149 

_,·'·7"\, . . . 
E - "' . 

., 
'· 
'i 
l 

' 



' ! 
\ 

I 
; 

____ .,._.,,,-=· ~ 

of us who share Foucault's vulnerability to, say, "stereotyping"? 

Or is it that Miller too confidently expects his readers to find 

acceptable whatever risks may be necessitated by a project that 

describes itself, with obvious sincerity, as a form of truth tell­

ing? In any case, Miller's professions cannot wholly dissipate 

the awareness (which his critics and commentators never cease 
to heighten) that what our culture typically produces, or rec­
ognizes, as "the truth" about gay men and gay sex is not a dis­

engaged, serene, or politically innocuous "knowledge" but an 

array of contradictory and, it would now seem, murderous 

knowledge-effects: an illusory knowingness, that is, which is 

not only distinct from "knowledge" but is actually opposed to 

it, is actually a form ofigrwmnce, insofar as it serves to conceal 

from the supposedly knowledgeable the nature of their own 
personal and political investments in the systematic misrecog­

nition and abjection of homosexuality.42 

A good example of that ignorant knowingness at its most po­
litically efficacious can be found in the deceptively bland ac­
cusation-surely the most commonly heard criticism of 

Foucault's work nowadays-that Foucault himself was "unduly 

preoccupied" or "obsessed" (for which read abnormally, path­

owgically, peroersely turned on) by power,'"' an accusation the 
very making of which expresses nothing if not an unconfessed, 

though hardly unrelished, pleasure in power on the part of Fou­
cault's accusers: a pleasure, specifically, in the power to ag­
grandize and authorize themselves at the expense of those who 
all too obviously lack the sexual credentials that immediately 

accrue to anyone who is willing to make such an accusation in 
the first place and that underwrite the various social and dis­
cursive privileges which Foucault's accusers are typically as 
adept at exercising as they are careful not to acknowledge." It 

is precisely this knowingness about Foucault's homosexuality 
that licenses his detractors to cultivate a corresponding igno­
rance about the considerable power they both wield and el\ioy 
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in the very act of pathologizing Foucault as someone exces­

sively "interested" in such an allegedly trivial matter as power. 

Or, as Foucault himself might have put it, "In our era, the ex­

perience of homosexuality remains silent in the composure of 

a knowledge which, knowing too much about homosexuality, 
forgets it. "4

1t 

That "knowing too much about homosexuality" is not only 
not incompatible with knowing too little about it but may ac­

tually constitute one of the most powerful and effective vehicles 

of such an ignorant knowingness is a possibility that Miller does 

not seriously entertain. But he is willing to confront, if only in 

passing, the political ramifications of hls own detective work, 

of his single-minded determination to discover "the truth" about 

Foucault's psychosexual life and to refashion that truth into a 

key that will unlock the meaning of Foucault's writings by bring­
ing out in them the contours of the writer's personal obsessions. 

He quotes, with evident sympathy and respect, D. A Miller's 

cautionary remarks in Bringing Out Roland Barthes about the 
political dangers of "outing" as a literary-eritical practice---<>f 
identifying, that is, or "bringing out" the putatively gay content 

in the text of a gay writer (whether closeted or not), and insist­
ing on its gay specificity: "In a culture that without ever ceasing 

to proliferate homosexual meaning knows how to confine it to 
a kind of false unconscious, as well in collectivities as in indi­
viduals, there is hardly a procedure for bringing out this mean­
ing that doesn't itself look or feel like just more police 

entrapment" (8).'" Anyone at all familiar with the English trans­

lations of Foucault's writings will have heard in D. A Miller's 
formulation an echo of the famous passage (which James Miller 
himself quotes elsewhere [123]) that concludes the introduction 
to The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969): "'Do not ask me who 
I am and do not tell me to remain the same,' " Foucault, or one 
of his personae, declares; " 'leave it to our bureaucrats and our 
police to see that our pspers are in order. At least spsre us their 
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morality when we write.' '"7 James Miller, however, remains stu­
diously deaf to that plea 

• 
NOT SO FOUCAULT'S first biographer, Didier Eribon. That 
is why he confined himself largely to the outlines of Foucault's 
career: he recounted in some detail the story of Foucault's ac· 
ademic intrigues, of his political involvements, and of his rela· 
tions with his mentors, students, publishers, friends, and fans. 
He touched briefly on Foucault's erotic attachments and he 
mentioned Foucault's joyous forays, late in life, into the gay 
"bars and nightclubs" (he doesn't mention the bathhouses) of 
New York and San Francisco, chiefly because California, Eribon 
casually implied, was where Foucault contracted AlDS-as if 
what Eribon elliptically calls "the new plague" (French law 
made it risky to be explicit about Foucault's cause of death) 
could not possibly have originated in a civilized place like Paris 
or been transmitted to Foucault there (315-16 ). Eribon's refusal 
to inquire into "the secret territory" of Foucault's life can be 
attributed partly to native pudeur but also, and more impor· 
tantly I think, to Eribon's own sense that Foucault's "entire 
oevure can be read as a revolt against the powers of 'normali· 
zation'" (x). It was this determination on Eribon's part not to 

require Foucault to answer for his life before the tribunal of 
bourgeois morality that led him to treat his protagonist almost 
as more of an intellectual celebrity than a historical subject; it 
is also what accounts for the great weakness of Eribon's book 
as a biography: Eribon's reticence-forced upon him partly by 
law, partly by "good taste," and partly by political principle­
prevents him from demonstrating the extent to which resistance 
to "normalization" informed and organized the complex inter· 
play among Foucault's personal, professional, sexual, social, ac· 
ademic, and political practices.•• 
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If Eribon's mistake is to reduce Foucault's personal life to the 

merely private, neglecting the connections between Foucault's 

thought and his experiences of sexual, social, and political sub­

jection, Miller's mistake is exactly symmetrical and opposite: it 

is to seek in the details of Foucault's childhood experiences, 
fantasy life, sexual preoccupations, and artistic tastes the key 

to understanding his books, which Miller treats as a series of 

encrypted autobiographies. What both approaches miss is the 

specifically political character of Foucault's evolving practices 

of personal life, of his ongoing struggle against the modem 

"technologies of the subject" whose origins he traced and 

whose operations he described in book after book. What a dif­

ferent biographer might have enabled us to hear, in the calcu­
lated disturbances within the order of the self created by 

Foucault's supposedly excessive pratiques de soi (drugs, sex, 
philosophy), as "the distant roar of battle" .. is thus stilled, on 

the one hand, in the silence of needless discretion and drowned 

out, on the other, in the chatter of overparticularistic pgychol­
ogizing. 

• • • • • • • • 
DIDIER ERIBON'S biography is certainly entertainment of 

a very high-class kind. To be sure, it will disappoint those who 
want to find out the really important facts about Foucault's life, 

such as when he started to shave his head, and why: Eribon 
displays an oddly pre-Foucauldian indifference to Foucault's 
own technologies of the self."" But it does contain quantities of 
reliable information, and anyone intrigued by Foucault will find 
it both absorbing and instructive. 

Here, for example, are some things I ]Pamed from it about 
the publishing history of '/'he Order of Things. Foucault pre­
ferred the English title to the French, having originally intended 
to call his book La Prose du numde, then (when a posthumous 
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tt>xt by Merlt>au-Ponty tumt>d up with that title) L'Ordre des 
choses; Les Mots et les clwses was a backup title which Fou­
cault's editor Pierre Nora ultimately prevailed on him to adopt." 
The chapter on Las Menirias was addt>d to the book at the last 
moment, with some hesitation (Foucault thought it "too liter­
ary"), having been published earlier as an independent essay in 
Le Mercure de F'rart('€. Although Foucault's old pal Althusser, 
as well as Pierre Daix, embraced the book, it was routinely re­
garded as a right-wing polemic, because its joint critique of phe­
nomenology and Marxism was undt>rstood, correctly, as an 
attack on the tradition of French leftism represented by such 
figures as Merlt>au-Ponty and, above all, Sartre (in fact, the 
proofs contained numerous attacks on Sartre, but Foucault re­
moved them before publication). The book went through six 
printings in its first year, a total of 21,500 copies. Godard sati­
rized its vogue in La Chinoise (1967) and said in an interview 
that it was against people like "the Reverend Father Foucault" 
that he wanted to make films so that future Foucaults would be 
prevented from presuming to say, with reference to the present 
era, "At such and such a period they thought ... " "Marxism is 
the [book's] target," Sartre remarked. "[l)t is a matter of estab­
lishing a new ideology, the final dam that the bourgeoisie can 
erect against Marx." "Poor old bourgeoisie," Foucault com­
mented ten years later, "with only my book for its ramparts!" 
In the context of this political feud, "structuralism" functioned 
as a code word for anti-Marxism, and that is one of the reasons 
Foucault-though an enthusiastic and, at first, admitted prac­
titioner of it-came to repudiate the label, especially once he 
had belatedly thrown in his lot with the Maoists; he wrote 
L'ArchOO/ogie du savoir partly to dissociate himself from the 
structuralist reading of The Order of Things. And at one point 
he became so dissatisfied with the earlier book that he even 
asked Nora to stop printing it (155-86). 

All that is indisputably fascinating. Eribon has worked hard, 

-
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read widely, and turned up a vast amount of material, some of 
it quite obscure: his book Is a triumph of historical contextual­
ization. Subsequent biographers of Foucault are in his debt; 
both Miller and Macey freely acknowledge their dependence on 
him, although the latter often conceals its precise extent. 02 Er­
ibon knew Foucault and collaborated with him; he even pub­
lished, under his own initials (at Foucault's urging), a little essay 
by Foucault on the dismantling of the French homophile organ­
ization, Arcadie.'" Eribon is in a better position than any other 
biographer to describe the personal, intellectual, and institu­
tional context of Foucault's activities, and he has interviewed 
all the mlijor and minor players in the French academic and 
political scene who could illuminate it. The book that results 
from this method is not a full biography in the conventional 
sense, as is Macey's, but a kind of "inside story" designed to 
serve as background to the public life of the man who was for 
a time France's leading intellectual It reads in places like an 
academic version of a Hollywood gossip column (most of the 
infonnation in the preceding paragraph derives not from archi­
val sources-Eribon has not seen the proofs of Les Mots et les 

choses, for example-but from what various people recounted 
to Eribon years after the actual events). The name-dropping 
alone is breathtaking: everybody who was anybody in French 
social and cultural life turns up in these pages, from Simone 
Signore! to the Ayatollah Khomeini (although it is Jpft to Macey 
to col\iure up the incongruous in1age of Foucault cooking veg­
etarian meals for Julie Christie [2.191). What interests Eribon, 
however, and what he does a superb job of reconstructing, is 
the shifting network of Foucault's personal, academic, intellec­
tual, and political allegiances over more than three decades. He 
tells us when Foucault started and stopped being friends with 
dozens of important people; who wrote lettl'rs of recommen­
dation for him, voted to hire or not to hire him, gave his books 
good or bad reviews; how Foucault positioned himself with re-
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Spt'<'t to numerous intellectual movements and trends; when he 

joined the Communist party (1950), when he quit the party 

(1953), when he became a Maoist (1969), and when he ex­

claimed to a young militant, who had unwisely accosted him in 

the heat of a demonstration in order to invite him to speak about 

Marx to a study group, "Don't talk to me about Marx any­

more! ... Ask someone whose job it is. Someone paid to do it. 
Ask the Marxist functionaries. Me, I've had enough of Marx" 

( 1975). It would be tempting to retitle this book Michel Fou­

cault: The Career, to think of it as a highly personalized, behind­

the-scenes account of the making of an academic reputation, 

but that would be to mistake Eribon's principled determination 

(loosely inspired by Pierre Bourdieu) to foreground the insti­
tutional conditions of intellectual work in France: after all, in a 

country with one (state-run) university system based in the cap­

ital, and one centralized intellectual life, philosophical and po­
litical fashions cannot meaningfully be disentangled from-just 

as they cannot simply be reduced to-matters of personal loy­

alty and professional patronage. 
Here, for example, is Eribon's description of Foucault at work 

on L'Archiologie du savoir: 

He wrote furiously and struggled violently with notions of 
enunciation, discursive formation, regularity, and strat­
egy .... Foucault knew that the stakes were considerable. 
He had been introduced as Sartre's successor, and the 
challenged master had launched a harsh counterattack. 
The fight was on, and if he wanted to make off with the 
winnings, Foucault must not disappoint the expectations 
of an eager crowd awaiting the next heated exchange. 
(191) 

That Eribon obviously intends this passage to be read not as 
satire but as high drama conveys more powerfully than anything 
he could say the agonistic and public character of French in­
tellectual life; it also conveys, more significantly, the dL~cipli-
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nary requirement imposed on Foucault by his public role as a 
professional"man of knowledge" (and felt occasionally even by 

those of us lesser folk who work at some remove from the six­
ieme arrondissement)-the requirement to play what Foucault 
himself would later call, in another context, "games of truth.,.. 

It was precisely in order to define, expose, and resist the dis­

ciplinary regimes that regulated his own discursive practice­

whether by compelling him to speak the truth as a state­

supported intellectual or by denying him the authority to speak 

the truth as a madman, left-wing extremist, or homosexual­

that Foucault undertook his political critiques of institutional­

ized rationality. The story of his life makes it possible to inter­

pret his work, as both a thinker and an activist, as a series of 

evolving responses and resistances to the "conditions of pos­
sibility" that governed his own enonces. It is this determination 

to understand the relations of power immanent in his own in­

tellectual, institutional, and erotic practices, to oppose or r... 
negotiate those relations of power from a position already 

structured by them, and to discover strategies that might frus­

trate the technologies of a socially empowered rationality which 

scrupulously isolates, deauthorizes, and silences the mad, the 

sick, the delinquent, and the perverse-it is this essentially po­
litical struggle that represents, for me, the real drama of Fou­

cault's life. 

The outlines of that drama, though visible in Eribon 's narra­
tive, almost entirely escape its author. This is nowhere more 
striking than in the pages that document Foucault's virtually 

simultaneous early experiences as both a patient and a practi­

tioner of psychiatry. While studying for his license and agff­
gation in philosophy at the Ecole Normale Supeneure (which 

he entered in 1946, shortly before his twentieth birthday), Fou­
cault can1e under the tutelage of instructors who were inter­

ested in psychology, who organized classes in psychopathology 

and even took their students to 5<'e patients at the Hopital 
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' Sainte-Anne and elsewhere. Meanwhile, Foucault was himself 
experiencing severe psychological difficulties in a<.ljusting to 
communal life at the ENS: Eribon cites reports of self-mutilation 
and of a suicide attempt in 1948 (followed by several others, 
real or staged, during the next years). Foucault's parents sent 
him to consult a psychiatric expert at-where else?-the HO­
pital Sainte-Anne. At the same time Foucault, having obtained 
his license in philosophy at the Sorbonne in 1948, went on to 
get another one in psychology in 1949, as well as two dipWmes 
from the Institut de Psychologie de Paris in 1949 and 1952, 
where (while working for the second one-in pathological psy­
chology, no less!) he studied with the very specialist whom he 
had consulted as a patient in 1948. Part of Foucault's training 
at this stage involved treating patients himself; at the same time, 
from at least 1950, he had been diagnosing and experimenting 
on human subjects while working as a technical assistant in 
electroencephalographic laboratories that a friend had set up in 
the Hopital Sainte-Anne as well as at the main hospital of the 
French prison system. Foucault became fascinated with Ror­
schach tests in the late 1940s, performing them on as many 
fellow students at the ENS as he could ensnare, and he retained 
that fascination for a good twenty years, teaching rigorous clas­
ses on Rorschach theory at least as late as 1967. Psychology 
originally presented itself to Foucault, then, in three guises at 
once: as a normalizing Imposition, as a therapeutic opportunity, 
and as a self-authorizing practice. 

The perennial, inane question as to whether Foucault was a 
philosopher or a historian could not, in fact, have arisen for the 
greater part of his career, for the simple reason that he was 
regarded as neither: "[S]hould his classification be psychology? 
or history of science?" asked an academic memo in 1960; two 
years later a dean's recommendation for tenure noted that "his 
specialty is psychopathology." If Foucault's formal appoint­
ments in the 1960s were in philosophy departments, that is 
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partly because psychology, like sociology, had not yet achieved 
the status of an independent academic discipline in France and 
was routinely housed within philosophy programs. 

How the unhappy youth of 1948 evolved into the suave cul­
tural emissaly of 1955-00 (during which time he held quasi­
diplomatic appointments at French cultural centers in Sweden, 
Poland, and West Gennany), then into a government appara­

tchik in the mid-1960s, and ultimately into a consummate aca­

demic politician who in 1981 apparently declined Mitterand's 
offer of the post of cultural attache in New York in the hope of 
being named, if not ambassador to the United States, then at 
least director of the Bibliotheque Nationale-that is one of the 
many mysteries in Foucault's life which Eribon does not at­
tempt to penetrate and which he barely pauses to notice. In fact, 
Eribon tries to avoid dealing with messy personal matters: Fou­
cault's serious depression in 1977, for example, whose causes 
and consequences James Miller probes at length (287-&!ff.), 
elicits from Eribon only perfunctory speculation as to whether 
"some people close to him ... had reservations" about the first 

volume of his History of Sexuality (275). While not squeamish 
about Foucault's gayness, Eribon isn't much interested in it ei­
ther: he seems to consider it his duty to give us the basic facts; 
he records various of Foucault's dicta on the subject (over 
dinner chez Lac an in 1963: "There will be no civilization as long 
as marriage between men is not accepted" (154]); and he men­
tions one instance in which Foucault's career suffered from an­
tigay discrimination (Foucault was denied a post as assistant 
director of higher education in the Ministry of Education in the 
mid-1960s [133]). Otherwise, homosexuality occupies pretty 
much the same place in Eribon's account as polio does in the 
standard progress-narratives of the life of FDR: it is an acciden­
tal, and morally neutral, handicap which our hero, in his quest 
for greatness, managed to overcome (until the end, that is, when 
it brought him into final, unmerited collision with lliV-dis-
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ease).116 Eribon re<:ords a sum total of two affairs, with the com­

poser Jean Barraque in the mid-1950s and later with the 

philosopher Daniel Defert; the latter crops up, typically enough, 

at the point in Eribon 's narraUve when Foucault procured 

Defert an assistantship in his d<.>partment at the University of 

Clennont-Ferrand, thereby incurring the widespread disap­

proval of his colleagues. In all fairness to Eribon, it should be 
noted that French law prevented him from providing further 

details about Foucault's personal life, to say nothing of Fou­

cault's sexual pracUces, since it would have required him to 

obtain permission for such disclosures from Foucault's heirs­

namely, his mother and, now, his sister-who have never so 

much as countenanced a public acknowledgment that Fou­

cault's death was caused by AIDS. Still, an inattentive reader 

might be pardoned for concluding from Eribon's necessarily dis­

creet exposition that after Foucault and Defert became lovers 
in late 1960 Foucault never had sex with anyone else ever again 

(an omission more than made up for by Miller and Macey). And 
yet much of the impetus for Foucault's late work on pratiques 
de soi came from insights into the transfonnative potential of 

sex which he gained from his experiences in the bathhouses 

and S/M clubs of New York and San Francisco, as both Miller 
and Macey make clear. 

Despite these lacunae, Eribon's biography can be combined 

with Macey's to give us more than enough ammunition to ex­
plode the hostile caricatures of Foucault that have been put into 
circulaUon recently by assorted theory-bashers. For example, 

far from being an ivory-tower critic of Marxism who dismissed 
the realities of oppression and whose notion of power is so 

totalizing as to exclude the possibility of political resistance, 
the fifty-year-old Foucault did not shrink from doing physical 
battle with the police, at considerable personal risk (and, some­

times, cost). Despite his failure to inquire very deeply into fe­
male sexual subjectivation in his History of Sexuality, despite 
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occasional mL•ogynist remarks to his male friends (all duly re­
corded by Macey), and despite a recently publicized incident in 
which he reportedly expressed dismay-and who can blame 
him?-at the prospect of having to spend an entire evening in 
the company of Susan Sontag,"' Foucault was not the antifem­
inist monster that his gay-baiting detractors often claim him to 
have been; on the contrary, he worked enthusiastically with fe­
male colleagues, was consistent in supporting the establishment 
of political organizations by marginal groups, including women, 
and intended Liberation to give voice to the various emerging 
tendencies within the women's movement (Eribon, 252). Fou­
cault also took a minor part in the struggle for abortion rights 
in France (Macey, 321-22). (Paul Rabinow has noted that Le 

Desordre desfamiUes (1982], the one book that Foucault actu­
ally coauthored with a woman, the historian Arlette Farge, has 
yet to be translated into English.)57 Despite his critique of truth 
as a regulatory concept in the human sciences, Foucault did not 
feel at all inhibited about appealing to truth when attempting to 
expose the realities of torture, police brutality, and govern­
mental uyustice. And despite the frequently heard complaint 
that Foucault's critique of the ideology of authorship harmo­
nized all too cozily in his case with consistent self-promotion 
as an author, Eribon and Macey both show that Foucault was 
in fact willing to play fast and loose with the author-function, 
penning innumerable unsigned tracts, essays, and manifestos, 
composing a falsely attributed article about himself for a phil­
osophical dictionary, and even writing, in the style of a quasi­
Platonic dialogue, the colorful memoirs of a young gay 
hitchhiker he'd picked up and publishing them under the hitch­
hiker's own name. M 

The discontinuities in Foucault's thought, his constant shifts 

of position, the essentially improvisatory character of much of 
his work-all of which are well documented by Eribon as well 
as by Macey-serve as a salutary reminder not only, as Foucault 
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hilllSt'lf often insisted, that he was not a systematic thinker but 

also that it is both hazardous and supertluous to treat Foucault's 

oeuvre as a single body of thought, the unitary "work" of a 

unitary "author." If we lt>arn anything from Foucault, it is not 

to canonize him as the exponent of some authoritative doctrine 

but rather to see in him an instructive example of someone 

whose acute and constantly revised understanding of his own 

social location enabled him to devise some effective but unsys­

tematic modes of resistance to the shifting discursive and po­

litical conditions which circumscribed his own practice. That 

ability to reflect critically on and to respond politically to the 

circumstances that both enabled and constrained his own ac­

tivity may account for why Foucault's life, as much as or per­

haps even more than his work, continues to serve as a 

compelling model for an entire generation of scholars, critics, 

and activists. 

IF WHAT WAS missing in Eribon and Macey was a willingness 

to interpret systematically the meaning of Foucault's life, with 

James Miller we have the return of interpretation with a ven­
geance. Miller announces his interpretative approach to Fou­

cault's life in the preface to his book: "(T]he crux of what is 
original and challenging about Foucault's way of thinking, as I 

see it, is his unrelenting, deeply ambiguous and profoundly 
problematic preoccupation with death, which he explored not 

only in the exoteric form of his writing, but also, and I believe 
critically, in the esoteric form of sado-masochistic eroticism" 

(7). Whatever one may think of the connection that Miller so 
casually and alarmingly draws, if only in Foucault's case, be­
tween sadomasochism and a preoccupation with death-and 

whatever one may think of the "critical" importance that Miller 
assigns to it-one must concede that his approach does at least 
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have the merit, which Eribon's biography signally lacked, of 

appearing to find genuine philosophical, if not political, interest 

in Foucault's sexual life and practices. So much for the good 

news. The bad news is summed up in Miller's postscript: "Un­

fortunately, Foucault's lifework, as I have come to understand 

it, is far more unconventional-and far more discomfiting­

than some of his 'progressive' admirers seem ready to admit" 

(384). Foucault, in short, was a weirdo. And-unlike his " 'pro­

gressive' admirers," blinded by denial or self-deception-he 

knew it. All his life he remained a conflicted, anguished, tor­

mented soul, mesmerized by death, by fantasies of suicide, tor­

ture, and cruelty; his deepest and most abiding drive was, as he 

put it in the second volume of his unfinished History of Sexu­
ality, to get free of himself (34),"" which he tried to do by means 

of a number of "potentially transformative 'limit-experiences' " 
(30) of mind and body. 

This nasty freak, it turns out, was "for better or worse ... one 

of the representative men-and outstanding thinke~f the 
twentieth century," according to Miller (8), and so it is worth 

asking, "What value, then, does his work really have? What can 

it mean for us [normal, healthy folk]? How should it be used?" 

(19). The ultimate question that Foucault's life poses to Miller 

is whether various forms of radical politics, radical sex. and 
other kinds of supposed "limit-experience" actually offer the 

modern subject a real means of self-transcendence, of escaping 

domination by an intolerable culture as well as by that culture's 

outpost in the subject, namely the self (construed as a unique 

personal essence or identity). Miller's answer to that question­

a question of supreme urgency for many cultural activists to­

day-is curiously noncommittal, even dismissive; what draws 

him to it, evidently, is not the prospect of answering it but the 
opportunity it provides him for placing Foucault's life and writ­
ings under intensified survo:>illance. 

Now if a self-styled "progressive" and confessed admirer of 
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Foucault like mysE>If is not indeed "ready" to accept Miller's 
portrait, despite its cumulative rhetorical power, the motive be­

hind my unreadiness does not have to do, as Miller unflatter­
ingly anticipates, with my being "discomfited" by Foucault's 
apparent weirdness or by his "brave and basic challenge to 
nearly everything that passes for 'right' ... among a great many 
of America's left-wing academics" (384), among whom I am 
proud to number mysE>If. I do not consider either Foucault's 
practices of sadomasochism, or the more widely disseminated 
knowledge of them that Miller's book has facilitated, to be bad 

for Foucault's reputation or for the state of gay politics and 
cultural theory-although at this point there can be no denying 
(neither ought there to be any real regretting) the inevitable 
political damage that such knowledge has done or the many 
hateful ways in which it has been exploited. Nor would I wish 
to conceal "the truth" about Foucault's personal life, though I 
might wish to intervene, to the extent that I can, in the process 
by which that "truth" is produced and distributed as well as in 
the institutional practices through which it is made to signify. 
Rather, my resistance to Miller's portrait of Foucault proceeds 
from other sources: mistrust of Miller's readerly knowingness, 
of his ruthless assurance of being able to detect in Foucault's 
discussion of almost any topic symptomatic expressions of an 
underlying psychopathology that will unfailingly confirm his di­
agnosis; reluctance to follow Miller in his tendency to treat Fou­
cault's various practices of nonconformity as idiosyncratic, 
exceptional, and therefore apolitical; and opposition to Miller's 
normalizing strategy of reconstituting Foucault's career as a 
narrative of transgression-and, thus, as an irresistibly, indeed 
sensationally, describable life. 
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LET'S BEGIN by looking, very simply, at how Miller's method 
works at the level of his text. Here, for example, is a typical 
passage in which Miller poses the sort of unresolvable dilemma 
that serves chiefly to heighten the suspense and to raise the 
ostensible philosophical stakes of his own exposition: "Some­
times [Foucault] seems to have considered himself an exem­
plary seeker of 'clandestine knowledge.' ... But perhaps, as 
Foucault himself at other times implies, he was simply a figure 
of quixotic folly ... 'something like a nature gone awry'" (30-

31 ). The question, in short, is whether Foucault considered him­

self a sage or a pervert. Now what is the evidentiary basis for 
attributing either of those assessments of Foucault (each of 
which is punitive in its own way) to Foucault himself? In the 
first case, Miller quotes, as if it were a self-characterization, 
a sarcastic phrase ("clandestine knowledge'') that Foucault 
actually uses in The Birth of the Clinic to caricature the ag­

grandizing way that nineteenth-century medical scientists rep­
resented the work of the pathological anatomists, whom they 
considered to be their precursors. In the second case, Miller 
treats as self-referential an evocative formulation ("something 
like a nature gone awry") from The Hi.story of Sexuality, Vol­

ume I, that Foucault similarly uses in order to convey the rhe­
torical flavor of nineteenth-century psychiatric accounts of 
libertinage, which recast the Don Juan of legend in the role of 
a sexual pervert ("we shall leave it to psychoanalysts to spec­
ulate whether he was homosexual, narcissistic, or impotent," 
Foucault drily comments). In neither passage is Foucauh speak­
ing in an authorial persona, let alone in reference to himself. It 
is Miller's privileged access to the "truth" of Foucault's alleged 
psychopathology that authorizes him to discover, in each of 
Foucault's texts, what he elsewhere calls "llgment[s] of auto­

biographical allegory" (112).01 
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That method of reading Foucault produces some astonishing 
results. Here, for instance, is a sentence from the final chapter 
of Madness and Citrilization: "Evecything that morality, every­
thing that a botched society, has stifled in man, revives in the 
castle of murders.',.. And here is Miller's commentary: "An 

amazing claim-so strange that few readers of Madness and 

Citrilization have lingered over it, trying to fathom its impli­
cations. Perhaps it is fortunate that the hem1etic style leaves 
shrouded in mystery just what Foucault has in mind" (112). But, 
fortunately or not, it does not remain shrouded in mystery for 
long: ''To escape from the Castle of Conscience," Miller ex­
plains, speaking for Foucault, "we must first enter into a Castle 
of Murders: against the alleged virtues inculcated by the psy­
chiatrists, transgression will unleash vice; against philanthropic 
kindness, vengeful cruelty; against a docile animality, a seething 
lust for corporeal sensation, no matter how painful or self­
destructive." And 1\Iiller concludes, in a tone of reproof to Fou­
cault's progressive admirers, "Tltis descent into the Inferno is 
obviously no upbeat 'liberation'" (115-16). Quite so. But does 
it in fact represent Foucault's personal ethic or political plat­
form? The failure of Foucault's readers to linger over the claim 

articulated in the text quoted here turns out to be less amazing 
than Miller supposes when one realizes, upon closer examina­
tion of that text, that Foucault does not purport to be speaking 
in it in his own voice but to be summarizing instead the argu­
ments of the Marquis de Sade. To be sure, the very fervid quality 
of Foucault's prose ntight seem to suggest that the Divine Mar­
quis, whose views are so powerfully evoked in it, is in fact 
speaking for Foucault himself, but more is required to establish 
such a reading than mere acts of biographical ventriloquism.~• 

Miller has a relatively easy time sustaining his thesis when he 
can deal with a book like Madness and Citrilization, which is, 
after all, about madness. He goes on to claim, however, that "aU 
of Foucault's writings [in the 1960s], from the most literary of 
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the essays to the most recondite of his histories, sounded cer­
tain themes with revealing frequency. Intimations of evil, mad­
ness, and death appear on page after page, a mute echo of the 
kind of 'limit-experience' apotheosized in Madness and Civili­
zation-and a reminder of the personal stakes in Foucault's 
own 'great Nietzchean quest'" (125; Miller's emphasis). Now 
this is first of all a strategic error of exposition whose effect is 
ultimately to make Foucault's books sound as if they're all really 
about the same thing and thereby to render tediously monoto­
nous a biographical narrative that ought at least, by virtue of its 
scandalous content, to have been unifonnly gripping. Further­
more, since there are, pace Miller, long passages in Foucault's 
books from this period in which such "intimations" do not oc­
cur, as well as a number of his shorter works from which they 
are wholly absent, Miller is obliged to perform some extraor­
dinary critical acrobatics in order to support his generalization 
and to discover evil and darkness in Foucault's texts wherever 
he looks. One of his methods is to assert that conventional, or 
insufficiently lurid, passages in Foucault simply serve to cam­
ouflage the author's real intent "It is precisely in order to dis­

arm" the reaction of "some readers" of Madness and 
Civilization, whom Foucault's "paean to the profane rapture 
of dying" is likely to strike "as crazy" (I 12), that Foucault "cun­
ningly disguised" his meaning beneath a vast accumulation of 
conventional erudition (96), Miller insists. Similarly, The Order 
of Things, despite its lack of comparable flamboyance, "has 
never ceased to puzzle and provoke"; criticism has raised "the 
suspicion that this book, like its predecessor, is not what it 
seems" (151); "the book sooner or later leaves a reader feeling 
baflled .... The longer one ponders the book's argument, the 
stranger it seems" (153). llt>re, in other words, is a situation that 
calls for desperate interpretative measures. 

When Miller comes to 17te Onter of Disrou rse, that cool po­

litical critique of convPntional scholarly and critical llmguage 
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gam('S, he has to claim that it is actually "a high-wire act ... 
perhaps (Foucault's} most artfully veiled piece of writing" (183), 
cleverly concealing as it does Foucault's obsession with evil and 
violence, with th<' powprs and dangers of discourse-so clev­
erly, indeed, that no one has ever before read it in such a de­
monic way. Stppping behind the veil, Miller triumphantly 
detects one reference to death (though not specifically to Fou­
cault's own, as he claims), plus an ominous characterization of 
discourse as " 'a violence that we do to things,' a 'practice we 
impose on them.' " Foucault "also in1plied that he, for one," had 
resurrected "a long-forgotten kind of 'true' discourse, one filled 
with untamed power," capable of provoking ' "respect and ter­
ror'" (183-84).64 This last phrase-the only phrase of Foucault's 
that Miller quotes in support of his contention that Foucault 
thought he had resurrected a "true" discourse-dO('S not in fact 

refer to Foucault's own discourse directly but to the ritualized 
poetic language of the Greek poets in the seventh and sixth 
centuries B.C. Miller's attempt to ascribe to Foucault what Fou­
cault hinlself says about the Greeks is both highly implausible 
and highly inferential-a far better instance of discursive "vio­
lence" than anything in Foucault's own suave performance. Mil­
ler, to be sure, isn't pretending to offer full readings of 
Foucault's texts, but his cavalier and tendentious appropriation 
of them dO('S not inspire confidence in the thesis that he enlists 
them to support. 

Miller's use of Foucault's texts becomes most "volatile" when 
he decides to construct a narrative that will dramatize the claim 
made to him by Daniel Defert (whom Miller is in the odious 
habit of referring to as Foucault's "longtime companion") that 
when Foucault "went to San Francisco for the last time [in the 
fall of 1983}, he took it as a limit-experience" (29; Miller's em­
phasis). In Miller's hands, that statement about Foucault's atti­
tude to sex and death in the face of AIDS ultimately turns into 
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the insinuation that Foucault discovered in the AIDS epidemic 

an opportunity to achieve "his own deliberately chosen apoth­

eosis, his own singular experience of 'The Pa'!Sion' " (29). Leav­
ing aside the wider social resonances of those phrases-with 

their suggestion that some gay men knowingly brought AIDS on 

themselves, that gay male sexuality is masochistic to the point 

of suicide-which demonstrate just how far Miller is willing to 
risk, on behalf of gay men and people with AIDS, "the many 

dangers, of scandal and reductionism, of unconscious stereo­

typing and prurient sensationalism," let us simply read three 

consecutive paragraphs of the narrative, in which Miller pur­

ports ''to tell the whole truth" about Foucault, in order to assess 

the kind of textual support he chooses to marshal for his inter­

pretation. 

The conditions were chilling. Still, in some bathhouses in 
San Francisco in the fall of 1983, in the eyes of someone 
disposed [as Foucault was] to see matters in this light, the 
scene on some nights may have strangely recalled that 
col\iured up by Foucault ten years before, in his accoWlt 
of plagues and the macabre carnivals of death that medi­
eval writers imagined to accompany them: "Laws sus­
pended, prohibitions lifted, the frenzy of time that is 
passing away, bodies mingling together without respect, 

individuals unmasked, abandoning their statutory identity 
and the figure under which they were recognized, allowing 
an entirely different truth to appear." 

As the lyrical intensity of this passage suggests, the pos­
sibility of what Foucault elsewhere called a "suicide-orgy" 
exerted an unusual fascination over him. Given the anxiety 
that AIDS continues to provoke, the singularity of Fou­
cault's preoccupations must be stressed: most members of 
the gay and S/M communities would never have seen the 
situation in such t<>mls. Foucault, by contrast, had long 
placed death-and the preparation for suicidE'-at the 
heart of his concerns: summoning what he once called 
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"that courage of clandestine knowledge that endures mal­
ediction," he was evidently serious about his implicit life­
long conviction that "to comprehend life is given only to 
a cmeJ, reductive and already infernal knowledge that only 
wishes it dead." 

That fall, he later told friends, he returned to the bath­
houses of San Francisco. Accepting the new level of risk, 
he joined again in the orgies oftorture, trembling with "the 
most exquisite agonies," voluntarily effacing himself, ex­
ploding the limits of consciousness, letting real, corporeal 
pain insensibly melt into pleasure through the alchemy of 
eroticism. (28) 

It is highly doubtful that Miller has ever seen the inside of a gay 
bathhouse in San Francisco, or elsewhere, let alone in the fall 
of 1983. Nor does he know what Foucault did when he went 
there, or how Foucault was affected by what he saw. All that, 
it turns out, has to be inferred-not to say fabricated-from 
Foucault's texts. 

Each of the three overheated, intensely knowing paragraphs 
in the foregoing passage bolsters its claim on the reader's cre­
dulity by citing the words of Foucault. In the first and last par­
agraphs, Miller interpolates passages from Discipline and 
Punish, while in the middle paragraph he quotes again, with 
utter solemnity, the bit of sarcasm about "clandestine knowl­
edge" from 1'/w Birth of the Clinic already discussed, along with 
another passage from the same work describing the preoccu­
pation of some nineteenth-eentmy artists with death: in its orig­
inal context, then, the quoted sentence does not convey, except 
to Miller, a "conviction" of Foucault's own, as he makes out.66 

The passage quoted in the first paragraph does indeed evoke, 
in the context of Discipline and Punish, the carnival of death, 
but it does so only to dismiss it as a misleading literary fiction 
exactly opposed in all its details to the political fantasies of 
disciplinary control, regulation, hierarchy, analysis, division, 
and social hygiene that, according to Foucault, also sprang up 
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around outbreaks of the plague."" In the la•t paragraph, the 
phrase "the most exquisite agonies" not only does not originate 
with Foucault, it does not even originate in France: Foucault 
quotes it from an essay on deterring crime published in 1731 by 
an English jurist."7 To find that phrase revived and refashioned 
into an authentic representation of the physical sensations ac­
tually experienced by Foucault (and "later told [to his[ friends") 
in the course of his imagined sexual adventures in 1983 is, to 
say the least, breathtaking. Finally, "suicide-orgy," the single 

most offensive tt'rm in the entire catalog, comes from a highly 
facetious little essay on homosexuality and suicide that Fou­
cault published in 1979 in the first issue of Gai pied and that, 
Miller concedes elsewhere, "it is tempting to say, is just a joke" 
(though Miller himself goes on to imply the contrary [55!); even 
so, Foucault's only mention of suicide-orgies in that text-"su­
icide festivals or orgies are just two of the possible methods. 
There are others more intricate and leamed"68-hardly bears 
out Miller's assertion that suicide-orgies "exerted an unusual 
fascination over" Foucault."' Fascination, to be sure, is in pl<'n­
tiful evidence here, but it appears to belong more to the biog­
rapher than to his subject. 

The enormous persuasive power of Miller's account derives, 
in any case, not from its factual or textual basis (insofar as it 
has one) but from the elaborate sexual demonology which it 
both condenses and disavows. Delusional though Miller's de­
scription of Foucault's suicidal orgies in San Francisco's bath­
houses may be, it evidently did not fail to strike a responsive 
chord in the hearts and minds of his straight readers-who 
somehow seem to have knoum, all along, that this was exactly 

what gay m<'n had secretly been up to during the parly y<'ars of 
the AIDS epidemic. Mill<'r's genius lies precisE'ly in his unE-rring 
ability to perform for such readers the ingratiating service of 
confirming them in their long-held but hitherto unverified sus­
picions about the sexual exploits of gay men and sadomaso-
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chists, while at the same lime providing th~m with "deniability" 

should they ever be accused of succumbing to such suspicions 

m<'rely on the basis of social pr..judices. Hence the outpouring 

of gratitude, praise, and congratulations that greeted Miller's 

description of the baths; hence, too, the universal impulse to 
defend that description and to deny or r..press any awareness 

of even its most obvious deficiencies. ''ThNe is nothing lurid or 
voyeuristic about Miller's presentation," stoutly affirms Richard 

Wolin, in unblinking and almost comic defiance of the evidence 

directly before his eyes: 

On the contrary, one can only admire [well, so much for 
fussy queens like myself) his unflinching, nonjudgmental, 
and, in many instances, outright sympathetic treatment of 
the potentially sensational aspects of Foucault's personal 
life ..•. In his vivid descriptions of Bay Area bathhouse life 
before the "plague," Miller proves a compassionate com­
mentator .... Even the most puritanical and closed­
minded of readers may find themselves persuaded by 
Miller's sympathetic, tactful account.'" 

Indeed they may. One might even say that the more puritanical 

Miller's readers are, the more disposed they may find them­

selves to be persuaded and the more likely they may be to ad­
mire his "bathhouse scene" as a tour deforce. Wolin's personal 

conception of what qualifies as sobriety, tact, sympathy, and 

compassion in Miller emerges with particular clarity from his 

own attempt to emulate those qualities: his review is entitled, 
untlinchingly and nonjudgmentally, 'The Lure of Death." 

... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... 

IT WOULD BE tedious to multiply examples of Miller's textual 

abuses beyond what Is necessary to justify warning the reader 

of the need to check Miller's quotations of Foucault against their 
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original contexts before accepting either their documentruy 

value or the various constructions that Miller places on them.71 

For the rest, it will be sufficient to emphasize the strict rela­

tionship between reductionism and sensationalism in Miller's 

portrayal of Foucault: Miller's method is to reduce Foucault's 

thought to an "autobiographical allegory," then to cluck over 

its alleged kinkiness. Take, for example, Miller's account of the 

famous debate between Foucault and Pierre Victor over the 

question of popular justice.T1 Miller focuses on Foucault's op­

position to Victor's proposal for a revolutionary people's tribu­

nal and on his stated preference for spontaneous acts of mass 

reprisal. Miller plays up Foucault's "astonishing" advocacy of 

popular massacres, noting that even Foucault's "bloody 

minded" interlocutor "was obviously taken aback by the impli­

cations" of his thinking (204-5). There is, however, another di­

mension to Foucault's position: Foucault was resisting, from 

within the ultra-Left idiom that he was compelled to speak in 

order to take a leading role in French political counterculture 

at the time,73 the tendency of certain activists to redeploy (if 

only in their imaginations) Enlightenment-style norms of ra­

tional authority and bureaucratic legitimacy within a suppos­

edly revolutionary framework, to rehabilitate the old political 

technology of the liberal state under the guise of creating some­

thing new and different. Miller understands Foucault's position 

perfectly well, even if he implicitly reduces it to an expression 

of self-interest. In a subsequent chapter he notes that, for Fou­
cault, 

to change the world required changing our selves, our bod­
ies, our souls, and all our old ways of "knowing," in addi­
tion to changing the economy and sociPty. To "seize" and 
exercise a dictatorial kind of power might thus simply re­
produce the old patterns of subjectiftcation und<>r a new 
name-as had obviously happened in actually existing 
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socialist soci<'li<'S, where homosexuals and drug addicts 
[like Foucault], for example, were often as harshly treatl'd 
as ever. (234) 

It is significant, then, that in his main discussion of the popular 
justice controversy, Miller ignor<'S the larger political conse­
quences of Foucault's arguments and chooses instead to regis­
ter shock at Foucault's apparently blithe acceptance of 

terrorism. 
That almost deliberate misconstrual of Foucault's principll'd 

resistance to the mechanisms of disciplinary power (whether in 

their revolutionary or in th!'ir bourgeois form), which goes hand 
in hand with the attempt to repackage such resistance as an 
expression of Foucault's personal attraction to cruelty, torture, 
bloodshed, and death, is merely one instance of a more general 
tendency that constitutes the most serious ftaw in Miller's ac­
count of Foucault: by so thoroughly personalizing Foucault's 
thought, Miller in effect depoliticiz<'S it 7' He interprets as idio­
syncratic, and therefore as psychologically revealing, what from 
a different political perspective might well have seemed exem­
plnry about Foucault's personal and political attitude-namely, 
Foucault's consistent and thoroughgoing revolt against normal­
ization-and he presents as peculiar to Foucault the very ele­
ment in Foucault's political thinking that, far from being an 
artifact of unique psychological processes, acutely reflects and 
responds to some of the most common, and most widely sharl'd, 
experiences of social abjection: namely, Foucault's critique of 
the procedure by which knowledge and power combine to pro­
duce effects of social domination and his opposition to tech­
niques of social authorization, ethical justification, and 
institutional legitimation that work by constructing, distribut­
ing, and enforcing generalizable norms of individual conduct. 
In fact, Foucault's almost instinctual recoil from any attempt to 
formulate and to apply universalizing principles of social or eth­
ical value, and from any corollary efforts to impose obligatory 
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standards of social or ethical conformity,'" is hardly peculiar to 
anything except the most astute strategies of radical resistance 

to the normalizing technologies of modern liberal government, 

Miller's personalizing treatment of Foucault Is all the more 

remarkable in this context because Miller himself is alive to the 

absolutely crucial implications of Foucault's politicization of 

subjectivity for the work of cultural politics, including feminist 

politics and gay politics. Indeed, what the feminist and gay 

movements share with other antiauthoritarian political strug­

gles of the 1960s and 1970s, such as the antipsychiatry move­

mentor the children's rights movement, is precisely, according 

to Foucault, their common resistance to "the government of 

individualization," their refusal of "abstractions ... which ig­

nore who we are individually, and also a refusal of a scientific 

or administrative inquisition which determines who one is." And 

Foucault concludes, 

To sum up, the main objective of these struggles is to at­
tack not so much "such or such"' an institution of power, 
or group, or elite, or class, but rather a technique, a form 
of power. 

This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday 
life which categorizes the individual, marks him by his own 
individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a 
law of truth on him which he must recognize and which 
others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power 
which makes individuals subjects."' 

By treating modern subjectivity as an effect of power, Foucault 

brings matters of personal identity into the arena of politics. As 

Miller himself has observed, Foucault makes political what 
would otherwise have been considered merely private or psy­

chological: his characteristic approach to the politics of the sub­

ject enables what liberal political theorists might dismiss as 
minor psychological quirks to qualify as rallying points for com­

munal identity and collPctive struggle.77 ''The politics of the self 
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thus becomes central to Foucault's project," Ed Cohen explains, 

''precisely because it offers a multiplicity of points of entry into 

'the political' and thereby opens up a plurality of spaces for 

radical creativity.''7ll Nothing, then, dramatizes better than Mil­

ler's reductiv<.>ly personal account of Foucault's politics the ur­

gency of asserting, against Miller, what may be the cardinal 

principle of all oppositional cultural politics: namely, the prin­

ciple that there is nothing personal-at least, that there is noth­

ing exclusively personal-about subjectivity. 

When Miller chooses to stage his own sense of shock at Fou­

cault's willingness to tolerate political terrorism, moreover, he 

forfeits the opportunity to convey the horror of a different kind 

of terrorism, to communicate what Foucault, and many other 

gay men (together with any number of stigmatized, marginali· 

zed, or subaltern people), have experienced as the terror of rea­

son, whose most fearful weapon-as Genet's earlier testimony 

eloquently implied-is perhaps none other than the apparatus 

of unc1wllengeable description. To be, and to find oneself being, 

known and described-rationally (or so it can be made to seem) 

and therefore definitively, more objectively (or so one is told) 

than one is capable of describing oneself and therefore irrefu­
tably, resistlessly, with an instantaneous finality that preempts 

and defeats any attempt on one's own part to intervene in the 

process by which one becomes an object of knowledge, and 

that renders one helpless to stave off the effects of a knowledge 
one has had no share in creating"'-that is an experience whose 

peculiar terror is hard to convey to those who have never suf· 
fered from the social liabilities that cause the rest of us to be 
continually and endlessly prey to it. Instead of attempting to 

make the terror of rea<;<>n comprehensible as a motive for Fou· 
cault's own political resistance, Miller prefers to stage Fou­

cault's weird indifference to the canons of civilized morality as 
just another item in the dossier of Foucault's "case." As one of 
Miller's most astute critics remarks 

' 
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It was precisely Foucault's appreciation of the way in 
which normalizing discourses police and subjugate 
which led him to a profound critique of identity, of 
naming oneself as one's sexuality, a critique which Mil­
ler eschews as he uses this very modality of domination 
to cast Foucault's research interests, philosophy, and 
political investments as unified by and in the character 
of his "shocking" impulses and obsessions. In this, Mil­
ler taps the deepest terror of every socially marked hu­
man being-colored, female, queer. that no matter what 
we write, think about or say, no matter how we fashion 
ourselves and our work, we will be incessantly returned 
and reduced to this single marking, that it "ill be 
produced again and again as "the truth" or our being, 
our thinking, our worldly endeavors, as Miller's self­
described life with his "wife and three sons in West 
Roxbury" simply never will."' 

It is abundantly evident, in short, that the constraints of nor­
malization do not weigh very heavily on James Miller. 

So LET ME try to increase the pressure. Not because I want 
to normalize Miller-on the contrary, what I like about his book 
is its passion for Michel Foucault, its crazed intensity and single­
mindedness, its visionary excess-nor because I am interested 
in promoting conventional standards of decency, wholesome­
ness, and good taste, but because I want to make clearer the 
political urgency of Foucault's project How would Miller like 
it, in other words, if someone did this to him? (Not that any 
admirer of Foucault, least of all myself, has the credentials to 
do so-which is what will make my own effort appear to be so 
U'!(air, so tasteless, or at the very least so unsporting.) Let me 
try to subject Miller, then, in the way of an ironic experiment, 
to the kind of accusatory scrutiny he lavisht-s on Foucault ("I 
sometimes had to wonder, while I was writing my book," he 
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admits, "whether I was behaving like some not-so-Grand 

Inquisitor" [7-8)); my method will be to rewrse the panoptic 

procedure whereby the biographer's authority increases 

proportionately with both his own invisibility and the describ­

ability of his subject, and to treat The Passion of Miclwl Fou­
cault, in its tum, as an autobiographical allegory. What kind of 

man, I shall ask, emerges from the pages of this bizarre and 

baffling book? How, in other words, can we (ordinary-if not, 

by definition, normal and healthy-gay folk) explain this in­

stance of heterosexual pathology, The Passion of James Mil­

ler?"' 

The place to embark on such a description is clearly the post­

script, in which Miller at least appears to surrender his panoptic 

privileges and to confess the truth about the source of his mono­

maniacal fascination with Foucault. He acknowledges that what 

rekindled hls interest in the thinker was "a shocking piece of 

gossip" (which he now believes to be "essentially false") to the 

effect that Foucault, when he realized he was dying of AIDS, 

"had gone to gay bathhouses in America, and deliberately tried 

to infect other people with the disease" (375). Miller found he 

could not get this story, along with the dark vistas of secret lust 

and criminality that it disclosed to him, out of his mind. "What 
if the story were true?" (376). (Well, what if it were? Miller never 

follows up that initial question; he prefers to dwell within the 

field of its shock effect.) Before Miller could even identify the 

source of this strangely mesmeric rumor, "the idea of writing 
something" had already crossed his mind (376). He then tried 

to see if anything in Foucault's major works could be connected 
with the morbid story he had heard. 

Returning to Foucault's books already obsessed by visions of 

depravity, and applying to them this insane hermeneutic, Miller 

discovered that "much of Foucault's prose now seemed to me 
suffused with a strange kind of aura, both morbid and vaguely 
mystical." Miller responded to this self-induced stimulus exactly 
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as the insightful reader will already have predicted: he became 
almost instantly "hooked on Foucault. Seduced .... " He found 
himself contemplating "topics that, until then, I had always [al-

ways?] shied away from .... the meaning of death and the hu-
man capacity for cruelty ... the tractable character of pain ... 
an ethos of deliberate irresponsibility" (376-77). Miller, in 
short, became intoxicated with fantasies of transgression. And 
he still "didn't yet know whether the initial rumor" about Fou­
cault's antics in the bathhouses was true (377), although when 
Defert incautiously remarked to him that Foucault took his last 

trip to San Francisco as a "limit~xperience," Miller admits he 
was "stunned" (380). 

The prospect of further research offered to reveal to Miller's 
fascinated gaze the lineaments of an exotic and forbidden un­
derground world, to make him-like T. S. Eliot's Webster­
"expert beyond experience." He started out, he confesses, 
knowing "virtually nothing about America's gay community­
and even less about its sado-masochistic subculture" (377). The 
first thing to notice about this denial is that it is suspiciously 
overstated. Less than virtually nothing? Does not Miller's wife, 
as he tells us in his acknowledgments, work in the fields of 
psychiatry and clinical psychology ( 466)? And besides, has not 
American culture been producing images of gay leathermen for 
some time now? Miller's exaggerated disavowal confesses more 
eloquently than any mere acknowledgment could do to his own 
guilty consciousness of the mingled dread, curiosity, and desire 
produced in him by the imagined spectacle of gay sadomaso­
chism."' Consider, moreover, the following statement: .. !'he 
world of consensual SIM ... tested my powers of sympathetic 
imagination. At first, I was shocked: I could not fathom how 
people could take pleasure in pain, particularly in suffering 
Pain-I'm the kind of person who gets squeamish over having 
a tooth filled" (377). Is this piece of deliberate banality even 
remotely credible? The decisive indication against it is provided 
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by the final, stunning irrelevancy: unless Miller's entire picture 
of S/M was exhausted by The Little Slwp of Horrors, it hard to 

see how he could have been so stupid as to confuse an erotic 
scene with an ordinary dental prol'edure, simply because both 
might involve a degree of physical pain. What passes for a per­

sonal rev .. lation, then, seems cunningly intended to produce an 
effect of naivete, and so to deflect the reader's attention from 
any potentially discreditable connection between Miller's re­
search project and his psyl'hosexuallife. 

It is this evident determination to apprur ingenuous that com­

promises !\Iiller's attitude of candor and suggests that the pur­
pose behind his abandonment of authorial invisibility in the 
postscript is not in fact to disclose "the truth" about his obses­
sion with Foucault so much as to construct a cover for the mo­
tives that actuated the writing of his biography-and thereby 
to safeguard the invisibility and objectivity of his authorial per­
sona Miller's confession of the secret of his interest in the de­
tails of Foucault's sexual practices, far from clarifying the 
nature of his personal and political investments in the project 
of describing them, seems carefully staged so as to betray signs 
of what can finally be interpreted only as his own cluelessness. 
In short, Miller's autobiographical postscript must be read as a 
genuine instance of that rare and paradoxical literary phenom­
enon, the straight coming-out narrative. At least it presents us 
with a characteristic display of heterosexual theatrics. Like the 
married couple who flirt shamelessly with each other at a dinner 
party, Miller engages in a highly deliberate performance of os­
tensibly involuntary self-disclosure which ultimately confesses 
to nothing but its own innocence and incurs for its performer 
no graver risk than that of standing accused, by the laughable 
Oscar Wildes of this world, of washing one's clean linen in pub­
lic. Miller's gesture of coming out (or should it be called "com­
ing in"?) is just an exercise in coming clean: the self -description 
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by which he exposes himself actually functions to shield him 

from the dangers of describability. 

Despite Mill<>r's professed recoil from the very idea of SIM, 

there can be no doubt that his powers of sympathetic imagi­

nation proved more than equal to the task of entering into it 

and of graphically representing it. Who could mistake the gusto 

in the writing of such passages as the following'? 

Your hands will be strapped to the ceiling. Bands will be 
wrapped around each of your arms and tightened A man 
with a lancet will approach you, and pierce a vein in each 
arm. Helplessly you will watch the blood begin to drain 
from your body. 

The ordeal is structured like the "crisis" in medieval 
medicine. It is a "game," a carefully regulated ritual, a 
spectacle of "immobile contemplation, of death mimed." 
Its aim: to e:1press passionately and actively an agonizing 
lust for blood and for death; to turn this lust outward "in 
a continuous irony"-and so, through a kind of "perverse 
mysticism," to purge it, to drain it. to "disann it in ad­
vance." 

Surrendering to a kind of hallucinatory fever, as the 
spectacle of your own blood plunges you into delirium, 
you are going to face your "moment of truth." 

You are going to experience dinectly, in a way that sci­
entitle inquiry has never been able to illuminate, "the silent 
world of the entrails, the whole dark underside of the body 
lined with endless unseeing dreants." 

And through this experience-which will safely whisk 
you to the threshold of your own imagined death-you are 
going to feel the pathological process, through its own 
force, snap the soul's shackles. (279-80) 

Despite the frenetic orgy of citations-from de Sade, Deleuze, 
Foucault, and others-designed to absolve Miller of responsi­
bility for the vividness of the images he cof\iures up, the nature 
of his own desire, of his own drive to representation, is all too 
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obvious: he do the perverts in different voices. And what dopey 

perverts at that; after all, was there ever such a session at any 
SIM club in the world? Not very likely-and for good reason: 
however much of a philosophical turn-on the foregoing descrip­

tion may be to Miller, it is perhaps the most singularly unsexy 
dungeon scene ever written. 

• • • • • • • 
IT MAY BE instructive in this context to compare Miller's 
book to a slimmer volume, written at about the same time by a 
homonymous author, that also deals with the problem of spec­
ifying the gay identity of a dead French theorist: namely, D. A. 
Miller's Bringing Out Roland Barthes. Not only is the latter 
explicitly concerned, as its title indicates, with the project of 
"gaying" its subject, "bringing out" a writer who did not himself 
"come out" in his own work; it also acknowledges, as James 
Miller nowhere does, that in this encounter (as in most erotic 
ones) the writer's relation to his subject will not "at any moment 
[be] exempt from the usual vicissitudes of adulation, aggres­
sion, ambivalence.""' D.A. Miller's response to this difficulty is 
not to attempt to conceal it but rather to stage it, to bring con­
stantly before the reader the nature of the author's own com­
plex investment in the newly insisted-upon fact and significance 
of Barthes's homosexuality. 

In a manner that might be described as "novelesque" -to ap­
ply the term that D. A. Miller uses to characterize one of Bar­
thes's queerest literary methods: "an incident dislodged from 
the teleology of plot; a gesture excised from the consistency of 
character; a turn of phrase set to drift far beyond the practical 
exigencies of information or function'""-the author here dots 
his text with a series of austerely impersonal anecdotes from 
what is presented as his own life, dramatizing precisely his own 
lack of exemption from the kind of scrutiny that he is fastening 

.....___.... >-------~;, \ 
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upon his subject "At Gold's, as soon as my set is over, I pass 

on the dumbbells (with great solicitousness-'Sure you got 

'em, now?') to my boyfriend, who will In a moment return the 

favor; the acceptability, even the necessity, of the gesture to 

good gym form camouflages the most precious reason for per­

forming it: that our fingers might briefly touch.''"" While scan­

dalizing the cultural imperative that co(\joins critical authority 

with objectivity, objectivity with invisibility, and invisibility 

with at least presumptive heterosexuality, this deployment of 
"the novelesque" also neatly evades, by perfunctorily caving 

into it, some of the disciplinary pressure on the gay subject to 

"confess": although the anecdote might well be true (though 

how can the reader tell? and what difference would it make?), 
it distances itself from the empirical, autobiographical reality 

of the author by disappearing into the detachment of its own 
exemplarity. 

Now I would hardly want to require everyone who writes 

about a gay subject to do so in the same way, to stage his or 
her own subjectivity, to employ D. A. Miller's method, or to 

imitate the convolutions of his sinuous, se If-reflexive prose, 
which is designed to illustrate and to exemplify the self­
discrediting stylistic "hysteria" that Miller ascribes to Barthes: 
"(W]ho could recognize theory once it e(\joined the necessity 
of looking at its ass in the mirror?""' But I do think it is no 
accident that James Miller, in the interests of preserving his own 
panoptic privileges, suppressed and evaded the personal and 
political significance that Foucault's homosexuality and sado­
masochism obviously held for him. His self-effacing style pow­
erfully confirms the Foucauldian axiom that the methods of 
disciplinary power, in order to operate successfully, require 

(and therefore impose) discretion; they cannot survive their 
own theatricalization.87 Perhaps, as D. A. Miller has written else­
where, "only an ostentation of style and argument can provide 
the 'flash' of increased visibility needed to render modl'm dis-
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cipline a problem in its own right far more fundamental than 

any it invents to attach its subjects."'"' 

IN ANY EVENT, James Miller's book spares its readers the 

necessity that Barthesian theory supposedly er\ioins: both the 
author's ass and ours remain firmly, safely, out of sight We can 
consume Miller's tale in the complete security of unshaken prior 
attitudes about sexual politics. Miller advertises his book to us 
as a mind-altering voyage into uncharted and forbidden terri­
tory: he is going to recount Foucault's life, he tells us, "in all of 
its philosophical dimensions, however shocking some of these 
may seem"; his aim is to "put us in touch with what is most 
singular-and perhaps most disquieting-about [Foucault's} 
work" (S4}; Miller's emphasis). That perilous adventure ulti­
mately turns out, however, to be tourism of a tamer sort, rather 
as if it were a daytime, air-conditioned bus tour of the Castro:89 

it titillates us with imagined spectacles of the illicit while con­

finning us in the comfort of traditional pieties. 
The final point of interest in this ethnographic excursion is 

its powerful dramatization of what can be made to count as the 
"truth" about a gay subject, and in whose eyes. Miller's philo­
sophical biography represents a textbook example of what Fou­
cault objected to about "the politics of truth. "00 As Foucault 
once put it, "True discourse, which the necessity of its fonn 
raises above desire and liberates from power, cannot recognize 
the will to truth that pervades it; and the will to truth, having 
Imposed itself upon us for so long, is such that the truth it wills 
cannot fail to mask il''"' "Truth," then, is not the opposite of 
error; like "the author," or .. man," .. truth" is a discursive strategy 
that (among other things) blocks inquiry into the conditions­
dynamic and erotic-of its own production; it enables both the 
exercise of power and the play of desire in discourse to disap-
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pear from view. It thereby forecloses what, for many subaltern 
peoples, are the most pressing political questions to ask of any 
discourse about us that presents itself as true: Who desires this 
truth, and why? Who gets to tell it? To whom? For what pur­
pose? With what power-effects? In ways that implicate what 
other practices or fields of activity? The reason such questions 
are pressing is that "truth" confers power on those who can 
claim access to it: it licenses "experts" to describe and objectify 
people's lives, especially the Jives of those who, for whatever 
reason, happen to find themselves most fully exposed to the 
operations of disciplinary power. And it licenses such experts 
to write without ever having to answer to the subjects of their 
descriptions for the consequences of those descriptions, be­

cause their privileged access to truth enables their power to 
manifest itself entirely in the guise of a legitimate authority that 
has no need of further justification. The example of James Mil­
ler's book demonstrates with particular vividness, then, why it 
is that whenever those of us who feel ourselves to be in Fou­
cault's embattled position, or who share his political vision, hear 
those who aren't, or who don't, invoke the notion of "truth," we 
reach for our revolvers. 

~\.. 1· .l 
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Notes 

Saint Foucault 

1. Richard D. Mohr, Gay ld£as: Outing and Other Controversies 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 221-22. 

2. Mohr, Gay Ideas, 287 n. 2. Mohr's characterization of my book 
was inspired-as his quotations from it in that note indicate-by a 
remark I made in the introduction while reviewing the existing schol­
arly literature on the subject of sex in ancient Greece. Foucauh, I said, 
took up the theoretical dimension or the history of sexuality as it per­
tained to ancient Greece "with characteristic brilliance and matchless 
penetration" (One Hundred Years of Homoserualityand Other Essays 
on Greek Love [New York: Routledge, 1!190], 5-0). Not only do I stand 
by that remark, I consider the judgment contained in it to be both an 
obvious one and no very great compliment to Foucault: anyone who 
surveys the pre-1988 classical scholarship on sex from a theoretical 
perspective will, I believe, all too readilY assent to it. Mohr goes on to 
criticize in some detail a number of the views advanced in my book, 
but his criticisms lie outside the scope of the present discussion. I hope 
to address them in a future essay on the reception of my book. 

For another example of an attempt to forge a mutually incriminating 
linkage among Foucault's work, my book, social construction theory, 
and the current practice of lesbian and gay studies, see Bruce Bawer, 
A Place at the Table: The Gay Individual in American Society (New 
York: Poseidon Press, 1993), 211-12. 

3. In addition to the three points discussed below, let me mention 
two other respects in which Mohr's characterization of social construc­
tion is mistaken. First, the social construction of sexuality applies to 
heterosexuality every bit as much as it applies to homosexuality; social 
constructionists do not presume that only homosexuality is constituted 
culturally or that heterosexuality, by contrast, is constituted naturally. 
To insinuate that social construction naturalizes heterosexuality but 
reduces lesbian and gay existence to an accident or artifact of culture 
is therefore to misrepresent social construction. &>cond, social con-
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struction is not, paep Mohr, merely a "variant of cultural detenninism." 
To say that S<>xuality is constructed is not to say that it is fully deter­
mined but only that it is subject to certain constraints. Social construc­
tions are not sufficient to determine personal behavior in any given 
context; rather, they pennit a considerable degree of individual 
improvisation. To conllate construction with determinism is to make 
a basic conceptual error. On this point see Judith Butler, Gender Trou­
ble: Feminism. and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 
1990), esp. l>-9, 147. (To be fair, I should acknowledge that the dis­
tinction I am making here had entirely escaped me when I wrote One 
Hundred Years of Homosexuality [see esp. 40]: I confused construc­
tion with detenninlsm exactly as Mohr does. At that time I did not have 
the advantage, which Mohr has had, of being acquainted with Butler's 
work.) 

4. See, for example, Michel Foucault, "Des caresses d'hommes 
considerees comme un art," Liberotion, June 1, 1982, 27: 

Bien sUr, on trouvera encore des esprits aimables pour penser 
qu'en somme l'homosexualite a totijours existe .... A de tels 
nails, Dover donne une bonne l~n de nominalisme historique. 
Le rapport entre deux individus du mCme sexe est Wle chose. 
Mais aimer le meme sexe que soi, prendre avec lui un plaisir, 
c'est autre cho&e, c'est toute une e-Xperience, avec ses objets et 
leurs valeurs, avec Ia maniere d'etre du sujet et Ia conscience 
qu'll a de lui-mente. Cette experience est complexe, elle est di­
verse, elle change de fonnes. (Of course, there will still be some 
folks disposed to think that, in the final analysis, homosexuality 
has always existed .••• To such naive souls (K. J.J Dover (in his 
book Greek H<mwsexuality (1978)1 gives a good lesson in his­
torical nominallsm.(SexuaiJ relations between two persons of the 
same sex is one thing. But to love the same sex as oneself, to 
take one's pleasure in that sex, Is quite another thing, it's a whole 
experience, With its own objects and their meanings, with a spe­
cil\e way of life and a consciousness on the lover's part. That 
experience is complex, it is diverse, it takes different forms.) 

6. Michel Foucault, The Histmy of Se:ruality. Volume I: An In­
troduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 69. 

6. To be sure, a frequently quoted passage from the llrst volume 
of Foocault's Hiswrg of Sexuality produces a misleading Impression 
in this respect: "Sexuality," it reads, • .•. is the name that can be given 
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to a historical construct." (Foucault, The Hisrory of Sexuality, Volume 
I, 105; see Michel Foucault, La Volonli de savoir, Histoire de Ia sexu­
alite, I [Paris: Gallimard, 1976], 139). In fact, the constructionist idiom 
employed here originates not with Foucault but with his English IJ'ans. 

Ialor, Robert Hurley; Foucault's own term of choice is dispositif, which 
means something very different from "construct" and which Hurley 
confusingly translates elsewhere in the same volume as "deployment" 
(the most apt English equivalent is, in my view, "apparatus"; anuther 
possibility is "device"). For more on Foucault's term, see Gilles De­

leuze, "What Is a Dispositif?" ln Michel Foucault: Philosopher, ed. and 
trans. Timothy J. Armstrong (New York: Routledge, 1992), I59-US; see 
also David Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault (London: Hutchinson, 
1993), 355, who summarizes Foucault's own explication of the meaning 
of dispositif as follows: ''The term refers to a heterogeneous body of 
discourses, propositions (philosophical, moral, philanthropic and so 
on), institutions, laws and scientific statements; the dispositi.fitself is 
the network that binds them together, that governs the play between 
the heterogeneous strands. It is afmwuzticrn which, at a given histor­
ical moment, corresponds to a dominant stmtegicjunction. ... "(my 
emphasis; Macey bases this dPfinition on Foucault's statements in an 
interview entitled "Le Jeu de Michel Foucault," Ornicar? 10 (July 
1977], 62-93, esp. 63, 65). 

7. See "Sexual Choice, Sexual Act: An Interview with Michel Fou­
cault," in Politics, Philosophy, Culture: Interviews and Other Writ­
ings, 1977-1984, ed. Lawrence D. Kr!tzman (New York: Routledge, 
1988), 286--303 (quutation on p. 288). This interview originally ap­
peared in Homosexuality: Sacrilege, Vision, Politics, ed. Robert Boy­
ers and George Steiner, Salmagundi [special issue) 58-W (1982-83), 
I0-24, and was reprinted in Foucault Live (lnteroiews, 1966-84), ed. 
Sylvere Lotringer (New York: Semiotext(e), 1989), 211-32. 

8. See my review "Sexual Ethics and Technologies of the Self in 
Classical Greece," American Journnl qf Philology 107 (1986), 274-86 
(quotation on p. 277); One Hundred Years qf Hamosexuality, 64. The 
sentence is quoted approvingly by James Grantham Turner, ed., Sex­

uaUty and Ge11der in Early Madero Europe: lmtitutia11S, Texts, Im­
ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), xvi; the terms of 
his approval, however, indicate something of my reasons for wishing 
to retract the statement. 

9. See, for example, Camille Paglia, "Junk Bonds and Corporate 
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Raiders: Academe in the Hour of the Wolf," Arion, 3rd ser. 1.2 (Spring 
1991), 139-212; reprinted in Paglia, Sex, Art, and American Culture 
(New York: Vmtage, 1992), 170-248; Mohr, ''The Thing of lt Is: Some 
Problems with Models for the Social C.onstruction of Homosexuality," 
in Gay Ideas, 221-42, 285-97; Bawer, A l'Ulce at tiw Table, 211; see 
also Bruce Thornton, "Constructionism and Ancient Greek Sex," He· 
lios 18.2 (Autwnn 1991), 181-93; Thornton, "1dolon Theatri: Foucault 
and the Classicists," Classical and Modern Litemtut'f! 12.1 (Falll991), 
81-100; Micaela Janan, review of Oru! Hundred Years of Horrwse:ru· 
ality in Women's Classical Caucus Newsletter 17 (1991), 40-43; Amy 

Richlin, review of Oru! Hundred Years qf Homosexuality in Bryn 
Mawr Classical Review 2.1 (1991), 17-18; Richlin, "Zeus and Metis: 
Foucault, Feminism, Classics," Helios 182 (Autumn 1991), 160-80; 
Richlin, "Not Before Homosexuality: The Materiality of the Cinaedus 
and the Roman Law Against Love Between Men," Journal qf the His· 
tory qf Sexuality 3.4 (APril 1993), ~73; Judith P. Hallett, "Ancient 
Greek and Roman Constructions of Sexuality: The State of the Debate," 
lecture delivered at "Sexualities, Dissidence, and Cultural Change: A 
Symposium," University of Mruyland at College Park, APrillO, 1992. 

For an excellent general overview and political analysis of recent 
phobic constructions of Foucault in the United States, see Roddey 
Reid, "Foucault en Amerique: Biographeme et Kulturkampf," Futur 
anterieur 23-24 (1994), 133-65. 

IO. I adopt Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's fonnulation in Epistemology 
of tiw Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 232. 

II. The only other time I had the same experience, it proved to be 
transformative for my understanding of the topic; see my essay "Why 
Is Diotima a Woman?" in On£ Hundt'f!d Year.. qf Homosexuality, 113-
51, 190-211. 

I2. Cynl}tia Griffin WoW, PIJiintiffv. Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, Dtifendant. Commonwealth of Massachusetts Superior 
Court, Department of the Trial Court, CivU Action No. 92-2430 (APril 
7, 1992), I, 7, 13-14 (emphasis not in original, needless to say). 

13. Fox Butterfield, "Suit Depicts F1ght on M.l. T. Faculty: Utera· 
ture Professor Asserts Promotions Were Tied to Sexual Preferences," 
New Yo>i: Times, May 5, 1992, Al9. 

I4. Avik S. Roy and Max Morris, "Behind Closed Doors," Counter· 
point 2.3 (June 1992), 8-11, 23 (quotation on p. 10). 

I5. Martha Nussbaum, "The Softness of Reason," 1'he New Repub· 
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lie 207.3-4, July 13 and 20, 1992, 26-27, 30, 32, ~5; for further details 
see "Character Studies" (Correspondence), The New Republic 207.11-
12, September 7 and 14, 1992, 4. 

16. Such a complaint, based on a reading of the manuscript of this 
book, has in fact already been made by Didier Erlbon, Mich£1 Foucault 
etsescontempomim(Paris: Fayard, 1994), 11,51-57. Foramorewidt>­
ranging exploration of some of the Issues pursued here, see Geoffrey 
Galt Harpham," Saint Foucault," The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and 
Criticism (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1987), 220-35, 292-95. 

The Queer Politics of Michel Foucault 

For valuable advice, criticism, and discussion, I am indebted to 
Douglas Crimp, Arnold Davidson, Lee Edelman, Didier Erlbon, Jody 
Greene, Morris Kaplan, James Miller, Paul Morrison, and Jana Sawicki 

1. "Le pouvoir est partout." Michel Foucault, La Volonl<! de sa­

voir, Histoire de Ia sexualite, I (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), 122; Michel 
Foucault, The HisUJry of Sexuality, Volume/: An Introduction, trans. 
Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 93, and see, generally, 92-
96 (as a general principle, my quotations of Foucauh follow the pub­
lished translations as closely as possible, but I depart from them where 
necessary). Foucault hastens to explain, in the same passage, that 
''power is everywhere, not because it surrounds and engulfs everything 
but because it comes from everywhere," and in a late interview he 
added, "[Ijf there are relations of power throughout every social field 
it Is because there is freedom everywhere ..•. One cannot impute to 
me the idea that power is a system of domination which controls every­
thing and which leaves no room for freedom." Raul Fomet-Betancowt 
et al., "The Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom: An 
Interview with Michel Foucault on January 20, 1984," trans. J. D. Gau­
thier, Philosophy and Social Criticism 12.2-3 (Summer 1987), 112-31 
(quotation on pp. 123-24). For my account of Foucault's rect>ptlon, 
especially by literary critics and theorists, I am deeply indebted to Mark 
Maslan, "Foucault and Pragmatism," Raritan 7.3 {Winter 1988), 94-
114, and to subsequent discussions with the author. 

2. Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir: Naissaf!C'! de Ia prison 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1975), 31-32 (])iscipline and Punish.: The Birth qf 
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the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan [New York: Pantheon, 19781, 2&-27); 
La Volonk' de sa voir, 121-28 (The His wry ojSe.rualily, Volume I, 92-
97); Jacques RanciPre, "Pouvoirs et strategies: Entretien avec Michel 
Foucault," Rtooltes logiques 4 (Winter 1977), 89-97 (Foucault, "Powers 
and Strategies," in Power/Knowledge: Selected lnteroiews and Other 
Writings, 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon [New York: Pantheon, 19801, 
134--45, esp. 140); FornE't·Betancourt et al., 'The Ethic of Care for the 

Self as a Practice of Freedom," 122-24. 
3. Foucault, La Volonte de savoir, 121-24, esp. 124: "Le pouvoir 

vient d"en bas" (The Hiswry qf Sexuality, Volume I, 92-94, esp. 94). 
See, generally, Foucault, The Hiswry qf Se:ruaUty, Volume!, 1()-12, 
27; Foucault, "Powers and Strategies," 139-42; Fornet-Betancourt et 
al., 'The Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom," 114-15, 

122-24. 
4. Foucault, Suroei/Jer el punir, 196, 21S-19 (Discipline and 

Punish, 194, 217); The HisU>ry of&:ruality, Volume!, passim; "Truth 
and Power," in PoweriKIWVJledge, 10!h'33, esp. 119; "Powers and Strat· 
egies," 139-40; 'The Subject and Power," in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul 
Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 
2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 208--26, esp. 221-
22. As Ed Cohen puts it ("Foucauldian Necrologies: 'Gay' 'Politics'? 
Politically Gay?" Textual Practice 2.1 [Spring 19881, 87-101), "[Fou· 
cault] offers a more continuous notion of change which never escapes 
the fields of power, never longs for the freedom promised by rupture, 
but rather seeks spaces of creative possibility within the present"(93). 

5. Bob Gallagher and Alexander Wilson, "Michel Foucault. An In· 
terview: Sex, Power and the Politics of Identity," The Advocate 400, 
August 7, 1984, 26-30, 58 (quotation on p. 29; see, generally, 2S-29); 
Bernard-Henri Levy, "Foucault: Non au sexe roi," Le Nouvel Observa­
leur, March 12, 1977, 92--93, 95, 98, 100, 105, 113, 124, 130, esp. 124; 
Fomet-Betancourt et al, "'11le Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice 
of Freedom," 123-24; Ranciere, "Pouvotrs et strategies": 

[Je suggererais] qu'il n'y a pas de relations de pouvoir sans res­
istances: que celles-ci sont d"autant plus reelles et plus emcaces 
qu'elles se fonnent lA oil s'exercent Ies relations de pouvoir; Ia 
~istance au pouvoir n'a pas a venir d'ailleurs pour etre reeue, 
mais elle n'est pas piegee parce qu'elle est Ia compatriote du pou· 
voir. Elle existe d'autant plus qu'elle est JA oil est le pouvoir; elle 
est done comme lui multiple et integrable a de'S strategies glob-
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ales. ... Mals iJ y a bien tol\iours quelque chose, dans 1e corps 
social, dans les classes, dans les groupes, dans les indivldus eux­
m~mes qui echappe d'une certaine ~on aux relations de pou­
voir .... C'est moins l'extkrieur par rapport aux relations de 
pouvoir que leur limite, leur envers,leur contre-coup . ... (95, 92; 
"Powers and Strategies," 142, 137-38) 

See, generally, Foucauh, La Vobmte de savoir, 1~27 (Th£ Hisrory of 
Sexumity, Volume I, 95-96). 

6. See Gallagher and Wilaon, "Michel Foucault," 29. 
7. See especially Michel Foucault, "Politics and Reason" (aver­

sion of "Omnes et Singulatim: Towards a Criticism of Political Rea­
son," Foucault's Tanner Lectures on Human Values, delivered at 
Stanford University in October 1979), in Politics, Philosophy, Culture: 
Inkrviews and Ollu!r Writings, 1977-1984, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman 
(New York: Routledge, 1988), 57--85, esp. 83-84; Foucault, ''The Subject 
and Power," 209, 219-24; Fomet-Betancourt et al., "The Ethic of Care 
for the Self as a Practice of Freedom," 123-24. The point I am making 
here is not an original one; it has been well made, for example, by 
Mark Maslan, "Foucault and Pragmatism." 

8. Leo Bersani, ''The Gay Daddy," Homos (Cambridge, Mass.: Har­
vard University Press, 1995), 77-112 (quotation on p. 81). 

9. See Fomet-Betancourt et al., ''The Ethic of Care for the Self as 
a Practice of Freedom," 113-14, where Foucault explains his objec­

tions to sexual liberation as a political strategy in the course of ex­
pounding a larger distinction between "liberation," on the one hand, 
and "practices of freedom," on the other. 

I've always been a little distrustful of the general theme of li~ 
eration. ... I do not mean to say that liberation or such and such 
a form of liberation does not exist. When a colonial people tries 
to free itself of its colonizer, that Is truly an act of liberation, in 
the strict sense of the word. But as we also know, ... this act of 
liberation Is not sufficient to establish the practices of liberty that 
later on will be necessary for this people ..•. That Is WhY I insist 
on the practices of freedom rather than on the processes (of lib­
eration) which Indeed have their place, but which by themselves, 
do not seem to me to be able to decide all the practical forms of 
liberty. I encountered that exact same problem in dealing with 
sexuality: does the- expression "let us liberate our sexuality .. have 
a meaning? Isn't the problem rather to try to decide the practices 
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of fl'<'<'dom through which we could dett>nnine what Is sexual 
plf:"asurt> and what are our protic,loving, passionate relationships 
with others? 

10. Edward W. Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cam· 
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 245-46. 

11. Pett>r Dews, "Power and Subjectivity in Foucault," New Left 
Review 144 (March-April 1984), 72-95 (quotation on pp. 92, 94-95). 

12. Charles Taylor, "Foucault on Freedom and Truth," in Foucault 
A Critical &<uler, ed. David Couzens Hoy (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1986), 69-!02 (quotation on pp. 92, 94; emphasis in original). The ar· 
tide originally appeared in Political17•eory 12 (May 1984), 152-83. 

13. Frank Lentricchia, "Reading Foucault (Punishment, Labor, Re­
sistance)," Raritan 1.4 (Spring 1982), 5-32, and 2.1 (Summer !982), 
41-70 (quotation on pp. 51-52). 

14. Qtd. in David Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault (London: 
Hutchinson, 1993), 431, citing Habermas, "Modernity Versus Post· 
Modernity," New German Critique 22 (Winter 1981), 3-14 (quotation 
on p. 13). 

15. Keith Gandal, "Michel Foucault: Intellectual Work and Poll· 
tics," Telos 67 (Spring 1986), 121-M; Maslan, "Foucault and Pragma­

tism"; Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies"; Judith Butler, "Contingent 
Foundations: Feminism and the Question of 'Postmodernism,' " in 
Feminists Theorize the Political, ed. Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott 
(New York: Routledge, 1992), 3-21, esp. 12-15; Joseph Rouse, "Power/ 
Knowledge," in The Cambridge Companion to Foucaul~ ed. Gary Gut· 
ting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pness, 1994), 92-114. 

16. For a brief history of the political activities of ACT UP/New 
York, see Douglas Crimp, with Adam Rolston, AIDS ]JemoGraphics 
(Seartle: Bay Press, 1990). 

17. Qtd. in Didier Eribon, Michel Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), 265. 

18. See Macey, The Lives of Michel FoucauU, 257, 290, 446-48. 
19. Richard Rorty, "Foucault and Epistemology," In Foucault: A 

Critical Reader, 41-49 (quotation on p. 47). 
20. Macey, The Live& qf Michel Foucault, 431. 
21. Michel Foucault, Remarks on Marx: Conversations with I>uc· 

cio Trombadori, trans. R. James Goldstein and James Cascaito (New 
York: Semiotext{e), 1991), 37-39. 
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22. See, for example, Foucault, ''The Subject and Power," 211-12; 
see also Foucault, "What Is Enlightenment?" in TIU! Foucault RRader, 
ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 32-50, esp. 46--47; Gal­
lagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 58. 

23. I wish to thank Michael Warner for this observation about the 
mediated character of Foucault's influence on contemporary activists. 

24. Perhaps this is the place to say that it is not my aim here to 
reduce the complexity of Foucault's thought to its utility for gay activ­
ists or to uncover the buried gay content in Foucault's texts that sup­
posedly accounts for their distinctive features ( cf. Jenold Seigel. 
"Avoiding the Subject: A Foucaultian Itinerary," Jaurnal of the Historg 
of Ideas 51 [April 1990), 273-99). I simply wish to use some aspects of 
Foucault's reception as a starting point for further inquiry into the 
political dimensions of his work. I have been much aided in my think­
ing on this topic by the incisive analyses of Mark Maslan, "Foucault 
and Pragmatism"; Ed Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies"; and Arnold 
I. Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics: Foucault, the History of Ethics, and 
Ancient Thought," in Foucault and the Writing of Historg, ed Jan 
Goldstein (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1994), @-80, 266-71. I owe a con­
siderable intellectual debt to all three of these writers, as anyone who 
consults their texts will immediately see. 

25. Foucault, La Volante de sa voir, 136. Hurley translates point de 
passage-in what has since become a canonical fonnulation-as 
"transfer point" (The Historg of Sexuality, Volume I, 100), but Fou­
cault's image has less to do with switching from one line to another 
than it does with forced routing through a single point. 

26. I certainly don't mean to imply that the politics of gender, race, 
and class do not also determine in large measure the scope of the AIDS 
Crisis: they all too obviously do. But however complex the politics or 
AIDS may be, we should not ignore or underrate the element of ho­
mophobia that pervades and shapes virtually every dimPnsion of it. On 
this point see Leo Bersanl, "Is the Rectum a Grave?" in AIDS: Cultural 
Analysis/Cultuml Activistn, ed. Douglas Crimp, October [special is­
sue) 43 (Winter 1987), 197-222; Simon WatnPy, "The Spectacle of 
AIDS," in AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Culturul Acti.,is>n, 71-86 (re­

printed in TIU! Lesbian and Gay Studies RRader, ed Henry Abelove, 
Michele Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin [New York: Routledge, 
1993), 202-11); and D. A. Miller, "Sontsg's Urbanity," Octo~49 (Sum-
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mpr 1989), 91-101 (rt>printt'd in Tlu! Lesbian and Gay Studies Rooder, 
212-20). 

27. Foucault, Tlu! Hiswry of Sexuality, Volume I, 98. 
28. See Thomas Yingling, "AIDS In America: Postmodem Gover­

nance, Identity, and Experience," in Inside/Out· Le.sbian Tlteories, 
Gay Theories, Pd. Diana Fuss (New York: Routledge, 1991), 291-310, 

esp. 296. 
29. W. H. Auden, "Canzone," lines 1-2, In CoUecWd Poems, ed. Ed­

ward Mendelson (N<'w York: Random House, 1976), 256-67 (quotation 

on p. 256). 
30. See Esther Newton, Mother Camp: Female lmpersorwtors in 

Ameriro (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972), esp. 104-11; 
most recently, David Bergman, Pd., Camp Grounds: Style aud Homo· 
sexunlity(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1993), and Moe 
Meyer, <'d., Tlu! Politics and Poetics of Camp (London: Routledge, 
1994 ). For an early understanding of camp as a mode of rt>Sistance, see 
Dennis Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation (1971; re­
print, New York: New York University Press, 1993), 150-{;1, who quotes 
an article by Mike Silverstein, "God Save the Queen," from Gay Sun· 
shine (November 1970), to the effect that "camp is .•. a guerilla attacl< 
on the whole system of male-female roles .... " 

31. I wish to thank Gabriel Gomez for bringing this point to my 

attention. 
32. On this point see D. A. Miller, Tlu! Novel and the Police (Berke­

ley: University of California Press, 1988), 206; • Anal Rope," Represen· 
lations 32 (Fall 1990), 114--33; reprinted in lnside/Ou~ 118-41, esp. 
131-{12. 

33. See, for example, Ann PeUegrini, "Classics and Closets," Wom· 
en's Review of Books 11.5 (February 1994), 11-12, who describes what 
h is like for a graduate teaching assistant to come out to a class of 
undergraduates at Harvard. Compare D. A. MiUer, Bringing Out Ro· 
land Bartlu!B (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 23-24, 
commenting on a passage by Barthes: 

"To proclaim yourself something is always to speak at the behest 
ora vengeful Other, to enter Into his discourse, to argue with him, 
to !leek from him a scrap of identity. 'You are •. .' 'Yes, I am .. .' 
Ultimately, the attribute is of no lmportMce; what society wiD 
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not tolerate is that I should be ... nothing, or that the something 
that I am should be openly expressed as provisional, revocable, 
insignificant, inessential, in a word, irrelevanl Just say, •1 am: 
and you will be socially saved." (Thus far Barthes. Miller glosses 
the text as follows.( The quasi·paranoid mistrust finds its warrant 
in the undeniable fact that, as a general social designation, the 
term gay serves a mainly administrative runcuon, whether what. 
is being administered is an insurance company, a marketing cam­
paign, a love life, or a well-orchestrated liberal dinner party-as 
a result of which, even men on whom the overall effect of coming 
out has been empowering will sometimes also have to submit to 
being mortified by their membership in a denomination that gen.. 
era! social usage treats, as though there were nothing else to say 
about them, or nothing else to hear them say, with all the finality 
of a verdict. 

34. See Foucault, The Hist<YrJJ of Sexuality, Volume I, 68-69: 

The "economy" of discourses-their intrinsic technology, the ne­
cessities of their operation, the tactics they employ, the effects 
of power which underlie them and which they transmit-this, and 
not a system of representations, is what detennines the essential 
features of what they have to say. The history of se:xuality-that 
is, the history of what functioned in the nineteenth century as a 
specific domain of truth-must first be written from the view­
point of a history of discourses. 

Cf. also p. 73: "As far as sexuality is concerned, we shall attempt to 
constitute the 'political economy' of a wlll to knowledge." 

35. See Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology 
of Medical l'ercl!Ption, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (London: Tavistock, 
1973), xix: "I should like to make It plain once and for all that this book 
has not been written in favour of one kind of medicine as against an­
other kind of medicine, or against medicine and in favour of an absence 
of medicine. It is a structural study that sets out to disentangle the 
conditions of its history from the density of discourse, as do others of 
tnyworks." 

36. See Foucault, The History <if &>xuality, Volume I, 98: 

One must not suppose that there exists a certain sphere of Sf'x~ 
uality that would be the legitimate concern of a free and disin-
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teresk>d sci~ntific inquiry were it not the object of mechanisms 
of prohibition brought to bear by the economic or idrological 
requiremt>nts of power. If St>xuality was constituted as an area of 
investigation, this was only bec_ause relations of power had es­
tablished it as a possibl~ object; and conversely, if power was 
able to take it as a targe~ this was because techniqu~ of knowl· 
edge and procedures of discounoe were capable of investing il 

37. It has proven profitable for the analysis of other sorts of dis­
course as weD. Let's take the example of abortion discourse. The sub­
stantive questions facing polemicists at the moment-whether or not 
abortion is murder, whether it Is right or wrong, when life begins-ate 
not necessarily stupid or irrelevant questions; nor can the answers to 
them be determined in principle by inquiring into the political econ· 
omy of abortion discourse-by asking, that is, who poses those ques­
tions, in what contexLs, with what effects, by virtue of what authority, 
and with what tactical relation to strategic forces manifest in other 
contested domains of sex, gender, and reproduction. But so long as we 
continue to be mesmerized by such questions as whether abortion is 

right or wrong, so long as we continue to accord such questions pri· 
ority in the debate over legalized abortion, and so long as we continue 
to assume that the answers to such questions, once we arrive at them, 
will determine the outcome of that debate (or that one's personal po­
sition on legalized abortion ought to be detennined by how one has 
answered those questions In one's mind), we shall be prevented from 
seeing that what is at stake In this controversy is not only the philo­
sophical question about the rightness or wrongness of abortion but the 
political question about who controls women's bodies. 

To put the matter more forcefully: so long as we insist on obtainin8 
an answer to the most pressing ethical question to do with abortion 
(whether abortion Is murder) ~ore we can resolve the policy question 
about the legalization of abortion, because we believe that only a cor­
rect solution to the ethical problem can authorize us to a<ljudicate 
correctly the claims of the various "interested" parties to the dispute­
so long, in sho~ as we grant ethics priority over politics-the perhaps 
equally pressing political question about who controls women's bodies 
wUI never be able to get asked. To refuse to allow questions of truth 
to distract us from questions of politics is not to claim that questions 
of truth are logically secondary to questions of politics or that they can 
be settled by political considerations: It Is a purely strategic move, a 
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way of shifting the ground of the argument. The point Is not that the 

truth of the matter has or should have no bearing on politics. The point 

is rather that granting matters of truth precedence over politics is itself 
a political strategy that may need to be resisted. 

Thus, the ethics of abortion can be understood as a philosophical 
distraction from the political struggle over who gets to make repro­
ductive decisions for women. That is another way of saying that one 
effect of the strategic decision to shift the ground of argument from 
matters of truth to matters of power is to settle ethical disagree­

ments pragmatically, not substantively. The question regarding when 
life begtns is not answered in principle by legally permitting abor­
tions to be performed during the first trimester of a pregnancy, for 
example, but when first-trimester abortions are legalized, the qu.,_ 
tion of when life begins Is settled publicly and de facto for all prac­

tical purposes. The difficulty of reconciling the views of pro- and 
antiabortionists may therefore have less to do with substantive dis­
agreements between them than with the way each side deploys its 

argtunents strategically in order to delegitimate (rather than to re­
fute) the claims of the other. 

38. Qtd. in James Miller, The Passian of Michel Fouca..U (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), 253-54. 

39. National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute, Anti­
Gay/Lesbian Violence, Victimization & Defamation in 1992 (Wash­
ington, D.C.: NGLTF Policy Institute, 1993). The most recent data, for 
1993, show a 14 percent decrease in the total number of reported an­
tigay incidents: see National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Insti­
tute, Anti-Gay/Lesbian Violence, Victimizntion, & Defamatiolt in 
1993 (Washington, D.C.: NGLTF Policy Institute, 1994). 

40, See Lee Edelman, "Throwing Up/Going Down: Bushusuro; or, 
The Fall or the West," Hamographesis: Essays in Gay Litemry and 
Cultural Theory (New York: Routledge, 1994), 138-47, esp. 142, "m­
phasizing "the energies of contairunent [of homosexual meaning] that 
are central to the dominant representational regime that micromana­
ges perception from moment to moment in everyday life."' 

41. See Janet E. Halley, "Misreading Sodomy: A Critique of the 
Classification of 'Homosexuals' In Federal Equal Protection Law," in 
Body Guards: The Cultural Politics Qj Gender Ambiguity, ed. Julia 
Epstein and Kristina Straub (New York: Routledge, 1991), 351-77; see 
also Janet E. Halley, ''The Construction of Heterosexuality," in Fear cif 
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a Queer PtanPt: Queer Po/ilirs and Social Theory, ed. Michael Warner 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 82-102, esp. 93-
94. 

42. EvE' Kosofsky s..dgwick, f.pi.<trowlogy of the Closet (Berkeley: 
UnivE'rsity of California Press, 1990). 

43. The charactE'rization of the sexuality of the ninelet'nth-eentury 
homosexual as "a secl't't that always gave itself away" is, of course, 
Foucault's: see The History of Sexuality, Volume I, 43. For an example 
of the heterosexist tactic of imposing secrecy on a homosexual's sex­
uality, all the better to expose it, see George Steiner's comments on 
Foucault's death in The Neto Yorker, March 17, 1986, 105: "Certain 
enforced secl't'cies and evasions veiled his personal existence. This 
obsessive Inquirer Into disease and sexuality-into the mind's con­
structs of Eros and into the effects of such constructs on the body 
politic and on the Individual flesh-was done to death by the most 
hideous and symbolically charged of cufl't'nt diseases (sic(." As Ed 
Cohen, who quotes this vengeful passage ("Foucauldian Necrologies," 
99 n. 12), remarks, Steiner's own veiled allusions to the supposedly 
weU-guarded but transpal't'nt secret of Foucault's homosexuality are 
particularly curious inasmuch as Steiner had published, only four years 
earlier, In a volume that Steiner himself had coedited, a lengthy inter­
view with Foucault devoted to the topic of homosexuality, a topic 
which Foucault had addressed from the perspective of an openly gay 
man: "Sexual Choice, Sexual Act: An Interview with Michel Foucault," 
In Homosexuality: Sacril£ge, Vision, Politics, ed. Robert Boyers and 
George Steiner, Salmaguruti (special issue) 58-59 (1982-83), 1()-24; 
reprinted in Foucault Live (Interviews 1966-84), ed. Sylvere Lotrtnger 
(New York Semiotext(e), 1989), 211-32, and In Politics, Philosophy, 
Culture, 286-300. 

44. On urbanity as a homophobic tactic, see the brilliant analysis 
by D. A. Miller, "Sontag's Urbanity," The Le.<bion arui Gay Studies 
Read£r, esp. 215. 

45. Sedgwick, Episterrwlogy of the Closet, 69-70. 
46. Foucault, The Histnry of Sexuality, Volume /, 27; Sedgwick, 

Episterrwlogy of the Closet, 3. 
47. Michel Foucault, Madness arut Civilization: A History Q/ In· 

sanity in the Age of Reason, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Pan· 
theon, 1965), x-xi (emphasis in original). 
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48. Qtd. In Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault, 114-15. 
49. See Foucault, Remarks on Marx, 63-65, esp. 6.?: 

To the corurtruction of the object madness, there corresponded 
a rational subject who "knew" about madness and who under­
stood it. In The History of Madne.'IS I tried to understand this 
kind of collective, plural experience which was defined between 
the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries and which was marked by 
the Interaction between the birth of "rational" man who recog­
nizes and "knows" madness, and madness itself as an object sus­
ceptible of being understood and detennined. 

50. Roland Barthes, "Savoir et folie," Critique, no. 17 (19tH), 915-
22; reprinted In Barthes, Essais critiques (Paris: Seuil, 1964): qtd. in 
Eribon, Michel Foucault, 117. 

51. Michel Serres, "Geometrie de Ia folie," Le Mercure de Frorn:e 
(August 1962), 682-96; (September 1962), 62-81: qtd. in Macey, The 
Liveo of Michel Foucault, 117. 

52. Foucault, The Histm-y of Sexuality, Volume I, 105. 
53. Ibid., 68. 

54. See D. A. Miller, 'The Late Jane Austen," Raritan 10.1 (Sum­
mer 1990), 55--79, esp. 57: "All the deployments of the 'bi~er' that 
characterizes our modernity depend on the supposition that the most 
effective take on the subject is rooted in its body, insinuated within 
this body's 'naturally given' imperatives. Metaphorizing the body begins 
and ends with literalizing the meanings the body is thus made to bear." 

55. "comme domaine de verite specillque": La Vokmte de savoir, 
92; cf. The Histm-y of Sexuality, Volume I, 69. 

56. Foucault, The Hiswry of Sexuality, Volume I, 69. 
57. For a critical history of sexology as a science, see Janice M. 

Irvine, Disorders of Desire: Sex and Ge>ider in Modem American Sex­
ology (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990). 

58. Foucault's emphasis is unfortunately lost on Anglophone read­
ers, because his English translator Robert Hurley renders dispositifin 
the title of Part IV of The Jfiswry Qj' Sexuality, Volume I, as "deploy­
ment" but elsewhere (including a much-quoted passage on page 105, 
quoted later) as "construct." See note 6 to "Saint Foucault." 

59. Foucault, The Histm-y Qj' Sexuality, Volume I, 105-a 
60. Ibid, 139-45. 
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61. Foucault, La Voltmh' de sa voir, 168; cf. The History of Sexu· 
alily, Volume/, 127. 

62. For an ~arly appl'l'<'iation of the political usefulness of Fou­
<'ault, S<'t' the charact~ristically prt'scient rt'marks by Gayle Rubin, 
"ThinkifiR &>x: Notes for a Radkal Throry of the Politics of Sexuality," 
in Pleasurr! and Danger: E.lploring Female Se:ruality, ed. Carole S. 
Vance (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), 267..,'319, esp. 276-
78, 2&Hl8; rt'printed, with revisions, in The Lesbian and Gay Studie> 

Reader, 3-44, esp. 10-11, 16-!9. 
63. AM. Krich, ed., The Homose:rualJJ: As Se<>f1 by Th£mse{vesand 

'Thirty AutJwrities (1954; 6th paperback ed., N~w York: The Citadel 
Press, 1968). The book's cover adds the following notation: "A com­

prehensive, revealing inquiry into the cause and cure of homoerotic 
manifestations in men and women with case histories and auwbio· 
gmphical accounts." 

64. Ray B. Evans, "Physical and Biochemical Characteristics of 
Homosexual Men," Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psyclwlogy 
39.1 (1972), 140-47; Muriel Wilson Perkins, "Female Homosexuality 
and Body Build," Arrhives of Sexual Behavior 10.4 (1981), 337-45 (I 
quote from the abstracts of the two articles). 

65. E.g., Foucault, Suroeiller et punir, 311 (Discipline and Pun· 
ish, 304): "the chatter of criminology." 

66. "Maurice F1orence" (sc. Michel Foucault and Fran~ois Ewald), 
"Foucault," in Dictionnai>Y! des phitosophes, ed. Denis Huisman (Pacis: 
Presses Universitaires de France,1984), !:942-44; trans. CatherinePor· 
ter in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, 314-19, esp. 317: 

(TJo refuse the universals of "madness," "delinquency," or "sex~ 
uality" does not mean that these notions refer to nothing at all, 
nor that Utey are only chimeras invented in the interest of a du~ 
bious cause .... (Rather, it} entails wondering about the condi­
tions that make It possible, according w the rules oftruth-telling, 
to recognize a subject as mentaJiy iiJ or to cause subjects to rec~ 
ognize the most essential part of themselves in the modality of 
their sexual desire. 

Cf. Judith Butler, "Criticaliy Queer," GLQ 1 (1993194), 17-32; reprinted 
in Judith Butler,Badies TluliMatter: On theDiscursiveLimi/8 of"Sex" 
(New York: Routledge, 1993), 223-42: "My understanding of Foucault's 
notlon of genealogy is that it is a specifically philosophical exercise in 
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exposing and tracing the installation and operation or false universals" 
(p. 282 n. 8). 

67. For distinguished recent examples or this synthesis, see Ed­
elman, Homogmphesis, and Butler, Bodies That Matter. 

68. Harold Beaver, "Homosexual Signs (In Memory of Roland 
&rlhes)," Critical Inquiry 8 (1981182), 99--119, esp. 115-16; Sedgwick, 
Epistemology of the Closet, esp. 9-11; Simon Watney, "Troubleshoot­
ers," Ariforum 30.3 (November 1991), 16-18, esp. 17: "Homosexual 
identity should thus be understood as a stmtegic position that privi­
leges heterosexuality' (emphasis in original); Halley, "The Construc­
tion of Heterosexuality." 

69. See, for example, Michael Warner, "Homo-Narcissism; or, Het­
erosexuality," in Engernlering Men: The Question of Male Feminist 
Criticism, ed. Joseph A. Boone and Michael Cadden (New York: Rout­
ledge,l990), 190--206, 313--15; D. A. Miller, "Anal Rope"; Lee Edelman, 
"Tearooms and Sympathy, or, The Epistemology of the Water Closet." 
in Nationalisms & Serualities, ed. Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris 
Sommer, and Patricia Yeager (New York: Routledge, 1992), 263--84; 
reprinted, with revisions, in The Lestnan and Gay Studies Reader, 553--
74, and in Edelman, Homographesis, 148--70. 

70. Halley, "Misreading Sodomy," 361. 
71. Cf. Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Ben­

nington and lan McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 
esp. 332-J5, 373--79, on the strange relations or inrelations among and 
within the tenns two, the pair, parity, the couple, the double, fetish­
ism, homosexuality, heterosexuality, and bisexuality. 

72. Halley, "The Construction of Heterosexuality." 
73. Paul Morrison, "End Pleasure," GLQ 1 (1993194), 53--78 (quo­

tation on p. 57). 
74. Jonathan Katz, Gay/Lesbian Almanac: A New Dornmenl.ary 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1983), 147-50; David M. Halperin. One 
Hundred Years of Homosexuality (New York: Routledge, 1990), 17, 
and 158 n. 17. 

75. For an elaboration of this point, see Judith Butler, Gender 
Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion qf Identity (New York: Rout­
ledge, 1990). 

76. 1 owe this formulation to an unpublished paper by Robert A. 

Padgug. 
77. On the practice concealing and exculpating oneself by accus-
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ing others, see Ev" Kosofsky Sedgwick's remarks on Proust in EpL!· 

le>nology qf lluJ Closet, 222-30. 
78. The notable t>xe<>ptions include Sigmund Freud, Three Es· 

says on lluJ Tluoory qf SP::ruality, esP<'Cially the famous 1915 foot· 
note to the paragraph on 'The Sexual Aim of Inverts" in Section Ia 
of the first essay: 'Thus from the point of view or psycho-analysis 
the exclusive sexual interest felt by men for women 1s also a prob­
lem that needs elucidating and is not a self -evident fact ... " Set 
Freud, Three Essays on lluJ Tluoory qf Sexuality, tranS. and ed. 
James Strachey, intro. Steven Marcus (New York: Basic Books, 
1975), 12. See also Alfred C. Kinsey, WardeD B. Pomeroy, and Clyde 
E. Martin, Sexual &lun>ior in lluJ Human Mole (Philadelphia: W. 
B. Saunders, 1948); William H. Masters, Heterosexuality (New Y<l'k: 
HarperCoUins, 1994). 

79. The history of the concept of sexual perversion abundantly 
illustrates this point see Arnold 1. Davidson, "Closing Up the Corpses: 
Diseases of Sexuality and the Emergence of the Psychiatric Style of 
Reasoning," in Meaning and Metlwd: Essays in Honor of Hilary Put· 
nam, ed. George Boolos (Cambridge: Cambridge University PresS, 
1990), 295-325, esp. 308--9. See also Hatley, 'The Construction ofHet· 
erosexuality." 

80. Paul Monison, Sexual Suhjects (New York: Oxford University 
Press, forthcoming). 

81. Natalie Angier, "Zone of Brain Unked to Men's Sexual Orien· 
tatlon," New York Times, August 30, 1991, AI. 

82. See the cover or Newsweek for March 12, 1990: TilE fUI'lJRE oF 
GAY AMERICA. MIUI"ANTS VERSUS niE MAJNBrn.£AM.. TESTING n-IE L1Mfi'S OF 

TOLERANCE. 

83. Bay Times 14.20, July I, 1993, I. 
84. For theatricalization as a mode of resistance, see Paul Morri· 

son, "Coffee Table Sex: Robert Mapplethorpe and the Sadomasochism 
of Everyday Life," Genders II (FaD 1991), 17-36. 

85. Foucault, The Histmy of Sexuality, Volume I, 86. Cf. Levy, 
"Foucault Non au sexe roi," 105. 

86. Levy, "Foucault: Non au sexe rol," 93. 
87. Qtd. in Eribon, Michel Foucault, 237. 
88. Macey, The Live~~ of Michel Foucault, 257; see also 269 and, 

more generally, 255-82. Ct Foucault, /remarks on Marx, !58-60. For 
the details of Fouca:ult's political activity within the French educational 
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system, see now Didier Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contemporains 
(Paris: Fayard, 1994), 185-209. 

89, Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 58. Cf. Jean Le Bi­
toux et al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie: Un Entretien avec un 
lecteur quinquagenaire," Le Gai Pied 25 (April 1981), ~. esp. 39 
("Friendship as a Lifestyle: An Interview with Michel Foucault," Gay 
hifonnation, pp. -Hi; "Friendship as a Way of Life," trans. John John­
ston, Foucault Live, 203-11); Foucault, Remo.rks an Mar.r, 157: "I ab­
solutely will not play the part of one who prescribes solutions. I hold 
that the role of the intellectual today is not that of establishing laws 
or proposing solutions or prophesying, since by doing that one can 
only contribute to the functioning of a determinate situation of power 
that to my mind must be criticized." 

90. Foucault, Remo.rks on Mar.r, 174. See, generally, Eribon, 
MicM! Foucault et ses e<mtemporains, 28!h'lll, for a lucid account of 
Foucault's disagreements with Habermas on this point. 

91. See "Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations: An Interview 
With Michel Foucault," in The Foucault Reaih!r, 381-90: responding to 
Richard Rorty's objection that "(Foucault may not be) saying that you 
and I are as nothing, but (he does) seem to hint that you and I together, 
as we, aren't much-that human solidarity goes when God and his 
doubles go" (Consequences of Pragmatism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1982), 207}-that, as Foucault himself put Rorty's 
point, he did not locate political projects within the context of a spe­
cific community or interest group ''whose consensus, whose values, 
Whose traditions constitute the framework for a thought and define the 
conditions in which it can be validated," Foucault n>joined, "But the 
problem is, precisely, to decide if it is actually suitable to place oneself 
within a 'we' in order to assert the principles one recognizes and the 
values one accepts; or if it is not, rather, necessary to make the future 
fonnation of a 'we' possible, by elaborating the question. Because it 
seems to me that the 'we' must not be previous to the question; it can 
only be the result-and the necessarily temporary result-of the ques­
tion as it is posed in the new terms in which one formulates it" (quo­
tation on p. 385). For an extended commentary on this passage, as well 
as an application of the notions contained in it to the emerging field of 
lesbian/gay studies, see Ed Cohen, "Who Are 'We'? Gay 'Identity' as 
Political (E)motion (A Theoretical Rumination)," in lnside/Ou~ 11-9'~. 

92. Gandal, "Michel Foucault: Intellectual Work and Politics," 122-
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24, 129. See also the excellent discussion by James W. Bernauer and 
Michael Mahon, 'The Ethi<-s of Michel Foucault," T/u! Cambridge Com· 
pan ian to Foucault, 141-58. 

93. Qtd. in Eribon, Michel Foucault, 227. 
94. Qtd. in Macey, T1u! Lives of Michel Foucault, 418. 
95. Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 26, 308; T/u! History of Sex· 

uality, Volu>ne /, 93; ''Truth and Power," 123. 
96. This theme emerges particularly clearly from the historyofthe 

struggle for the pSychiatric depathologizatlon of homosexualicy; ,.. 
Ronald Bayer, Htmwsexuality and American Psychiatry, 2nd ed. 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1987); see also Mar1ill 
Duberman, Cures: A Gay Man's Odyssey (New York: Dutton, 1991), 
esp. 204-{5, 267-00, and Duberman, Ab<Jut Time: Explori'IIJ) til£ G<;y 

Past, rev. ed. (New York: Meridlall, 1991), 329-41. 
97. It is, obviously enough, no easy or safe thlng to speak from the 

position of a homosexual subject-as the case of Acallfora ( diselJSSfd 
earlier) makes abundantly clear. Nor is every gay speaking alw'*" an 
expression of resistance: as Foucault himself emphasized, it is in part 
by producing in us the compulsion to speak the truth about ourselves 
and our sexuality that power has come to invest modem subjects (The 

Histmy of Sexuality, Volume I, 6-12, 18-35). Nonetheless, there is an 
important distinction to be made, I think, between the klnd of spea]dng 
that one does to one's psychiatrist or to the members of one's twelve­
step group (not to mention one's parole officer) and the klnd of speak· 
ing that one does in the course of questioning a representative frOID 
the Department of Public Health who has been obliged to explain 1 

new standard of confidentiality in HIV-antibody testing to the membe!S 
of one's local chapter of ACT UP. The kind of gay speaking tllat, to mY 
mind, would constitute political resistance is not the kind that testilles 
to the truth or gay being but that contributes to and helps to authoriZe 
gay knowledge practices, or that disrupts heterosexlst monopolies of 
heterosexual "free expression. • 

98. Foucault, T1u! Hiswry of Sexuality, Volume/, HJ() ... JOI. 
99. Ibid., 101. 

100. See Michel Foucault, "LeGal savoir'' (!), Mec Maga.zine 5 (June 
1988), 32--36, esp. 32; Gallagher and Wilson "Michel Foucault," 29. 

101. Uvy, "Foucault: Non au sexe roi ,: 95 98· my translation is 
loosely based on that of David J. Parent, "P~we; and Sex," in Foucault, 
Politica, Philosophy, Culture, 110...24 (quotation on pp. II4--15); this 
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translation originally appeared in Telos 32 (1977), 15~1. For other 
examples of Foucault's reading of the homosexual emancipation move­
ment In these terms, see Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 29; 
J. P. Joecker, M. Ouerd, and A. Sanzio, "Histoire et homosexualite: 
Entretien avec M. Foucault," Masques 13 (Spring 1982), 14-24, esp. 24. 

102. Michel Foucault, "Le Gai savoir" (II), Mec Magazine 6--7 (July­
August 1988), ~(quotation on p. 31; no English translation). See 
also Foucault, "Non aux compromis," Le Gai Pied 43 (October 1982), 
9; Joecker et al., "Histoire et homosexualite," 18, 20; Gilles Barbedette, 
"The Social Triumph of the Sexual Will: A Conversation with Michel 

Foucault," Christopher Street 6.4 (May 1982), 36--41, esp. 39-40: "'1'<>­
day the important questions are no longer linked to the problem of 
repression, which doesn't mean that there aren't still many repressed 
people, and which above all doesn't mean that we should overlook that 
and not struggle so that people stop being oppressed; of course I don't 
mean that. But the innovative direction we're moving in is no longer 

the struggle against repression." 
103. Foucault, 1M History of Sexuality, Volume I, 93. See Fou­

cault's more nuanced discussion of the political uses of liberation in 
Fomet-Betancourt et al., "The Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice 

of Freedom." 
104. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 29; in response to 

this statement Foucault says, "Yes, that is the way I would put it." 
105. Hence, for example, the outrage over the recent panel on 

"AJDS and the Social Imaginary" at the 1992 meeting of the American 
Anthropology Association in San Francisco, consisting of impeccably 
credentialed, indisputably left-wing academics (Nancy Scheper­
Hughes, Jean Comaroff, Renato Rosa! do, Paul Rabin ow, and Michael 
Taussig; Emily Martin and Arthur KleimnaR, scheduled to be on the 
panel, were absent), none of whom, however, was gay-identified or a 
person with HN/AIDS. The panel was thronged by protesters from the 
Society of Lesbian and Gay Anthropologists, wearing T -6hirtS that read 

ntESE NATIVES CAN SPEAK FOR 'n{EMSELVES. 
106. See Teresa de Laure tis, "Eccentric Subjects: Feminist TheOfY 

and Historical Consciousness." Feminist Studies 16.1 (Spring 1990), 

115-50. 
107, On this point see Judith Butler, "Sexual Inversions," in Dis· 

courses qf SexuaWy: From Aristotle 10 AIDS, ed. Domna C. Stanton 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan PresS, 1992), ~1. esp. 364-67. 
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It is worth emphasizing, however, that the GLF explanation of why gay 
is good 1'\'S<>mbl<"S very cl<JS<>ly the more recent queer-affirmative d<e­
larations by Queer Nation: see, for example, Martha Shelley, "Gay Is 
Good," in Out of tJu> Ck>seL<: Voice" qf Gay Liberation, ed. Karla Jay 
and Allen Young (New York: Douglastl.Jnks, 1972), 3!-34. 

I 08. I am drawing here on similar arguments in feminist theory for 
understanding .. woman" not as a nat.urP but as a positionality: ~. for 
example, Linda AlcotT, "Cultural Feminism Versus Post.Structuralism: 
The Identity Crisis in Feminist Theory," Signs !3.3 (Spring 1988), 405-
36, <"Sp. 433-35, and the further discussion by Teresa de Lauretia, "The 
Esst'nce of the Triangle or, Taking the Risk of Essentialism Seriously: 
Feminist Theory in Italy, the U.S., and Britain," differences 12 (Sum· 
mer 1989), 3-37, esp. II-12; also, de Lauretis, "Eccentric Subjects"; 
Donna J. Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto," in Simians, Cyborgs, and 
Women (New York: Routledge, 1991), !49-81. See, further, Abdul R. 
JanMohamed and David Uoyd, eds., The Nature and Context of Mi-
7Writy Discourse (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). 

109. The distinction between queerness and Queer Nation has been 
drawn very starkly by Lisa Duggan, "Making It Perfectly Queer," So­
cialist Review 22.1 (January-March 1992), II-31, esp. 20-21: "Many 
members of Queer Nation ... use the tenn 'queer' only as a sY1'0 JtYIII 
for lesbian or gay. Queer Nation, for some, is quite simply a gay na­
tionalist organization." Duggan hastens to point out, however, thai al· 

titudes Within Queer Nation are more contradictory and complex. 
110. A brief summary with documention appears in Arlene Stein, 

"Sisters and Queers; The Decentering of Lesbian Feminism," Socialist 
Review 22.1 (January-March 1992), 33-55, esp. 50, 55 n. 30. 

111. See, for example, the anonymous pamphlet beginning "Queers 
Read This!" which many take to be the founding document of Queer 
Nation. I have in mind such passages as the following: "Since time 
began, the world has been inspired by the work of queer artiats. · · · " 

112. For further reOections on this topic see Judith Butler, "Criti· 
cally Queer," and compare her earlier discussion in "Imitation and Gen­
der Insubordination," in Inside/Out, 13-31; reprinted in The Lesbian 
and Gay Studies Reader, 307-20. 

113. Cover story of Sister!!My Comrade (Spring 1990). This was a 
direct response to a series of articles In the lesbian and gay glossies 
that had dealt with the lluldlty of lesbian Identities, most notably a 
cover story by Jorjet Harper, "Lesbians Who Sleep with Men," Outweek 
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33, February II, 1990, 46-62. For the reference to Sister! I am indebted 
to Julia Erhart, ''The Politics of the Construction of Community: Queer­
zlnes," a lecture delivered at "Flaunting It!" (the first annual national 
graduate student conference in lesbian and gay studies), the University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, in April 1991. 

114. See Michael Warner, "Introduction," In Fear of a Queer Planet, 
vli-XXJti, esp. xxvi-xxvil: "For both academics and activists, 'queer' 
gets a critical edge by defining itself against the nonnaJ rather than the 
heterosexual .... The Insistence on 'queer' •.. has the effect of point­
ing out a wide field of nonnaJization, rather than simple intolerance, 
as the site of violence .... Organizing a movement around queerness 
also allows it to draw on dissatisfaction with the regime of the nonnaJ 
in general." Similar claims can be made on behalf of the earlier tenn, 
"gay"; see Simon Watney,Policing Desire: Pornography, Aids, and the 
Media, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 18: 
"Gay culture In the 1970s offered the grounds for the emergence of a 
social identity defined not by notions of sexual 'essence,' but in op­
positional relation to the institutions and discourses of medicine, the 
law, education, housing and welfare policy, and so on." Dennis Altman 
(Homosexual: Oppressi<m and Liberoti<m, 151) discerned an early ex­
ample of this oppositional tendency in the Cockettes, a group of gen­
der.fuck performance artists, of whom he wrote, "(T]heir style is an 
extravagant send-up of all that Is normal and respectable. ... " 

For various assessments of "queer" identity as it has evolved, see 
Teresa de Lauretls, "Queer Theocy: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities. An 
Introduction," d\ffenmces 3.2 (1991), iii-xvili; the sampling of opinion 
contained in "Birth of a Queer Nation," Outa.ook 11 (Winter 1991), 14-
23; Duggan, "Making It Perfectly Queer," 20-26; Stein, "Sisters and 
Queers," 50; Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman, "Queer National­
ity," boundary 2 19.1 (1992), 149-80 (reprinted In Fear of a Queer 
l'Uznet, 193-229); Henty Abelove, "From Thoreau to Queer Politics," 
Yale Journal of Criticism 6.2 (1993), 17-27; Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
"Foreword: T Times" and "'Queer and Now," in Tendencies (Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1993), xl-xvl, 1-20, esp. xl-xlli, !HI; Jef­
frey Escoffier, ''Under the Sign of the Queer," Found Ol>ject 4 (Fall 
1994), 133-42, esp. 134-36; Steven W. Anderson, "A Journey into the 
Queer (and Not so Queer)," unpublished essay. 

115. Edelman, Homogruphesis, 114. 
116. Gerard Raulet, "Structuralism and Post-Structuralism: An In-
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IPrviPw with MichPI Foucault," trans. Jeremy Harding, Telos 55 (Spring 
1983), 195-211 (quotation on p. 207): qtd, in Cohen, "Foucauldian Ne­
crologies," 87. S.,., also Levy, "Foucault: Non au sexe roi," 130. 

117. Bitoux I'! al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 39 (my em­
phasis). 

118. MBCI'y (The Lives of Michel Foucault, 367-78) sums up Fou· 
cault's position as follows: "Gays had to do more than assPrt an iden· 
tity; they had to creal!' it, and Foucault was wary of any suggostion 
that its creation was I'QUivalent to the liberation of an I'SS<'nce." See, 
generally, ibid., 364-70, for an excellent swvey of Foucault's writings 
on gay sex and politics. 

119. Michl'! Foucault, "An Aesthetics of Exisll'nce," in Politics, 
Phirosophg, Culture, 47-53 (quotation on p. 49). My entire account of 
the relation between ancient ethics and gay politics in Foucault's 
thought is deeply indebted to Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies," and 
to Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics." 

120. Michel Foucault, L 'Usage des plai.sirs, Histoire de Ia sexualite, 
2 (Paris: Gallimard, 1984), 16-17; cf. Foucault, The Use of /'teasun!, 
The History of Sexuality, Volume Two, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Random House, 1985), 10-11. 

121. Foucault, L'Usage des plaisirs, 103 (cf. The Use of Pteasun!, 
89). 

122. See, generally, Foucault, The Use of Pleosure, 89-98. See also 
Michel Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Work 
in Progress," in The Foucault Reader, 340-72, esp. 341 (the interview 
originally appeared in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structumlism and 
Htmneneutics, 229-52). 

123. Michel Foucault, "La Culture de soi," in Le Souci d£ soi, 
Histoire de Ia sexuaJite, 3 (Paris: Gallimard, 1984), 51-85; "The Cui· 
tivation of the Self," in The Care of the Self. The History of Sexual· 
ity, Volume Three, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Random House, 
1986), 3fl..68. See also Foucault, "L'Ecriture de soi," Le Corps tt:rit 3 
{1983), ~23 (no English translation); Luther H. Martin, Huck 
Guunan, and Patrick H. Hutton, eds., Technologies of the Self: A Sem· 
inar with Michel Foucault (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1986). 

124. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 359. 
125. Foucault, The Care of the Self. 43. 

126. Ibid., 60-54. See also Foucault, L 'Usage d£s plaisirs, 84-90 
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(ThR Use of Pleasure, 72-77) for the classical Greek conception of as­
ktt~is as training or exercise. 

127. Foucault, The Care of the Self, 65-00 (qtd. in Davidson, "Ethics 
as Ascetics," 68). 

128. Ibid., 41 (the passage is quoted by Davidson, "Ethics as Ascet­
ics," 67); see also 67. 

129. Paul Veyne, "The Final Foucault and His Ethics," trans. Cath· 
erine Porter and Arnold I. Davidson, Critical Inquiry 20 (Autwnn 
1993), 1-9 (quotation on p. 7; my emphasis). 

130. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucauh," 27 (my emphasis). 
131. Foucault, "What Is Enlightenment?" 39-42 (quotation on p. 

41). Cf. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 362: "We have hardly 
any remnant of the idea in our society, that the principal work of art 
which one has to take care of, the main area to which one must apply 
aesthetic values, is oneself, one's life, one's existence. We find this 
in the Renaissance, but in a slightly academic fonn, and yet again in 
nineteenth-century dandyism, but those were only episodes." 

132, Hayden White, "Foucault's Discourse: The Historiography of 
Anti-Humanism," in The Content oftlu! Fonn: Narrative Discourse and 
Hiswrical R"Jlre.<entation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Unn·ersity 
Press, 1987), 104-41, esp. 10tH;: "IT]here is no center to Foucauh's 
discourse. It is all surface-and intended to be so .... Foucault's dis­
course is willfully superficial. And this is consistent with the larger 
Plll')Jose of a thinker who wishes to dissolve the distinction between 
surfaces and depths .... Brletly, I argue that the authority of Foucault's 
discourse derives primarily from its style (rather than from its factual 
evidence or rigor of argument) . ... " 

133. See Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies," 92: "While, of course, 
historically 'style' has been one of the primary ways in which gay men 
have signified both their existence and their 'di!Terence,' Foucault's 
suggestion seems to go beyond the formal self-invention which char· 
acterizes attitudes such as 'camp' and 'drag' to propose a radical ..,.. 
imagining which would open up 'new forms of relationships, new 
fonns of love, new fomlS of creation.· " 

134. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 362. 
135. Pierre Hadot, £;rercices spirituel& et phiJosophie antique: 

Deuxieme edition revue el augrnentee (Paris: Etudes Aug\lb"tiniennes, 
1987; 1st ed. 1981); discussion by Arnold I. Davidson, "Spiritual Exer­
cises and Ancient Philosophy: An Introduction to Pierre Hadot," Grit· 
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irol lnqui>y 16.3 (Spring 1990), 475-82. In a fonnal commentary on 
my paper at thE' annual m...,ting of the American Philosophical Ass& 
dation (Pacitlc Division) in Los Angeles on April 2, 1994, Davidson 
suggested that my reading of Foucault may be more Hadotian than 
Foucauldian; I acknowledge that possibility. 

136. Pierre Hadot, "La Figure du sage dans l'antiquite greco-latine," 
in Les Sagesses du moude, ed. Gilbert Gadoffre (Paris: Editions Univ· 
ersitaires, 1991), 20; qtd. in Davidson ("Ethics as Ascetics," 76), who, 
however, argues (pp. 68ff.) that Foucault's conception of ascesis is less 
impersonal and more aesthetic than Hadot 's (and, if Hadot is correct. 
than the ancients'). See also Jean-Pierre Vernant, "One, Two, Three: 
Eros," in Before Sexuality: The Coustrnction of Erotic Experierlce in 
the Ancient Greek World, ed. David M. Halperin, John J. Winkler, and 
Froma l Zeitlin (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press 1990), 
465-78, esp. 473-77, whose interpretation is influenced by Harlot 

137. See Foucault's remarks in Fornet-Betancourt et al, "The Ethic 
of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom," 121: 

[The subject] is not a substance; it is a fonn and this fonn is 
not above all or always identical to itself. You do not have to­
wards yourself the same kind of relationships when you consti­
tute yourself as a political subject who goes and votes or 
speaks up at a meeting, and when you try to fulfill your desires 
in a sexual relationship. There are no doubt some relationships 
and some interferences between these different kinds of sub­
ject but we are not in the presence of the same kind of subject. 
In each case, we play, we establish with one's self some differ­
ent form of relationship. And it is precisely the histmical con­
stitution of these different fonns of subject relating to games of 
truth that interest me. 

For Foucault, then, the "subject" is not an identity or a substance. 
Moreover, it is alwaya a constructed subject, and the relations of re­
flexivity that define the subject's "self," its relationship to itself, are 
Constrained by games of truth, practices of power, and hi.•torical or 
social fonns. Nonetheless, Insofar as the subject is an ethical subject, 
a subject of ethical Practices, it is to that extent a free subject, for that 
is what it means, definitionally, to be an ethical subject Without free­
dom, ethics is impossible. "Liberty is the ontological condition of 
ethics," Foucault emphasizes; conversely, "ethics is the deliberate (onn 
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assumed by liberty" (115). And he adds, in reference to the c~..sical 
Greeks, "I AI slave has no ethics" ( 117). 

138. "On ecrit pour etre autre que ce qu'on est": Charles Ruas, "Ar­
choologie d'une passion," Magazine Litteraire, no. 221 (July-August 
1985), 100-105 (quotation on p. 104); tran.~lated as "An Interview with 

Michel Foucault," in Foucault, Death and the Labyrinth: Th" World of 
Raym<md Rousse~ trans. Charles Ruas (London: Athlone PresS, 1986 ), 
169-86 (quotation on p. 182). See also Rux Martin, "Truth, Power, Self: 
An Interview with Michel Foucault (October 25, 1982)," in Technoln­

gies of the Self, 9-15, esp. 9: "I don't feel that it is necessarY to knoW 
exactly what I am. The main interest in life and work is to become 
someone else that you were not in the beginning"; Foucault, Remarks 

on Marx, 25-67, esp. 27: "When I write, I do it above all to change 
myself and not to think the same thing as before." Foucault's associ­
ation of death and writing dates back to his literary essaYS in the earlY 
1960s; that is a theme of the study by James MiUer, Tlw Passion of 

Michel Foucault. 
139, Fornet-Betancourt et al., ''The Ethic of Care for the Self as a 

Practice of Freedom," 113. 
140. Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics," 70. 
141. Foucault, L'Usage des plaisirs, 14-15; cf. Tlw Use of ['IeaSUre. 

S-9. 
142. Foucault, L'Usage des plaisirs, 15; cf. Tlw Use of PfeaSure, 9 

(qtd. in Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics," 70). 
143. Foucault, L'Usage des ptaisirs, 14. 
144. Joecker et al., "Histoire et homosexualite," 24 (nlY emphasis). 
145, Bitoux et al. "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 38 (my em-

phasis); cf. Joecker :1 al., "Histoire et hon,osexualite," 24: "I'd say that 
one should make use of one's sexuality to disCOver, to crea~ some 

new relationships." " 
146. Levy "Foucault: Non au ..,xe rol," 98; "Power and Sex, li6. ' d · ·• 39 (my em-
147. Bitoux et al., "De l'amiHe comme mode e VJe, 

phasis). 
148. Ibid.i Foucault, "Non aux compromis.'' 

9
· . .. em--

149 B
·t t al "De l'amitie comme mode de VIe, 38 (my 

, lOUXe ·• alit'"24 J k t al ••Histoire et homOSE'XU ~~:, · 
phasls ); expanded in oec er e ., r the Sexual wm." 36. cr. 

150 Barbe
dette ''The SoCial Trtunlph o " · ' tMrees comme un art, 

Michel Foucault, ''DeS caresses d'hommes cons 
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Lib&otion, June I, 1982, 27 (the passage Is quoted in note 4 of"Saint 
Foucault"). 

151. Barbedette, ''The Social Triumph of the Sexual wm; 38. 
152. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 27; cf. Foucaul~ "Le 

Gai savoir" (l), 32. 
153. Bitoux et al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 38. 
154. Cf. Wam<'r, "Introduction" to Fear of a Qu- Plane~ xili, ctt· 

ing Harold Gartink<'l, "Passing and the Managed Achievement of Sex 
Status in an Intersexed Person," Studies in Elhnometlwd.alogy (Can> 
bridge: Polity Press, 1984), lltHlfi (essay lltst published in 1967): 

"Queers do a kind of practical social reflection just in finding ways of 
being queer." 

155. Bitoux et al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 39', cf. Uvy, 

"Foucault: Non au sexe roi," 100. 
156. Barbedette, '"The Social Triumph of the Sexual Will," 38. 
157. Ibid. Macey(TheLives q[Michel Foucault, 367) reportsastoiY 

told by Claude Mauriac In his memoirs to the effect that Foucault con­
sulted a lawyer, shortly before his death, in order to Inquire about the 
possibility-evidently abandoned-of adopting his lover of twenty 
years, Daniel Defert. 

158. Qtd. in de Lauretis, ''The Essence of the Triangle," 14. 
159. Ibid., 14-15. 
160. Ibid., 22. 
161. Ibid., 18. 
162. Fomet-Betancourt et al., "The Ethic of Care for the Self as 

a Practice of Freedom, • 129. 1 wish to thank Jana Sawicki for call­
ing my attention to this passage. 1 should emphasize, in this con­
text, that Foucault did not easily or lightly make distinctions 
between power Inequalities and domination; nor did he look on 
pedagogy as a politically neutral or hannless activity. It was not. 
for him, so much a matter of conceptually separating supposedlY 
benJgn exercises of power (such as teaching) from nonconsensual 
impositions of force (such as imprisoning) as It was a matter of 
scrutinizing relations of power in order to discern the precise ef­
fects (of domination or otherwise) produced by them. For an ex­
ample of hls skepticism about the supposed benignity of certain 
power asymmetries, see Foucault, "Politics and Ethics: An Inter­
view," in The Foucaull £leader, 373-80, esp. 37S--79. 
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163. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault, • 29-30 ( empha.~is in 
original). 

164. Ibid., 27-28 (emphasis in original). 

165. The interview, conducted on July 10, 1978, was published 
in Dutch as "Vijftien vragen van homosexuele zijde san Michel Fou­
caul~" Interviews met Mickel Foucault, ed. M. Duyves and T. Mas­
sen (Utrecht De Woelrat, 1982), 13--23, and finally printed in two 
Installments under the title "Le Gal savoir" in Mec Magazine during 
the summer of 1988. There is a transcription of the original inter­
view in the Centre Michel Foucault in Paris· the text has unfortu­
nately been omitted-It is one of several important omissions­
from the new, four-volume collection of Foucault's papers, Dits et 

krits 19~1988, ed. Daniel Defert and Fran~ois Ewald (Paris: Gal­
limard, 1994). (I wish to thank Diana Fuss for originally calling to 
my attention the existence of this interview, and to Michael West 
for supplying me with a copy of the text and sharing his unpubli­
shed translation with me). 

166. Foucault, "Le Gal savoir" {1), 34: 

n Caut neanmoins y regarder de plus pres, pour saisir que toute 
cette mise en blason de Ia masculinite ne coincide aucunement 
avec une !'f'Valorisation du mile en tant que nuile. Au contraire, 
dans Ia vie quotidienne, Jes rapports entre ces hommes sont em­
preints de tendresse, avec des pratiques comrnunautaires de vie 
et de sexualite. Sous les signes et a l'abri de ces blasons mascu­
Uns, les rapports sexuels qUI se deruulent se revelent etre plutilt 
des valorisations de type masochlste. Les pratiques physiques de 
type fist.. fucking sont des pratiques que l'on peut nommer rornme 
devirilisees, voire desexuees. Ce sont en fait d'extraordinaires 
falsifications de plaisir que l'on atteint en s'aidant d'un certain 
nombre d'instruments, de signes, de symboles ou de drogues 
telles que le poppers ou Je MDA Si ces signes de rnasculinite soot 
l&, ce n'est pas pour revenir a quelque chose qUI seralt de rordre 
d'un phallocraUsrne, d'un machisme, mais plut6t pour s'inventer, 
pour faire de son corps un lieu de production de plaisirs extraol'­
dinairement polymorphes, et en m~me temps detaches des va-­
lortsations du sexe et particulierem~nt du sexe mAle. Car U s'agit 
de se detacher de cette ronne virile de plaisir commando qu'est 
Ia joul88ance, joUissan«! prise au sens Ojaculatolre, au sens mao­
cutin du tenne. 
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167. Richard D. Mohr, Gay ldros: Outing and Other Controversies 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 13&-203. 

168. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 29. 
169. For the sake of clarity I"U quote Gayle Rubin's definition of fist· 

fucking (which, she notes, "is also known as listing or handballing"): 
"It is a sexual technique in which the hand and ann, rather than a penis 
or dildo, are used to penetrate a bodily orifice. Fisting usually refen 
to anal penetration, although the tenns are also used for the insertion 
of a hand into a vagina." See Rubin, 'The Catacombs: A Temple of the 
Butthole," in Leatherjollc: Radical Sex, People, Politics, and Practice, 
eel. Mark Thompson (Boston: Alyson, 1991 ), 119-41 (quotation on P· 
121 n). Macey, 1M Lives of Miclu!l Foucault, 370, defines fist-fucking 
as "the gradual penetration of the rectum by a lubricated and clenclwd 
fist" (my emphasis); the last detail in this definition is an error (as well 
as a physical impossibility). 

170. See Morrison, "End Pleasure." 
171. Rubin, "The Catacombs," 126. 
172. Madeleine Chapsal, "Michel Foucault: A bas Ia dictature du 

sexe," L 'Express, January 24, 1977, 56-57: qtd. in Macey, The Lives of 
Miclu!l Foucaul~ 364. 

173. For a powerful chaUenge to Foucault's description and inter· 
Pretation of SIM, see Bersani, 'The Gay Daddy." 

17 4. Edgar Gregersen, Sexual Prnctices: The Story of Human Sex­
uality (New York; Franklin Watts, 1983), 50-57. 1 wish to thank Gayle 
Rubin for giving me this reference and David Kent for reminding me 
that twentiet!H:entury sexual inventions did not end with fist-fucking. 

175. Macey, The Lives of Miclu!l Foucault, 370. 
176. See Gayle S. Rubin, "The Valley of the Kings: Leathermen in 

San Francisco, 1960--1990," Ph.D diss., University of Michigan, 1994. 
177 · My source for this quip of Foucault's is Arnold Davidson. 
178. GaUagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 28. 
179. fbld, 28. Ct. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 347: "If 

we compare [the Greek ethical experience which implied a very strong 
connection between pleasure and desire] to our experience now, 
where everybody-the Philosopher or the psychoanalyst-explains 
that what is important is desire, and pleasure is nothing at all, we can 
wonder whether this disconnection wasn't a historical event, one 
which was not at all necessary .... " 

180. Macey, The Lives of Miclu!l Foucault, 365; see Dews, "Power 
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and Subjectivity in Foucault," for an extended comparison of Foucault 
to Lyotard and Deleuze. 

181. Foucault, "Le Gai savoir" (II), 32 (I adapt Macey's translation 
p. 365) whenever possible): 

J'avance ce terme parce qu'il m'apparalt echapper aces COIIIK>­

IatiOI18 medicales et naturalistes que porte en elle cette notion de 
desir. Cette notion a ete utilisee comme un outll. une mise en 
int.lligibilite, un etalonnage en terme de nonnalito?: "Di&moi que) 

est ton desir et je te dirai qui tu es, si tu es nonnal ou pas, done 
je pourra; qualifier ou disqualiller ton desir." On revere bien cette 
'Prise .. qui va aller de Ia notion de concupiscence chretienne ju&­
qu'a ceile freudienne de dt!sir, en passant par Ia notion d"mstinct 
sexuel dans ies annees 1840. Le dt!sir n'est pas un evenement, 
mais une permanence du suje~ sur laqueile se greffe toute cette 
armature psychologie<>-medicale. Le tenne de plaisir de son rote 
est vierge d'utilisation, quasiment vide de sens. n n'y a pas de 
"'>athologie" du plaisir, de plaisir "anonnal." C'est un evenement 
"hOnl Slijet," OU a Ia limite du suje~ dans ce quelque chose qui 
n'est ni du corps ni de l'ime~ qui n'est ni A l'interieur, ni A l'ex­
terieur~ bref une notion non assignee et non assignable. 

182. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 28. 
183, "Le Gal savolr" (l), 36. My translation foUows the corrected 

French text supplied by Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contempomiJI!J, 
286, based on the transcript of the interview in the Centre Michel Fou­
cault in Paris. Cf. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault, • 28: 

(ljf the perennial question (people) ask Is "Does this thing con­
form to my identicy?" then, 1 think, they will tum back to • kind 
of ethics very close to the old heterosexual vlrilit,v. If .we ~ 
asked to relate to the question of identity, it bas to be an tdenut,v 
to our unique selves. But the relationships we have to have ~th 
ourselves are not ones of identity, rather they must be relation­
ships of differentiation, of creation, or innovation . ... We m~ 
not exclude Identity If people lind their pleasure through this 
identity, but we must not think or this identity as an ethical uni­

versal rule. 

184. See David M. Halperin, "Platonic Er68 and What Men Call 
Love," Ancienl Philosophy 6 (1986), 161-204. 

1811. Foucault, Remarks on Marx, 49. 
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186. Qtd. in MaC(>y, Tlu? Lives of Michel Foucault, 364. See, further, 
Eribon, Micl1el Foucault et ses contempomins, 265-87. 

187. Gallagher and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 28. 
188. Foucault, "Le Gai savoir" (II), 31: 

(C)e n'est pas parce que cette notion de sexualite nous a pennis 
de nous battre qu'elle ne comporte pas pour autant un certain 
nombre de dangers. D y a tout un biologisme de Ia sexualite et 
par rons(iquent toute une prise possible par Jes medecins et par 
les psychologues, bref par IE'S instances de Ia nonnalisation. Nous 
avons atHlessus de nous des mt'decins, des pt'dagogues, des leg. 
islawurs, des adultes, des parents qui parlent de sexualite! ... n 
ne suffit pas de liberPr Ia sexualite, il faut aussl ... se liberer de 
Ia notion meme de sexualite. 

Cf. the slogan DEmUIRE LA SEXUAIJTE ("Destroy Sexuality"), which ap­
pears as a section heading on page 97 of the March 1973 special issue 
of the periodical Recherches. The issue, subtitled "Grande Encyclopf­
d.ie des Homosexualites," seems to have been the work, at least in part, 
of Felix Guattari, but Foucault (among many others) lent his name to 

the list of coUaborators, in order to offer the periodical some insurance 
against government suppJl>SSion. I wish to thank Alain VIZier for bring· 
ing this !t'xt to my at!t'ntion. 

189. Michel Foucault, "Sade, sergent du sexe," Cillbnatogrophe 16 
(December 1975-.lanuary 1976), 3--6: "D faut inventer avec le corps, 
avec ses elements, ses stufaces, ses volumes, ses epais."ieurs, un e~ 
tisme non d.isciplinaire: celul du corps ill'etat volatile et diffus, avec 
ses rencontres de hasard et ses plaisirs sans calculs .... " 

190. Foucault, La Volonte de savoir, 207--S (cf. The History of Sex· 
uality, Volume I, 157). 

191. Bersaru, "The Gay Daddy," 81. 

192. Bersaru, "Is the Rectum a Grave?" 222; for reasons that escape 
me, Bersaru Puts forward this slogan in what he claims to be direct 
opposition to Foucault's view. 

193. Bitoux et al., "De I'amitie comme mode de vie," 38. 
194. Ibid. Foucault expands on this theme in Gallagher and Wilson, 

"Michel Foucault," 30. 

1911. Bitoux et al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 38. 
196. Foucault, "LeGal savolr" (1), 35. 
197. Rubin, "The Valley of the Kings." 
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198. Foucault, "Le Gal savoir" (I), 36. 

199. llarbedette, 'The Social Triumph of the Sexual Will," ~. 
200. Bitoux et al., "De l'amitie comme mode de vie," 39. 
201. Cohen, "Foucauidian Necrologies," 91. 
202. Davidson, "Ethics as Ascetics," 73. 
203. Barbedette, "The Social Triumph of the Sexual Will," 39; cf. 

Foucault, "Non aux compromis," 9, where Foucault speaks in similar 

terms about the importance of pleasure as a "site of creation of cul­
tur.." 

204. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 349. 
205. Rubin, 'The Catacombs," 127-28. 

206. Charles Taylor, "Foucault on Freedom and Truth," 98, makes 
tile exactly opposite claim that history is what underwrites and defines 
our identity. One could hardly ask for a better dramatization of the 
difference in outlook between Foucault and his humanist critics. 

207, Edward W. Said, "Michel Foucault, 1927[sic)-1984," Raritan 
4.2 (Autumn 1984), 1-11, esp. 5. 

208, Foucault, Remarka on Marx, 33--34. 
209. Foucault, "What Is Enlightenment?" 46. 
210, Foucault, Remarka rm Marx, 121. 
211. A seartngly eloquent and powerful argument to this general 

effect has been made by Bersani in "Is the Rectom a Grave?," but even 
he concludes by recommending to gay men getting fucked as a means 
of monifying "the masculine ideal of proud subjectivity" and advocates 
Practicing "jouissance as a mode of ascesis" (222). 

212. See D. A. Miller, "Secret Subjects, Open Secrets," in The Nrwel 
and the Police, 192-220, esp. 21~20. 

213. Foucault ''On the Genealogy of Ethics," 351. 
214. See Am~ld Davidson's fonbcoming paper on Foucault's at· 

traction to the .. queerness" of the ancient Cynics. 
215. Foucault, The Use <if Pleasure, 23; see also 30-31, 36, 53-M, 

62, 77,89, 92-93,9~ 138-39,250-63. 
216. See, for example, David Cohen snd Richard Sall<>r, "Fo~ult 

on Sexuality in Greco-Roman Antiquity," In F'oucaull atld the Wnung 
of Hisr.ory, 35-00, 262-66. 

217. Foucault, L'Usoge des plaisirs, 111, 27f'r.77 (cf. The Use <if 
Pleasure, 97, 250-63). • 

218. See Lauren Berlant {" '68; or, The Revolution of Uttle Queers, 
fonbcomlng), who distinguishes between "a version of qu.,..mess that 
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Is •.. f(>ft>rential ..• and an understanding of qut>er as a placeholder 
tl'nn, op..ning a wedge into a history and a world that doesn't exist, 
one into which we might, at some time, be able to translate ourselves.' 

219. See de Lauf(>tis, "Queer Theory," esp. iii-xl For a dl'!!Cription 
of the historical and ideological conditions that once St>emed to be 
particularly auspicious for the emergence of a queer culture, St>e de 
Lauretis's economical formulation of "the speculative premise" from 
which "queer theory," as she originally conceived it, might be expected 

to take off: 

[H]omosexuality Is no longer to be seen simply as marginal with 
regard to a dominant, stable form of sexuality (heterosexuality) 
against which it would be defined eithor by opposition or by ho­
mology. fu other words, it is no longer to be seen either as merely 
transgressive or deviant vis-A-vis a proper, natural sexuality (i.e., 
institutionalized reproductive sexuality), according to the older, 
pathological model, or as just another, optional "lif.,.,.tyle ." "" 
cording to the model of contemporary North American pluralism. 
Instead, male and female homosexualities--in their current sex­
ual-political articulations of gay and lesbian sexualities, in North 
America-may be reconceptualized as social and cultural forms 
In their own right, albeit emergent ones and thus stili fuzzily de­
lined, undercoded, or discursively dependent on more estab­
lished forms. Thus, rather than marking the limits of the social 
space by designating a place at the edge of culture, gay sexuality 
In its specillc female and male cultural (or subcultural) forms arts 
as an agency of social process whose mode of functioning is both 
interactive and yet resistant, both participatory and yet distinct, 
claiming at once equality and difference, demanding political rep­
resentation while Insisting on its material and historical specific· 
ity. (iii) 

To the extt>nt that de Lauretis's speculative premise accurately de­
scribes a real and ongoing social and discursive state of affairS, both 
queer culture and queer theory still remain genuine possibilities. 

220. Foucault, "Le Gal savolr" (I), 35-36. 
221. Michel Foucault, "An InteiView with Michel Foucault," His· 

torgoflhe Present(February 1985), 2 (translated from an article in Les 
Nouvellea Litteraires, March 17, 1975): qtd. In Gandal, "Michel Fou­
cault: InteUectual Work and Politics," 131. When asked how "can we 
be sure that these new pleasures (that gay culture has Invented) won't 
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be exploited in the way advertising uses the stimulation of pleasure as 
a means of social control?" Foucault replied, "We can never be sure. 
In fac~ we can always be sure it wiU happen, and that everything that 
has been created or acquired, any ground that has been gained, will, 
at a cenain moment, be used in such a way. That's the way we live, 
that's the way we struggle, that's the way of human history" (Gallagher 
and Wilson, "Michel Foucault," 28). 

222. Foucault, "On the Genealogy of Ethics," 229-02 (quotation on 
pp, 231-J2). The passage is quoted by Gandal ("Michel Foucault: ln­
~llectual Work and Politics," 129), who cites the following paralleE 
As soon as it's a matter. , . of an institution of power, everything is 

dangerous. Power is neither good nor bad in itself. It's something per­
ilous" ("Interview de Michel Foucault," AciP.s (June 1984 ], 5). 

223, Joecker et al., "Hisloire et homosexualite," 24. 
224. D. A. Miller, Bringing Out Roland BartluJs, 31. 
225, See, generally, Ibid., 28-31, esp. 30: 

In a culture that since the eighteenth century has massively de­
predated male embodiment ... we must register the distinctive­
ness of those practices of post .Stonewall iJl3 male culture whose 
explicit aim, uncompromi.sed by vicissitudes of weather or faslt­
ion, is to make the male body visible to desire. The rren of the 
Muscle System or the Chelsea Gym, wbo valuing tone and defi­
nition over mass give as much attention to abs and glutes as to 
pees and lats; who lliTliY their bodies in tanks and palos, pur­
chased when necessary in the boys' departmen~ in Spandex and 
Speedos, in preshrunk, reshrunk, and, With artisanal care, per­
haPs <>ven sandpapered 50 Is-let us hail these men ... Cor lend­
lng whatever inchoate social energies would resist the boxer 
shorts ethic the brave assistance of an advance guard that pro­
ceeds insensible to the pompous charges of exhibitionism, or hec­
toring accusations of body terrorism, thrown in the was. 

226. Michel Foucaul~ "Politics and the Study of Discourse," Ideal· 
ogy and Consciousness 3 (Spring 1978), 7-26 (quotation on p. 24): qtd. 
In Gandal, "Michel Foucault: InteUectual Work and Politics," 124 (Fou­
cault, "Reponse a une question," Esprit 371 (May 1968}, 850-74 (quo­

tation on p. 871]). 
227. Cf. Donna J. Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto" and ''The Bio­

politics of Postmodem Bodies: Constitutions of Self in Immune System 
Discourse," In Simians, Oy/Jorgs, and Women, 149-81, 203-30. 
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228. Foucault, Power!Krwwkxlge, 193 (qtd.in Cohen, "Foucauldian 
Necrologies," 100 n. 24); cf. Foucault, Remarks on Mar.x, 33,36: 

flit is evident that in order to have fa transfonnative elCJ><'rienceJ 
through a book like The H~<tory qf Madness, it is necessaiY thai 
what it asserts is somehow '"true," in tenns of historically verifl· 
able truth. But what is essential is not found in a series of his­
torically verifiable proofs; it lies rather in the experience which 
the book permits us to have. And an experience is neither true 
nor false: it is always a fiction, something constructed, which 
exists only after it has been made, not before; it isn't something 
that is "true," but it has been a reality. 

229. Foucault, "Structuralism and Post-Structuralism," 207 (qtd. in 

Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies," 87). 
230. Cf. Mark Blasius, "An Ethos of Lesbian and Gay Existence," 

Political Theory 20.4 (November 1992), 642-71; see now Blasius, Gay 
and Lesbian Politics: Sexuality and the Emergence of a New Ethic 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994). 

231. Bersani, "'The Gay Daddy," 78. Bersani's essay presents a lucid 
exposition of Foucault's depsychologizing approach to sex and poses 
the most direct and radical theoretical challenge to it that I know of. 

232. Cf. Stuart Hall, "Cultural Identity and Oiaspora," in Identity: 
Community, Culture, DiJ]"erence, ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: 

Humanities Press International, 1990), 222-37. 
233. Foucault, "'The Subject and Power," 216. 
234. Ct James Meyer, "AIDS and Postmodernism," Arts Mayazi'"' 

66.8 (Apri11992), 62418; Douglas Crimp, "Right On, Girlfriend!," in Fear 
of a Queer Planet, 300-320. 

The Describable Life of Michel Foucault 

Portions of this essay have previously sppeared In Salmagundi 97 
(Winter 1993), 00-93, under the title "Bringing Out Michel Foucault"; 
In the Bryn Mawr Classical Review 3.2 (1992), 104--9; and in the Les· 
bian and Gay Studies Newsktter 19.2 (July 1992), 32-35, under the 
title "Saint Foucault" I wish to thank D. A Miller for his comments 
and encouragement; my thinking and writing here have been in· 
spired-all too obviously, perhapa-by his work. I am particularly 
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grateful to Paul Morrison for his numerous and sympathetic but un­
~aling readings of this essay, as well as for his extremely useful crit­
"l!lll1JJ and suggestio!lll. I also benefited from helpful dlscussiollll with 
Arnold Davidson, Lee Edelman, Didier Eribon, Gayle Rubin, and my 
colleagues at the Society for the Humanities at Cornell University in 
November 1993 (especially Natalie Kampen and Naomi Scheman). And 
1 stole a good line from Jeffrey Carnes. 

1. For an exceptionally adroit but otherwise typically shamefaced 
attempt to escape this contradiction, see Roger Chartier, "The Chlmera 
of the Or; · Arc gm: haeology, Cultural History, and the French Revolu-
tion," in Foucault and the Writing of History, ed. Jan Goldstein (Ox­
ford: Basil Blackwell, 1994), 167--86, 291-114, esp. 167-$. 

2. Didier Eribon spends two pages attempting to defuse what be 
acknowledges to be the "paradoxical" quality of his enterprise: see his 
M~eM[ Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni­
versity Press, 1991 ), ix-x. James Miller voices similar misgiVings about 
the Project of subjecting Foucault to biographical criticism: see The 
Passion of Michel Foucault (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), 6-7. 
(.t\11 further page references to these two books will be included in the 
text of my essay.) 

3, See David Macey, The Lives qf Michel Foucault (London: 
Hutchinson, 1993), xi-Xxiil, for a partial catalog of Foucault's efforts 
to resist becoming a subject of biography, much less an "author." (Fur­
ther references to this work will be included in my text.) 

4,, Michel Foucault, L'Ordre du diacaurs. Ler<m inaugurnle a" 
College de France prtY1I01IC<!e 1e 2 Mceml>re 1970 (Paris: Gallimard, 
1971), 30, 28; cf. Foucault, "The Diacourse on Language," trans. Rupert 
Swyer and reprinted as an appendix to Michel Foucault, The Arc,_ 
otogy of Krwwledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon. 
1972), 215-37, egp. 222, 221. Swyer's translation generally requires to 
be emended; in the case of the latter passage quoted,! have substituted 
the literal translation provided by Macey, 1he Livesqf Michel Foucaull, 
244, for Swyer's version. 

11. "So let's nut get all broken up over it just yet" is U... be:AI can 
do to convey the tone of Foucault's remark. The rest of my translation 
follows, with minor corrections. the version provided in th" English­
language edition of Eribon, Michel Foucaul~ 210. The transcript of the 
aession is published under the title ''Qu'est-ce qu'un auteur?" Bulleti11 
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de Ia SocWte franraisede Philosophie 64 (1969), 73-104 (quotation on 
p. 101). 

6. Cf. Micht>l Foucault, "Foreword to the English Edition," The 
Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human ScienceS (New York: 
Pantht>On, 1970), xiii; "I do not wish to deny the validity of lnteUI'Ctual 

biographies (for the history of science]." 
7. See, for example, the anecdote told by Jana Sawicki, Disci· 

plining Foucault: Feminism, Power, and the Body (New York: Rout· 
ledge, 1991), 15 (and confinned in its typicality by Fran>Ois Delaporte 
in conversation with me): "I told (Foucault] I had just finished writing 
a dissertation on his critique of humanism. Not surprisingly, he re­
sponded with some embarrassment and much seriousness. He sug· 
gested that I not spend energy talking about him and, instead, do whal 
he was doing, namely, write genealogies." See also James Miller, The 
Passion of Miclwl Foucault, 185: "Unlike many other professors (at 
the College de France J, Foucault made no effort to establish an inde­
pendent base in one of Paris's research centers; he continued to 
evince no interest whatsoever in recruiting disciples," citing Pierre 
Bourdieu, "Preface to the English Edition," Homo AcodemicuS,IraJ\5. 
Peter Collier (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1988), xix, 
who notes in tum that ''until the end of his life, and even when he be­
came professor at the College de France (Foucault] reroained almost 
entirely bereft of specifically academic and even scientific [i.e., disC~ 
plinary] powers, and therefore of the clientele which these powers af· 
ford. ... " 

8. Hence, Foucault continued not just to preach but also to prac­
tice (on a scale whose dimensions have only recently begun to emerge) 
anonymous publication. As he explained to an Interviewer two months 
before he died, "[O]ne would like (one's books] to be read for their 
own salce" (qtd. in Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucoul~ 426, citing 
Foucault, "Une esthetique de I' existence," Le Monde A ujourd'hui, July 
15-16, 1984, xi; English translations of this text by John Johnston and 
by Alan Sheridan are available, respectively, in Michel Foucault, Fou· 
cault Live (Interoiews 1966-84), ed. Sylvere Lotringer (New York: 
Semiotext(e), 1989), 309-16, and in Michel Foucault, Politics, PhiloS· 
ophy, Culture: Interoiews and Other Writings, 1977-1984, ed. 
Lawrence D. Kritzman (New York: Routledge, 1988], 47-53). 

9. For a working definition of what Foucault understands by "nor­
malization," see Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir: Naissance de Ia 
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;son (Paris: Gallimard, 1975), 185-86; Di.<cipline and Punish: 1'1u! 
rtk ofiM Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Pantheon, 1978) 

182-$4: • 

ln short, under a regime of discip!iruuy power, the art of punish­
~"8: · · brings five quite distinct operations into play: it refers ln­
lvtdual acts, performances, and conducu. to a group ensemble 

that IS at once a field of comparison, a space of differentiation, 
and a source of the rule to be followed. It differentiates individ­
uals in relation to one another and in terms of that group rule, 
Whether the rule be made to function as a minimal threshold, as 
1111 average to be looked to, or as an optimum to be approximated. 
It measures in quantitative terms and hierarchi.zes in terms of 
Value the abilities, the level of attainmen" and the "nature" or 
mdlviduals. It imposes, through this "valoriZing" measuremen" 
the_ constraint of a conformity to be achieved. Uislly,lt traces the 
limit that will define difference in relation to all other differences. 
the external frontier or the abnormal .•.• [To recapitulate, Ill 
compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogeniZes, excJudes. In 
a Word, it normaJizes . .•. Like swvetllance and together with i" 
nonnafu.ation becomes one of the great instruments of power at 
the end of the classical ag<>. The marks that once indicated status. 
Privilege, and group membership come to be replaced, or at least 
to be supplemented, by a whole Janse of degrees of nonnality: 
these are signs of membership in a homogeneous social body, but 
they also play a part themselves in classification. in hierarchiza. 
tion, and in the distribution of ranks. In one sense, the power of 
normalization enforces homogeneity; but it individualizes by 
making It posaible to measure deviations, 10 ..,t levels, to define 
specialties, and to render differencea useful by calibrating them 
one to another. The power of the nonn functions easily within a 
system of fonnal equality, since within a homogeneity that is the 
rule, the nonn introduces, as a useful imperative and as the result 
of measuremen~ all the gradation& of individual differences 
(translation extensively moditledj. 

10. See Michel Foucaul~ •·Qu'est-ce que Ia critique? (Critique et 
Al{!klanmg] cseance du 27 mal 1978)," Bullelitt de Ia Scciilifmtlf'Ji# 
de ph"ilosophie 84 (Paris; Annand Colin, 1990), 3fHl3, esp. 39. No Eng­

lish translation has as yet appeared. 
11. Edward W. Said, "Michel Foucault, 1927(sic)-1984," Raritan 

4.2 (Autumn 1984), 1-11 (quotation on p. 5). 
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12. Ibid., 8. See Ed CohPn, "Foucauldian Nt'Crologies: 'Gay' 'Poli­
tics'? Politkally Gay?" Textual Practice 2.1 (Spring 1988), 87-101, esp. 
88, on Said's ...,fusal to take SPriously the politicization of subjPC!ivity 
in what Said tenns Foucault's "mo..., private and esoteric" (p. 10) later 
work. 

13. I quotP from LP<> Edelman's analysis of the insinuating rhetoric 
at work in a 1963 Time magazine article on Jampg Baldwin and !lie 
Black ci•il rights movement in the United StatPS: by "demonstrat[ing) 
access to the fetishized knowledgP the commerce in which defines !lie 
worldliness of those 'in the know,'" Edelman writPS, the article ''takes 
part in the enforcement of a nonnalizing SPXUal taxonomy, generating, 
for those positioned to exploit it, a surplus value of cultural autllority 
through the policial "'CCgnition and identification of the gay man 
whose sexuality must be "'PrPSented as IPgible p....cisely because It 
'threatens' to pass un....marked"; see LP.> Edelman, "The Part for !lie 
(W)hole: Baldwin, Homophobia, and the Fantasmatics of 'Race,'" in 
Hcmwgmphesis: Essays in Gay Literary and Culturol Theory (New 
York: Routledge, 1994), 42-75 (quotation on p. 43). 

14. Not all of Said's perfonnancpg achieve the same high standard 
or suavity. Elsewhere in the same essay, for example, Said speaks less 
guardedly about Foucault's final lapSPS into "the personal": "It was 
noticeable that he was more committed to exploring, if not indulging, 
his appetite for travel, for different kinds of pleasure (symbolized by 
his frequent sojourns in California), for less and less frequent political 
positions" (9). Quoted and discussed by Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrol· 
ogies," 88. 

15. Mark Lilla, "Marx and Murder," TLS, no. 4669, September 25, 
1992, 3-4. On Foucault and Althusser, see now Didier Eribon, Michel 
Foucault et ses contempomins (Paris: Fayard, 1994), 313-50. 

16. See D. A Miller, "Sontag's Urbanity," Ocwber 49 (Summer 
1989), 91-101; reprinted in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, ed. 
Heruy Abelove, Michele Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin (Rou· 
tJedge: New York, 1993), 212-20: 

As anyone adept In the bon usage of homophobia knows, too 
much of it is as apt to be thought to betray homosexual desire as 
too little; becoming a fully entitled man In our society ... means 
not Just learning homophobia, but also learning to acquire the 
eai<.'Ulation-become-intultion that would moderate it, or rather si­
lence its expression just short of the point where it might start 
to show. It is homophobia, not homosexuality, that requires a 
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closet, whence it characteristically makes Its sorties only as a 
multiply coded allusion, or an unprovable, if not improbable, con-­
notation, Such featherweight pressure, however, is aU that is re­
quired to activate-Via a chain of displacements to rival a 
Freudian dream-fantasy positions and defenses whose cumu­
lative effect on gay men and on gay desire has been thus almosl 
inarticulably harmful. (215) 

17. See, for example, Michel Foucault, "L'Evolution de Ia notion 
d"individu dangereux' dans Ia psychiatrie legale," Revue Deviance et 
Societe 5 (1981), 4~22 (English translations: "About the Concept of 
the 'Dangerous Individual' in Nineteenth-Century Legal Psychiatry," 
trans. Carol Brown, lntematirmal JO'Urnal of Law and Psyr:hiatry 1 
11978], 1-18; "The Dangerous Individual," trans. Alain Baudot and Jane 
Couchman, in Foucault, Politics, Philosophy, C.Utum, 12;H;I). See 
also Michel Foucault, "La Vie des hommes inf'ames," Cahiers du 
<hemin 29, January 15, 1977, 19-29; translated by Paul Foss and 
Meaghan Moms as ''Tile Ufe of Infamous Men," In Michel Foucault, 
Power, Truth, Strnwgy, ed. Meaghan Morris and Paul Patton (Sydney: 
Feral Publications, 1979}, 76-91. 

18. Earl Jackson Jr., Fantastic Living: The SpecuJative Autobi­
ographies of Samuel R. Delany (New York: Oxford Urnversity Press. 
fOrthcoming). 

19. Playboy Jl.4, April 1964, 45-{;3 (quotation on pp. 51..{;2; em­
Phasis added). 

20. See Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor a11d Martyr, trans. 

Bernard Frechtman (New York: George Braziller, 1963), 3-4, 18tf. Cf_ 

Eribon, FO'UCauU et ses crmtemporains, 24-26. 
21. I wish to thank Kevin McLaughlin for fonnulating the issue in 

these broader tenns and for obliging me to confront it. 
22. Cf. Michel Foucault, "Monstrosities in Criticism," trans. Robert 

J. Matthews, Diacritics 1.1 (Fall 1971), 57~. 
23. For a recent survey, see Karen J. Winkler, • 'Seductions of BI­

ography': Scholars Delve into New Qu~tlons About Race, Class, and 

Se al. t • C'• ic1e qfHigher Educatton 40.10, October 27, 1993, A6-
xu 1 y, .. ron V . . 0c -•-

7 Al4 .. ,.d on a conference at Harvard ruvers~ty on t~r 
I 1 f'ePO~ ..._.'& Sed f a· hu n 

15-16, 1993, entitled "Life Likenesses: The uctlons o !ograp .. ,. 

24 M cites Holroyd's Bernard Shaw. Vol. 1: 1856-1898. The • acey 

Se hfi Love (Hannondsworth, Eug.: Penguin, 1990), 4. 
a<tOT k . th . 
25• The Inside nap of the book jac et contains e • notation 

"written with the fuU cooperation of Daniel Defert, Foucault s fonner 
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lover .... " ('llle t>dition I bought In Australia, which I take to be iden­
tical with the British edition, and which appeared half a year earlier, 
boasts only that Macey "has el\ioyt'd the C(K}peration of many people 
close to Foucault •.. ") I am told that Defer! did not, in fact, approve 
the use of his name to market Macey's book. 

26. See Herve Guibert, "Les Secrets d"un homme," in Mauve 1e 
vierge (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), 103-11; and A /'ami qui ne m'a pas 
sauve Ia vie (Paris: Gallimard, 1900). English translations: "A Man's 
Secrets," trans. Arthur Goldhammer, Grand Street 39 (1991), 67-77; To 
IJuJ Friend Wlw Di4 Not Save My Life, trans. Linda Coverdale (New 

York: Atheneuro, 1991). 
27. Eribon defends his version of the events in his recent book 

Michel Foucault et ses contemporains, 55---56. 
28. Ibid., 55---56, 116. 
29. I borrow this distinction from Richard Meyer, "Robert Mapple­

thorpe and the Discipline of Photography," in The Lesbian and Gay 
Studies Reader, 36(}..80, esp. 370, who invokes It in the course of a 
similar argument about the politics of the production of sexual knowl­
edge: in a series of detailed visual analyses, Meyer convincingly shows 
that Mapplethorpe's project in his portfolio of SIM photographs is to 
record the fact of a sadomasochistic subculture but not, quite point­

edly, to attempt to render its "truth." 
30. See Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contemporains, 26-27n., 

for examples of particularly tendentious mistranslations by Miller. 
31. "On ecrit pour etre autre que ce qu'on est" Charles Ruas, "Ar· 

cheologie d"une passion," Magazine Littemire, no. 221 (July-August 
1985),100-105 (quotation on p. 104); translated as "An Interview with 
Michel Foucault," in Michel Foucault, Death and the Labyrinth: The 
World of Raymond Roussel, trans. Charles Ruas (London: Athlone 
Press, 1986), 169-86 (quotation on p. 182). Miller gives Foucault"s die· 
tum a slightly different spin by translating It as "One writes to become 
someone other than who one is." For an extended critique of Miller on 
this point, see Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contemporains, 26-30-
John Guillory, "The Americanization of Michel Foucault," Lesbian and 
Gay St1Ulies Newsletter 202 (July 1993), 3f>-37, also protests against 
the way Miller's narrative strategy "renders the life entirely Intelligible 
by reducing every contingency to afauuily" (p. 35). 

32. At least some of Miller's reviewers were undeceived: see Usa 
Duggan, "Biography • Death: Michel Foucault, Passion's Plaything," 
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Tlu! VilJ age Voice 38.!8, May 4, 1993 90-91· Wendy Bro~ "Jim MiJ.. 
ler's Passi "d;r~:. ' ' ..• .,. 
athan ~ns, ~erences 5.2 (Summer 1993), 140-49. See also Jon-

Dolhmore, Desire in the Face of Death,n The Times Higher 
Educatum Suppl,em.ent Americ . . ., no. 1077, June 25, 1993, 17; Guillory, "The 

aruzation of Michel Foucault.» 
33' Cf. Brown, "Jim Miller's Passions " 147· "Miller's book is a case 

~~'dy ~ what Foucault identified 38 the ;,we~ of discur.live nonnali-
-on. 
&h34• See the Press release issued by Miller's publishers, Simon and 

uster, to promote the book: 

For the fi1>1t time, Miller reveals the fuU extent of Foucault's in­
v:lvement in San Francisco's ssdomasochistic underground .•• 
: es .• detailed account of Foucault's death from AIDS ... and 
:"es the rumor that Foucault knowingly attempted to give 

S to others .... Miller also investigates Foucault's growing 
{liScjnation in the 1970s with drug use and with California's free­
wheeli ng gay culture .... In frank detail Miller relates how Fou-
cault sought both to find and to t~nd himself through his 
expenences with sex and drugs. ( qtd. in Brown, "Jim Miller's Pas­
SJons," 140) 

35, By far the best account of the political context In which Miller's 
::Uk was Written and received, and of the book's own political elfects 

lthtn the larger framework of recent cultural struggles In the United 
States, is Roddey Reid, "Foucault en Amerique: BiograpMme et Kul­
turkampt," Futur anterieur 23-24 (1994), 133-66. 

36. Mark Lilla, "A Taste for Pnln: Michel Foucault and the Outer 
Reaches of Human Experience," TUi, no 4695, March 26. 1993, 3-4; 
Alexander Nehamas, "Subject and Abject: The Examlned Life of Michel 
Foucault," The New Republic, no. 4074, February 15, 1993, 27-36; Rich­
ard Wolin, "The Lure of Death,n Dissenl 111 (Spring 1993), 259-63; 
Kenneth Woodward, "A Philosopher's Death Wish," Newsweel< 121.5, 
February 1, 1993, 63; Jay Tolson, "Fatal Attraction, n The Nalio>wJl Re­
view 45.3, February 15. 1993, 47-48; Frank Browning, "Take lt to the 
Limit," Tikkun 8.3 (May/June 1993), 65-07; Gary Kantlya, "Philoso­
pher's Groan," AT({orum !11.7 (March 1993), 13; Roger Kimball, '"The 
Perversions of M. Foucault," The New Criterion 11.7 (Mareh 1993), 10-
18; Richard RortY. "Paroxysms and Politics," Salmagundi 91 (Winter 
1993), 60-llll. 1 owe a number of these references to Reid, "Foucault 
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en Amerique," who similarly calls attention to the remarkable conti· 
nuity between the Miller biography's sensationalistic style and the id· 
iom of journalistic and critical reports of it. 

37. Scott Heller, "New Foucault Biography Creates Scholarly Stir: 
Some Say Personal Revelations in As-Yet-Unpublished Book Coold 
Overshadow French Philosopher's C.ontributions," Chronkle of 

Higher Educatian 39.6, September 30, 1992, AS, Al3-!4. 
38. Similarly, Tolson, "Fatal Attraction," 48, berates Foucault for 

his alleged failure to "resist the German virus." Although the phrase 
alludes, in its context, to "a fatal attraction to German ideas among · · · 
French intellectuals," it condenses a remarkable number of other sin· 
istPr associations in just a few words. 

39. Ibid., 47. 
40. Bruce Bawer, A Place at !he Table: Tlu! Gay butividual in 

Ameriron Society (New York Poseidon Press, 1993), 211. 
41. Alan Ryan, "Foucault's Life and Hard Times," Tlu! New York 

Review of Book$ 40.7, AprilS, 1983, 12-17 (quotation on p. 14). 
42. See, generally, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Episrerrwlogy of the 

Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), esp. 4-8, who 
speaks eloquently in this connection of the "privilege of unknowing." 

43. Cf. Miller, Tlu! Passion of Michel Foucaul~ 15: "Though Fou­
cault first explicitly addressed the issue of power in [Discipline and 
Punish), it had always been one of his preoccupations. All of his work, 
from Madness and Civilization on, pivots around asymmetrical rela­
tionships in which power is exercised, sometimes thoughtfully, often 
wantonly. The figures haunting his pages enact an allegory of endless 
domination, from the hangman torturing the murderer to the doctor 
locking up the deviant." From here it is a short step to Bruce Bower's 
statement, already quoted: "The greatest single inlluence on Gay Stud­
ies today is the late French theorist Michel Foucault, an enthusiast of 
sadomasochism who analyzed sexual relations almost entirely in tenns 
of power."' 

44. For a brilliant and sustained analysis of this homophobic stral· 
egy, see D. A Miller, ''Sontag's Urbanity." 

45. Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of In· 
sanity in !he Age of Reason, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Pan· 
theon, 1965), xii (I have substituted "homosexuality" for "madness" in 
Foucault's formulation.) 

46. D. A Miller, Bringing Out Roiond Barlhes (Berkeley: Unlver· 
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sity of California Press, 1992), 18 (James Miller quotes a version slightly 
differe~t from the published one quote<! here). Perhaps even more per­
tinent m this context is another passage from the same work that the 
author of The Fass · ,, M' . "F . wn OJ >ehel Foucault d1d not choose to quote: 

or m the guarding of that Open Secret which is still the mode of 
producing, transmitting, and receiving most discourse around hom<>­
sexuality, the knowledge that plays dumb is exactly what permits the 
abuses of an ignorance that in fact knows full well what it is doing" 
(16-17). 

1
w.!7. :.chel Foucault, L 'Archeowgie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 

).. • The Arcluurology of Krww!Edge, 17 (with corrections, but 
:talning the explicit reference to the police, which is not in the orig­
" al)~ For an example of biographical criticism that makes use of the 
fact of Foucault's homosexuality to unlock the meaning of his 

work-an example, that is, of an interpretative approach to Foucault 
that looks and feels exactly like what D. A. Miller calls "police entrap­
ment"-see Jerrold S..igel, "Avoiding the Subject: A Foucaultian Itin­
erary," JournttJ of the History of Ideas 51 (1990), 273-99. Quoting the 
PRssage from The Arc/UJeology of Knowledge just cite<!, S..igel imper­
turbably 11\)oins, "If, ignoring Foucault's uuunction, we seek to dis­
cover stable features behind his projected facelessness and a definable 
llattem underneath his labyrinthine movements, we nee<! not accept 
his clatm that we do the work of police and bureaucrats" (274). Since 
"we" can evidently do whatever ''we" fucking please, why (I wonder) 
do we even trouble to dispute Foucault's claim? Why not admit straight 
out that we understand our analysis of Foucault to be an extension of 
the work of the police, a means of enforcing standards of health and 
social decency? What would we Ioae by maJ<ing that admission-the 
ability to pretend that our undPrtaking is not irretrievably homoph<>­
bic? Did we think that we had fooled anyone by such transparent sub­
terfuges? For a similar attempt, albeit undertaken in a dilferent spirit, 
to read Foucault's History qf Sexuality, Volume 1, as a cloaet drama, 
see Eve Kosofsky Se<lgwick, "Gender Criticism," in Redrnwi11!J the 
Boundaries: Tlw Trawiformation qf Engiis/0 and American Lilernry 
Studies, ed. Stephen Greenblatt and Giles Gunn (New York: Modern 
Language Association of America. !992), 271--&>2, esp. 278-85, who 
arguea that "the cl.-t of hom.-xual-heterosexual definition" is " 'the 

unconscious' of this text" (284). 

4
s. Eribon has now part.l.y made up for his earner omissions in a 
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new book, Michel Fouroull et ses rontempomins, I'Sp. 49ff., 265-87, 
and passim. He has also responded, strenuously but not always com­
prehendingly, to my criticisms or his biography (51-57). 

49. I quote Alan Sheridan's translation of the concluding words of 
Foucault's Surveil/ere/ punir(l975). The phrase alsoseJVI'Sas a chap­
ter title in The Pass1<>n of Michel Fouroult, and Miller dOl'S, to be sure, 
/real: Foucauh's personal life as an arena of (sometimes quite heroic) 
struggle, lh<' scene of a Nietzschean quest "to become what one is." 
But Miller dO<'S not understand that struggle to be a political one (nor, 
in fact, did Foucault so understand it until the late 1960s), and in any 
case Miller's eloqu<'nt final assessment of it makes Foucault sound less 
like Zarathustra than like Dr. Strangelove: 

Foucault struggled bravely: against conventional ways of thinking 
and behaving; against intolerable forms of social and political 
power; against intolerable aspects of himself .... Harboring his 
maddest impulses in the books that he wrote, he tried to under­
sl3nd these impulses, simultaneously explaining and expressing 
them, exorcising his desires while struggling to establish their 
innocence, in part by methodically documenting the historical 
origin of the divisions we customarily make between good and 
evil, true and false, the normal and the pathological. (384) 

60. Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault, 209, tells us that Foucault 
began the practice of shaving his head while he was living in Tunisia 
(from the autumn of 1966 to the autumn of 1968). He cbaracteristically 
reports two different explanations !hal: Foucault later offered for it: (I) 
it stopped him from worrying about losing his hair; (2) it enabled him 

to reveal his true face. 
61. Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault, 160--{)1, however, pro­

vides two other competing accounts of how Foucault ultimately fixed 
on that title. 

62. Compare, for example, the following points In Macey's biog­
raphy and in Eribon's: Foucault's teaching assignments at Lille; Fou­
cault's report to Raymond Polin !hal: his thesis would be on ''the 
philosophy of psychology''; Foucault's meeting with Maurice Chevalier 
in Stockholm; the possible origin, In Foucault's 1956 seminar on Ra· 
clne'sAndrt:>1tUUJUe In Uppsala, of his later discussion of Orestes's mad· 
ness In Madness and Civilization; Foucault's request to Stirn Lindroth 
to be allowed to submit his doctoral thesis to the University ofUppsala; 
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50 
fc;ntact with Philippe Rebeyrol. Macey cites Eribon as the 

hi 
urc( e a e Primary documents he reproduces, but he does not credit 
m or any source that 'gh h the_ f . ml t ave been common to both of them) for 
'"~ 0 his infonnation. 
53 "Le De . ' Part du prophete," Libero.tion July 12 1982 14 Eribon 

repnnts this text ' ' ' · 
published . . ' and tells the story of how it came to be written and 

277~1. ' m hiS new book, Michel Foucault et ses rontempmuins, 

2 (P
54: Michel Foucault, L 'Usage des pfuisirs, Histoire de Ia sexualite 
ans· Gall' ' tory of S., 1~ard, 1984), 12 (Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, The His-

dom H XUaltty, Volume Two, trans. Robert Hurley [New York: Ran-
ouse, 1985], 6-7). 

!': 55• To be faic to Eribon (who has come out, discreetly, in Michel 
oucault et ses rontem . 5 revised Fr . . pomms, 2), I should point out that the second, 

. ench edition of his biography contains a more extended dis-:•on of the significance of Foucault's homosexuality (to which Er· 
F has also devoted considerable space in his more recent book on 
oucault): see Didier Eribon, Michel Fcrucault (1926-1~) (Paris: 

F'lammarion, 1991), 44-47. 
H 56• See Edmund White, "Love Stories" (a review of the works of 
, erve Guibert), London Reuiew of Books 16.21, November 4, 1993, 3-

•· 6, esp. 3. 
57. Rabinow made his observation at a pubtic symposium on Fou­

cault and biography at the University of California, Berkeley, on May 
14, 1993. 

58. "Maurice Florence" (sc. Michel Foucault and Fran~is Ewald), 
"Foucault," in Dicti011nairedeS phi.Jol;ophe$, ed. Denis Huisman (Paris: 
~ Universilaires de France, 1984), 1:942-44; trans. Catherine Por­
ter in The Cambridge Companion ID FoucauU, ed. Gary Gutting 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University PresS. 1994), 314-19; Thierry 
Voeltzel, Vingt ans et am*< (Paris: Grasset, 1978): described in detail 
by Macey, The Lives qf Michel Fouca·ult, 37'..!-73. 

119. See Foucault, L 'Usage deS piaisirs, 14: the much-<~uo<ed 
phrase is se MpreruJre de soi-11U!me. literally "to fall out of love with 

oneself." 
60. For the ftJ'8I passage, see Michel Foucault, Naissance de Ia 

cliniqtUI (Paris: J're85eS Unlversllaires de France, 1963), 125; The Birth 
qf the Cli,.ic: An Arc/wi!!OI<J!T!J qf Medical l'erceptibn, trans. A M. Sher-
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idan Smith (NPw York: PanthPOn, 1973), 124. For the second passage, 
see Michp1 Foucault, La Volonte dR sa voir, Histoire de Ia sexualite, I 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1976), 54-55; The Hi.story qf Sr.:cuality, Volume 1: 
An Introduction, trans. Rob<>rt Hurlpy (New York: Pantheon,1978), 39. 

61. Miller is hPre echoing Foucault, but the original fomlUlation 
has a rather different import in context: 

Each time I tried to do a piece of theoretical work, it had as its 
starting point elements of my own experience and was always in 
relation to processes that I saw going on around me. It's because 
I thought I could recognize in the things 1 saw, in the institutions 
that I was dealing with, in my relations with others, some cracks, 
mute tremors, malfunctionings, that I undertook a particular 
piece of work-some fragments of autobiography [ queU[ue fmg­
ment d'autOOiogrophie]. 

I translate from the corrected text (which Miller also quotes [31)) of 
an interview with Didier Eribon, "Est-il done important de penser?" 
Liberation, May 30/31, 1981. The published English version, which is 

based on the uncorrected text, is Foucault, "Practicing Criticism," Pol­
itics, Philosophy, Culture, 152-56 (quotation on p. 156). For a nuanced 
attempt to distinguish Foucault's meaning from Miller's interpretation 
of it, see Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contemporains, 59-67; Eribon 
points out (60n.) that the text originally published in Liberation erro­
neously contained the phrase quelques fragments d'autobiogrophie, 
which gives the misleading impression that Foucault was being much 
less tentative about the autobiographical dimensions of his theoretical 
work than, in fact, he was. 

62. Michel Foucault, Histoire dR lofolie d L'dge clossique, rev. ed. 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1972), 552; Madness and Civilization, 282 (I adopt 
the translation Miller Provides on p. 112). 

63. See Eribon, Michel FoucauLt et ses contemporains, 39--42, for 
a Critique of Miller's interpretation of Sade's significance for Foucault. 

64. See FoucauJt, L'Orrtredu discours, 10, 55, 17; "The Discourse 
on Language," 216, 229, 218. 

65. See Foucault, Naissance dR to clinique, 175; The Birth of the 
Clinic, 171. 

66. See Foucault, Surveiller et punir, 199-200; Discipline and 
Punish, 197-98. 

67. See Foucault, Surveiller et punir, 38; Discipline and Punish, 34. 
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68. See Michel Foucault, "Un plaisir si simple," Le Gai Pied, no. 1 
(April 1979), 10; I have been working from the English version, "The 
Simplest of Pleasures," trans. Mike Riegle and Gilles Barbedette, Fag 
Rag, no. 29 (n.d.), 3. 

69. Here is what Roger Kimball concludes from Miller's account 
"Foucault came to el\ioy imagining 'suicide festivals' or 'orgies' in 
which sex and death would mingle in the ultimate anonymous en­
counter" ("The Petversions of M. Foucault," 11). 

70. Wolin, ''The Lure of Death," 260 (emphasis added). Wolin him­
self, evidently, is more than merely "persuaded": note, for example, the 

excited tone in which he remarks, "[T)he riveting account of [Fou­
cault's "LSD-induced epiphany concerning the familial origins of his 

homosexuality"] is one of the high paints of Miller's narrative" (260; 
my emphasis). 

71. For a somewhat defensive discussion of another instance of 
Miller's misreading, see Gary Gutting's introduction ("Foucault A 
User's Manual") to his recent Cambridge Companion to Fuucault, 1-
27, esp. 23, 27 n. 35. A detailed and devastating (though not, admittedly, 
a complete) survey of Miller's misinterpretations can be found in Eri­
bon, Michel. Foucault et ses contemporoins, 27-30, 35-45, 289. 

72. Michel Foucault, "On Popular Justice: A Discussion with Ma<>­
ists," in Power!KnCYWledge: Selected lnteroiews and Other Writings, 

1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1980), 1-36. For 
an excellent and illuminating corrective to Miller's reading of this text, 

see Eribon, Michel Foucault et ses contemporoins, 43-44. 
73. Cf. Macey, The Lives qf Michel Foucaul~ 300: "Although no 

Maoist, [Foucault[ did use some Maoist terminology, simply because 
of the need to engage with the discOurse of his interlocutors." 

74. And so Mark Lilla, "A Taste for Pain," 3, is able to conclude, 

incredibly from Miller's book t/lal "Foucault now appears as an .,.. 

sentially ;rivate Nietzschean moralist wh~ begins and ends his career 

try. . h' If· relation to society and his own dnves. The mg to onent unse m . 
l't' al F ul •••ds out as the exception, the product of an un-

po IIc ouca t •-· Lilla' ded . . 
fortunate historical col\iuncture." B~ ; ~:on 15 

tante com­
pared to the bizarre uses to which rowm manages to put 

Miller's reading of Foucault as an 
apostle of transgression: 

. life Foucault would revise his enthusiasm for 
Though later in hiS Insisted t/lal to be fully human required 
popular vengeance. he touch and reel the inner tissu .. of cruelty 
the individual to r..ste, .... ,;lx'!Uon and revolution. It was not 
that are released thm""'' 
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enough for him to be a celebrated radical profi'SSOr. He had to 
experience the revolt in his body, to feel the adrenaline coursing 
through his veins as he joined the students atop an occupied 
classroom building hea,ing bricks onto tlte polke below. That 
was the "limit experience" of revolution, of breaking through his 
role as professor. merging into the unifi('(f disorder of common 
action. It gave him a glimpse of human transcendence. 

Alas, the courts of the post-revolution S<>em to look pretty 
much like the courts of the ancien regime. Political revolt 
SN>med only to replace one power pyramid with another, nev£>r 
to disrupt it for longer than a moment In the end, as a philoso­
pher driven to the question of what it means to be human, driven 
to know what it meant for him to be human, he was left with 
nothing more than the ftesh, his ftesh. The only way remaining 
for us {him) to know the li\ing self is through the ruthlessly cruel 
aacriftce and obliteration of that self. Whence to the chamber of 
SIM horrors in San Francisco [no address provided) .... (Brown­
ing, "Take It to the Limit," 66; my emphasis) 

75. Macey, The Lives of Michel Foucault, 269, commenting on 
Foucault's political efforts in the early 1970s to facilitate alliances 

among Prisoners, lawyers, bureaucrats, and doctors for the purpose 
or challenging the administration of the prison system in France, 

observes that these "new social strata, • as Foucault dubbed them, 
"were not being asked to speak in the name of supposedly univer­
sal values such as justice, but from the position within which their 
own specific Practices bring them into conftict with the demands of 
power. • For a lucid exposition of the political principles behind 
Foucault's resistance to universalizing notions of value and refusal 
to advoeate specific values, see Keith Gandal, "Michel Foucault ln­
teUectuaJ Work and Politics," Telos 67 (Spring 1986), 121-34; com­
pare Eribon's lucid account or the issues at stake in the 

disagreements between Foucault and Habermas, in Michel Foucault 
et 8e8 contemporuins, ~11. 

76. Michel Foucault, "''be Subject and Power," in Hubert L. Drey­
fus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics, 2nd ed., (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1983), 
~26 (quotation on p. 212). 

77. Miller's remarks were made at a roundtable discussion of "The 
Life and Politics of Michel Foucault," which he chaired, at the annual 
meeting or the American Political Science Association on September 
5, 1992, in Chicago. 
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78. Cohen, "Foucauldian Necrologies," 93. 

79. For a brilliant exposition of the horrific consequences of gay 
male describabillty, see Sedgwick, Epi8terrwlogy of the Closet, 224-30, 
who expounds on Proust's portrayal of ''the invert" as "that person 

over whom everyone else in the world has, potentially, an absolute 
epistemological privilege" (232). 

80. Brown, "Jim Miller's Passions," 148. It may be worth quoting, 
yet again, D. A Miller, Bringing Out /Wland Barthes, ~24: 

[A]s a general social designation, the tenn gay serves a mainly 
administrative function, whether what is being administered is 
an insurance company, a marketing campaign, a love life, or a 
well--orchestrated liberal dinner party-as a result of which, even 
men on whom the overall effect of coming out has been empow­
ering will sometimes also have to submit to being mortified by 
their membership in a denomination that general social usage 
treats, as though there were nothing else to say about them, or 
nothing else to hear them say, with all the finality of a verdict 

81. Duggan ("Biograpby = Death,"91) remarking on "Miller's own 
preoccupations and anxieties," suggests in a similar spirit that "per­
haps the volume would be more appropriately titled The Passion of 
James Miller." Wendy Brown ("Jim Miller's Passions," 141) goes fur­
ther and interprets Miller's alleged "linking of poststructuralism with 
Nazism, philosophical anti-foundationalism with AIDS, gay sadomas­
ochistic sex with Jove of political cruelty, and the 'death of the subject' 
with indifference to life" as "the metonymic workings of Miller's PSY­
che"; she also accuses Miller more specifically or resentment, obses­
sion, voyeurism, pornography, passive aggressiveness, vengefulness, 

and hostility. 
82. See D. A. Miller, "Anal Rope," Representations 32 (Fall1990), 

11 ~; reprinted in [nside/Out: Lesl>ian Theories, Gay Theories, ed. 
Dians Fuss (New York: Roudedge, 1991), 118-41. See also Lee Edel­
man, "Seeing ThingS: Represen~tion, the Scene of Surveillance, and 
the Spectacle of Gay Male St>x, in lnside!Oul, 93-116; reprinted in 

Edelman, HomovropMsis, 173-91. 
8.1. D. A Miller, Bringing Out Roland Barthes, 7-8. 

84. Ibid., 48. 
85. Ibid., 14. 

86. Ibid., 28. I Se R be M 
ul M ..;onn "Coffee Tab e X: o rt appl~thorpe and 

87. Pa o .. - • 
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the Sadomasochism of Everyd~cy ufe," Genders II (Fall1991), 17-36 
(my fonnulation is a near quotation of Morri'!On, pp. 17-18). 

88. D. A MiUer, The Notlel and the Police (Berkeley: Univemty of 
California Press, 1988), ix. 

89. I borrow this image from D. A Miller, Bringing Out Rolllnd 
Barlhes, 32. 

90. Foucault, ''Qu'est-ee que Ia critiqut>?" 39. 
91. Foucault, L'Ordre du discours, 19, 22; "The Discourst> on J.an. 

guage," 219 (translation revised). 
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l Bounlieu, Pierre, 156, 224n Dt>fert, Daniel, 140, 142, 160, 168, 

I Boutang, Yann Moulier, 141 214n, 227-28n 
Brown, Wendy, 176-77, 22S-29nn, Dt>leuze, Gilles, 189n 
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Browning, Frank, 146, ~ Dt>rrida, Jacques, 22, 203n 
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