FOUCAULT & EDUCATIONAL REFORM

When Michad Foucault was given
the chance to name his own professorial
chair at the CollegedeFrance, a position he
occupied for many years, he chose themag-
isterid title "Professor of the History of
Systems of Thought." Such atitlemust have
seemed pretentious to his critics, but the
sweep of Foucault's philosophizing before
his premature death in 1984 justifies the
name. Even his fierce opponent Jurgen
Habermas, heir to the Frankfurt School
legacy so problematized by Foucault and
others, had to concede at Foucault's degth
that, "within the cirde of the philosophers
of my generation who diagnose our times,
Foucault has most | astingly influenced the
Zeitgeist."

Part of thereason f or Foucault's con-
tinuing relevance (which can be indirectly
measured by the growing shdf space to-
day filled by Foucault commentaries) isthe
gpproach which characterized so much of
hisearly work. It wasfor atimeFoucault's
standard method to diagnosetheills of mass
society by doing aclosecriticd analysis of
someparticular institution of totd contral,
and then to observehow such places stood
a microcosms of larger forces. Schoals,
mentd asylums, prisons: these and other
institutions, Foucault thought, reveal the
strategies entire cultures use to ded with
opposition, construct self-identities, and
managecol | ective power.

In contrast to those who believe tha
Western societies have participated in an
irregular but forceful March of Progress,
Foucault's work is awarning against such
optimism. Instead, it cdlson reedersto ook
carefully so they can see the subtle ways
power isdeployed to manipulaeothers. In
his book on the history of sexudity (vol-
ume1l), for example, Foucault rewritesthe
historicd account, the standard version of
whi ch goes somethinglikethis: People used
to behung up and repressed about sex (we
cdled such attitudes "Victorian"). But to-
day weare "sexudly liberated." Supposedly
no one cares today whether others are gay
or straight, sexud ly conservativeor promis-
cuous, or what their pref erences are. It'sthe
age of "no fault" divorceand "live and let
live"
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Foucault saw the issue differently.
Whiletherewas no denying that legal pro-
hibitions on controversid sexud conduct
had been loosened and liberalized (most
jurisdictions don't throw someone into
prison for being gay anymore), Foucault
emphasi zed how such legal trendstel only
pat of the story. His work traces the nu-
anced, often covert ways our culture con-
tinues to enforce sexud norms by the use
of education, childrearing, and immersion
in languagetraditionsthat gigmetize people
different from thenorm.

Or consider an examplemaoreclosdy
rdevant to this year's educationa reform
topic, which concerns Foucault's andysis
of the prison system. Foucault found him-
sdf interested in anever-redized proposal
for prison construction envisioned by the
English utilitarian philosopher Jeremy
Bentham. Bentham cdled his proposed
prison the Panopticon. Theideaarosefrom
his opposition to prisonstha simply ware-
housed convicts, inaufficiently rehabilitat-
ing them. Thiswas the height of negligence,
in hisview, since most crimewas caused by
something controllable thefact that crimi-
na's were inadequatdy exposed to norms
which shamemaost peopleinto leading law-
abiding lives. Thus, peoplewho know they
arebeing watched, and aretheref oredways
conscious of the socid consequences of
their actions, werethought | esslikd y to vio-
late norms designed to sustain broader com-
munity. The Panopticon was a design in-
tended to place prisoners under constant
survellance to thereby shame them into
lives of rectitude. All thecdlsfaced into an
interior courtyard occupied by guards. Day
and night every single ativity of the pris-
oner would bein full and public view. At
| esst thedesign was intended to makepris-
oners think so.

The Panopticon, for Foucault,
teaches us something important about con-
temporary culture, more than just the his-
tory of prison reform. Foucault saw modern
society as placing all of us under surveil-
lance. Intheage of security cameras, high-
tech miniaturized equi pment, i nteractivetd e-
vision, digtd cameras, and the WorldWide
Web, we are increasingly acculturated to

think wearealways being wached, if only
by anonymous security guards. Foucault
was interested in how our resulting sdf-
concepts cause us to interact differently
with others, how theknowledgethat weare
awayswached causes usto disciplineour
own behaviors, wholly outside of officid
legd prohibition.

Astheseexamplesillugrate, Micheel
Foucault's restless curiosity has made his
work a subject of continuing interest for
philosophers, but dso for historians, soci-
ol ogists anthropol ogists, and others. In my
own field of communication studies, for ex-
ample, Foucault'swork onthedisciplinary
power of language structures has been quite
influentid. Inthe remander of thisessay |
want to describetherelevanceof dl thisfor
policy debate, centered asit isthisyear on
educationd reform. Then | will quickly re-
view some of themgor questionsyou might
want to consider in preparing to argue for
or aganst the Foucault critique.

Educational I nstitutions asCenters of
Disciplinary Pover

Today, readers of Foucauldian phi-
|osophy often start withthe observation that
Foucault was concerned mostly with power:
how itiscreaed by institutions, how it cir-
culatesin sodi ety (ofteninvishbly), and how
it can beresisted, if a dl. While useful in
some ways, reading Foucault as
singlemindedly interested in power rel ation-
ships oversimplifies the issues he ad-
dressed. At onetime, in fact, Foucault in-
sisted "the god of my work in the past
twenty years has not been to andyze the
phenomena of power." Instead, he wrote,
hisinterest wasin creating "ahistory of the
different modes by which, in our culture,
human beings are made subjects."”

Such adistinction sounds confusing,
but itis noless important onthat account.
To daify thepoint it may beuseful to think
about a "debate" Foucault once had with
the noted MIT linguistic theorist Noam
Chomsky on Dutch tdevision. As the epi-
sodeis recounted by Paul Rabinow, theex-
changereved ed an i mportant di ssgreement.
For Chomsky the starting place for thein-
vestigationof human behavior isagreement



ontheessentid nature of human beings. If
"human nature' isnot ardativey stableor
fixed ideq, then how can we even begin to
generdize our scientific findings to dl of
humanity?By compari son, Foucault shifted
the question: he was less interested, it
turned out, in knowing thefundamenta and
unchanging naure of human bengs than
in knowing how the concept of human na
turehad changed over time. Onemight say
that Foucault's work centers more on the
function of "human being" than on thefact
of itsexistence Thisisnot to say Foucault
thinks every human being i sdifferent or acts
differently. But if westart with an assump-
tion that dl humans are the same, we risk
missing something important; namey, an
understanding of the ways we are made the
same by the nature of our interactions.

One of the socid institutions essen-
tid in teaching us to use and respond to
power in predictable ways is the school.
School s arewhat Foucault (and others) call
"normdizing institutions." In part Foucault
means that, if only because it is organized
around the task of educating vast numbers
of children, thesecondary school settingis
institutiond and regimented. Students are
segmented intoprecisdy timed classes. The
arangement of many classrooms remains
rigidly hierarchid: students face forward,
arrayed before an authority figure who
stands a the front of the room (the stu-
dents are usudly seeted), and who is usu-
dly addressed formdly (asin "Mr. So-and-
So, may | use the bathroom please?"). The
testing procedures used by many teechers
reinforce rote styles of learning and reten-
tion, where facts are privileged over con-
cepts, and where kids are taught more for
the nationaly standardized tests than for
intellectua nourishment.

Those who characterize schools and
the typicd learning situation in this way
often mean no insult to teachers, who per-
form extraordinarily important work, under
situations of real stressand oftenin the ab-
sence of meaningful support. But teechers
doplay ther part, if only because of admin-
istrative requirements. Working within bu-
reaucraic systems, teechers in the worst
schools can too easily find ther origind
passion for teaching replaced by the dull
monotony of moving their students through
the motions of alesson plan.

Nor isthisto sy that education never
happens in schools. Wonderful teachers
and motivated students can triumph even
in the face of challenging obstades. But
even under the best of circumstances, crit-

icslikeFoucault and thosewho writein the
so-called "critical pedagogy” tradition
(Giroux and others) cdl atention to the
subtle lessons students internalize after
spending so many years in regimented
classrooms: obedience to authority, apref-
erence for jumping hurdles rather than ac-
tudly learning materid, and an overly re-
spectful sense of the boundaries of gppro-
priatebehavior.

Because this year's resolution re-
quires affirmativeteamsto defend improve-
ments in academic achievement, which are
typicaly measured by use of standardized
exams, negatives use Foucault's multifac-
eted critique of tota institutions to argue
for the plan'srejection. Sinceeven thebest
curricular reforms occur in schools whose
man mission (according to thecritique) is
totrain studentsfor rote participation in the
workpl ace and unquestioning invol vement
in cvic affairs, judges are asked to rgect
even wonder ful-sounding reforms as pi ece-
med and co-opting. Rather then reform the
system, judges are instructed to reect it.
And likemany other critiquearguments, the
Foucault critique issometimes argues as a
"totad solvency takeout,” on the grounds
that attemptsat education within such sys-
tems of oppression can never succeed.

What is the dternative? Those who
opposed Foucault's arguments about the
nature of totaizing institutions have done
S0 on many grounds. But perhaps themost
abiding criticism is that Foucault so com-
pletdy credits culture with the power to
determine and control human be ngs that
heunderestimates or obliterates altogether
any possibility for human freedom. In the
philosophicd literature this attack is often
ref erenced as the "problem of agency.” If
schools, the state, the corporaion, and
even languageitsd f control usinways more
subtlethan we typically seeor conceptud-
ize, then how are we toresist, or resist suc-
cessfully? Among other attacks, the agency
argument has been centra in many feminist
critiques of Foucault (aliterature which pro-
videsrich ground for mounting aso-cdled
"counter-critique"). One of Foucault's
harshest critics, Christopher Norris, putsit
thisway: itis"hard to comprehend how the
subject [in Foucault] could achieve any
degree of autonomy, given the extent to
which, on Foucault's own submission, this
freedom is necessarily shaped or con-
strained by existing structures of regul ative
control,” Norris finds Foucault'sconception
of individudity so cramped that any par-
ticular man or woman is, in such aworld,

nothing morethan a"placefiller,” themere
"product of various contending forces."

To find Foucault's answer (and the
answer isnot completdy dear in hiswork)
onemust attend c osely to the emphasis of
his later writing, which centers on Ethics
(thisisthesubject, incidentdly, of hissec-
ond and third volumes on sexuality). Ashe
described the term in his essay "On the
Genedogy of Ethics," hemeanstheterm to
reference "the kind of rdationship you
ought to have with yoursdf...., which de-
termines how the individud is supposed to
constitutehimsef asa moral subject of his
own actions.” As the quote implies, the
project of ethicd living is alocd one, ac-
complished step by step, person by per-
son. Itis dear that Foucault does not con-
sider thiseffort af utilegesture- thereisthe
implicit assumption that individuals can
transform their circumstances (or their rd a
tionship to them) by asserting their own
influence (deploying their own power). In
fect thereis so much implicit potentid for
freedom in such an idea that some have
wondered whether Foucault was renounc-
ing his earlier work on culture by making
the argument, though Foucault vigorously
denied any fundamentd bresk in hiswork.
Importantly, Foucault was not interested in
ethics as empty philosophicd abstraction:
as his work on the history of sexudity re-
veds, his concern is with ethicd practice,
even to the extent of an elaboratefocus on
what he cdls the aesthetics of ethics (i.e,
the style one brings to onés engagement
with others).

Inthe context of debate critiques cen-
tered on Foucault, those arguing for rejec-
tion of the plan often attempt to persuade
the judge to use ther bdlot to assert ther
own ethical conduct. By choosing to reject
educationd ref ormism, debaters and judges
are sad to assart ther own unwillingness
to bethehostages of totdizing institutions.
Of course there is a certain irony in such
advocecy, which is often highlighted by
affirmativesin theform of performative con-
tradictiondams: it seems rightly sugpicious
to say tha ajudge, who has agreed to par-
ticipaein thehighly regimented, rule-gov-
erned, and hierarchicd activity of debate,
should choose to render her verdict (that
is, vote negative, obediently foll owingtour-
nament guidelines) on the grounds that
such collaborationisactudly akind of lib-
eration.

SomeFinal Clarifications
An essay this short cannot hope to



introduce all the dimensions of Foucault's
philosophicd approach. But in these last
few paragraphs| want to draw attention to
severd issues easily confused when Fou-
caultis argued agai nst educétion ref orms.

Oneclaification is tha Foucault is
not arguing against dl power. Heis not say-
ing tha because school s are institutions of
power they are necessarily evil as aresult.
Foucault does not reject the idea of "edu-
caion" as inevitably dominaing or coer-
cive, apoint made most dear in his assess-
ment of the classicd educationa systems
(conta ned inHistory of Sexuality). AsMark
Ol'ssen put it in his recent book on Foucault
and education, "educating onesdf and car-
ing for oneself [Foucault'sway of describ-
ing ethics] are interconnected activities,
especidly those aspects of the care of the
sdf for which one seeks a teacher, making
them forms of adult education.” In review-
ing the educationd systems of the Greek
city-states, Foucault dso seems to defend
the important role of teachers - he notes
that "it was a generally accepted principle
that one could not atend to onesdf with-
out the hdp of another.” All of thisis con-
sistent with Foucault's critiques of totd in-
stitutions because of hisview of the inevi-
tability of power; it would not make sense
withinaFoucaul dian framework to spesk of
"ending" or "obliterating" power, since
power is a certain and unending feature of
human interaction. Theissueinstead is how
individuds (inthiscase, students) canwid d
power orresist it productively.

Nor is Foucault arguing for therejec-
tion of dl systems of organized pedagogy.
Infact, if individua s areto crestelocd sites
of meaningful resistance, they "must be
given the weapons and the courage that
will enable[them] tofight dl [their] lives."
Of course sometimes this education in-
volves"unlearning,” ridding onesdf of the
bad lessons acquired by poor teaching or
parenting, but thereis no sensel know of in
Foucault which requires a compl eterenun-
ciaion of organized schooling. The diffi-
cult issuefor debatersto resolveis whether
a system as supposedly corrupt as the
American public schools can ever truly
sarve as avehide for emandpatory learn-
ing.

Findly: aquick statement about the
useof Foucault in educationd studies. The
incorporation of Foucault'swork in educa
tiond studiesisrather recent, but theatten-
tion given him by theorists of the educa
tiond process has recently exploded. Much
of theeducationa writing on Foucault done

inthe1980sand early 1990'si sconcentrated
on proving theutility of Foucault's work for
educationd philosophy. | particularly
recommend the work of James Marshal,
who has been prolific on the issue.
Marsha I'swork uses Foucault to stress how
the educationa establishment participaes
in the broader project of classicd human-
ism and Enlightment liberalism, and argues
against the still-prevaent idea tha educa
tion assures collective Progress and Au-
tonomy. One of Marshall's man damsis
that an gppreciation of Foucault can help
us understand how modern institutions of
government are organized to produce gov-
ernableindividua swho are especidly sus-
ceptible to state control because they are
taught to believe they are free.

Recent schol arship has d arified how
Foucault's perspectives canilluminae edu-
cationd psychology, and thisisamong the
most direct routesto evidenceon thistopic,
given its standardized testing focus.
Foucaul dian scholarship in theeducationa
psychology area criticizes how testing op-
erates as aform of administrative control
within the learning process, with stultify-
ing results. Mark Olssen's 1993 essay on
thesubject inthejournal Educational Psy-
chology isagood starting place for such a
perspective.

Teke advantageof thistopic's oppor-
tunity toexploreMiche Foucault'srich phi-
losophizing. Most students find his work
accessible, historically interesting, and
thought-provoking, even if they end up
unpersuaded. But even for those, the jour-
ney isworth the effort.
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