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Abstract

In this work, I present an interpretation of two thinkers, Foucault and Arendt. 1
place these thinkers within a tradition of critical theory running from Kant to
Nietzsche. The opposition between modernism and postmodernism, between its
philosophical sources, Kant and Nietzsche, has been widely overstated, for

example, in the polemical stance taken by Habermas in The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity (1987). I am concerned to show that this way of mapping
does Foucault and Arendt an injustice. Foucault and Arendt accept Nietzsche’s

critique of reason and Western thought and attack Kant’s official philosophy, an
analytical philosophy of truth. Yet they also appropriate Kant’s reflection on the
Enlightenment and revolution (Foucault) and his aesthetic judgment (Arendt).
More importantly, Foucault and Arendt embrace postmodern sensibility not as an
absolute given but as an attitude that must be - at the risk of inviting Nietzschean
scorn — constantly checked and examined. For them, critique is based as much on
a serious and sustained interrogation of historical experience as it i1s on a
deconstruction of metaphysical philosophy. Recognizing the problems of
attaching labels to Foucault’s work and that of Arendt, I focus on the tensions and
complexity of their work. There are tensions in Foucault’s thought between
totalizing/detotalizing  impulses,  discursive/extra-discursive  theorzation,
macro/micro perspectives, and domination/resistance relations as well as between
ethical-political commitments and archaeological detachment. There are also
tensions in Arendt’s thought between creative rupture and exercise in retrieval,
between agonism and consensus as well as between existential engagement and
philosophical withdrawal. Critical thought, which is experiment as well as
problematization, must constantly live within a field of tension. In this light, I
argue that these tensions provide the elements for the uniqueness and coherence of
their work and that viewing these tensions as a source of flagrant contradiction
fundamentally distorts their intentions.
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Chapter 1 Introduction: Why Foucault and Arendt?

1. Reading Foucault and Arendt Together

This work is about Michel Foucault and Hannah Arendt. Foucault and Arendt, 1

feel, represent the most important contemporary effort to develop a method for the

study of human beings, and to understand, to diagnose, to criticize the current
situation of our society. Although some of their works now belong to the classics
of the Western tradition of political thought and social theory, they have always

remained outsiders who are difficult to classify. In fact, the originality of their
ideas is itself not just a source of fascination but also of misunderstanding.
Foucault and Arendt cannot be simply characterized in terms of the traditional

categonies of conservatism, liberalism, and radicalism. Nor can their thinking be

placed in terms of a stark opposition between modernism and postmodernism.

Foucault and Arendt do not want to build a system of political philosophy or of
social theory, which raises problems for the commentators. Furthermore, they

have a kind of Nietzschean capacity to distance themselves from the unquestioned

assumptions of the age. This ability is the source of embarrassment and frustration

for those theorists, such as Walzer (1987), who believe that the first duty of social

or political critics is to identify with the basic assumptions or values of their age.



But, Foucault and Arendt preserve this ability without abandoning active

engagement in the concerns of the present.

In turning to a consideration of their ideas, I was faced with a problem: whether to
accept the standpoint 1 saw being worked out in their writings, and to try to work

within it; or to work from some other, explicitly critical standpoint. I did not want
to do the former, for refutation in any normal sense seemed somehow impossible
and pointless. To refute these writers one must presuppose the very canons of

logic they attack, so that every refutation necessarily begs the question - an

endless word play.

I hope that the reader will read this work in something like the same spirit in

which I wrote it. I see it as a “sympathetic” response to the writings of Foucault
and Arendt. In this work, I aim to present my reinterpretation of Foucault and
Arendt, my direct dialogue with them rather than criticism, focusing on what they
have tried to say rather than on what they should have said. Because it is my
belief that many of the interpretations and criticisms of Foucault and Arendt

previously advanced have been based on a general and uncomplicated
understanding of their thought and have therefore missed the mark. Indeed, those

interpretations and criticisms - whether sympathetic critiques or not — fail to



account for the complexity and the tensions of their writings.

Foucault and Arendt never have been properly read together probably because
there is the seeming difference between a Foucauldian politics of everyday life
and an Arendtian conception of the public sphere. In my view, however, Foucault

and Arendt represent a strange case of non-penetrating between two similar types
of thinking by that very similarity. Nothing hides the fact of a problem in common
better than two similar ways of approaching it. I do not mean in any way that they

are talking about same things. But when viewed in the light of the way in which

the problem appears and develops, Foucault’s mode of problematization and that

of Arendt turn out to be more similar than often assumed.

Foucault and Arendt draw heavily on Nietzsche in order to produce “genealogies”
of modern spirit. They both perform a new historiography, in their own ways, at
the crossroad where philosophy and history, ideas and events, intersect. After all,
one thing haunts Foucault and Arendt is thought. The question, “What does
thinking mean?”, is the arrow fired by Arendt and then again by Foucault. They

write a history, but a history of thought as such. This 1s why they call their work

“studies of history” not “the work of a historian” (Foucault, 1992; orig. 1984: 9,

Arendt, 1994: 403). Foucault and Arendt suspect the kind of “universal



intellectual” (Foucault, 1980: 126) who claims to speak with privilege for a

universal historical agent, and they renounce grand ideological visions and a state-

centcred politics in favor of a more partial and localized “micro-politics”. And

they are inspired by those who exist at the political margins of normal society:.

Arendt’s The Human Condition can be read a number of ways, for example, as a
phenomenology of action, or as a contribution to public realm theory. Yet such

readings become misreadings if they try to detach what Arendt has to say about

action or the public sphere from her narrative about the “loss”, “destruction”, and
“disappearance” of the public world in modernity. When viewed in terms of the
critique of modernity, Arendt’s The Human Condition, to some extent, prefigures
Foucault’s basic theme in Discipline and Punish. Arendt’s critique of modernity
points us to the peculiarly modern threat to the public sphere - the rise of social.
With the emergence of this hybrid realm in the modem age, the possibility of
either a genuine public or private realm is undermined. Moreover, the omnipresent
functionalization that accompanies the rise of the social imposes its own

constraints on political action. As Arendt puts it:

It 1s decisive that society, on all its levels, excludes the posstbility of action,

which formerly was excluded from the household. Instead, society expects from



each of its members a certain kind of behaviour, imposing innumerable and

various rules, all of which tend to “normalize” its members, to make them

behave, to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding achievement (Arendt,

1958: 40, my emphasis).

It is here that Arendt’s concerns most nearly intersect with Foucault’s. Once we
see Arendt’s public sphere as a space of spontaneous action denatured by the
normalizing power of the social, we can make connections to the Foucauldian

story about the take-off of disciplinary power in the modern age. Arendt hardly

shares Foucault’s desire to develop a politics of everyday life. Nevertheless, they
are both concerned to tell the story of how the premodern public sphere i1s
colonized by a new form of disciplinary or socializing power, a power that
substitutes an institutionally dispersed and normalizing regime of panoptic
visibility for a space in which action is seen and heard by all. The logic of this
transformation, for both Foucault and Arendt, is the better management of the
state’s precious resource, its populace. There is a direct line to be drawn from

Arendt’s conception of the state as “national household” to Foucault’s notion of

biopower (Foucault, 1980: 140-143; 1988e: 47-835. cf. Agamben, 1998: 119-139).

Second, Foucault and Arendt are linked, moreover, by a concern to preserve forms



and space of popular, spontaneous action (counter-power) from bureaucratic

structures. For example, Arendt’s emphasis on the spontaneous, popular nature of

revolutionary action in On Revolution is linked up with Foucault’s defense of

direct form of popular justice in Power/ Knowledge (Arendt, 1963, chap. 6;

Foucault, 1980: 27-32). Reading in this manner suggests that they present
complementary narratives about the closure of the space of action in the modern

age. From this standpoint the Foucauldian concept of “resistance” — of local
struggle against power/ knowledge regimes — can be seen as a kind of alternative
concept to Arendt’s notion of political action. Where the space of freedom is

usurped ~ where action in strict sense is no longer possible — resistance becomes

the primary vehicle of spontaneous political action.

Third, Arendt’s approach to action and judgment decenters the political actor and
the judging agent in a fashion parallel to Foucault’s decentering of the subject. In
other words, the meaning of action and judgment conceived by Arendt is
predicated upon a twofold “death of the author”. The disclosive quality of
political action comes to depend on the audience, conceived as a group of

deliberating agents exercising their capacity of judgment. Thus the actor does not

create meaning as the artist does a work, or judging spectators cannot redeem this



meaning unless they are able, to some extent, to get free of themselves. This 1s not

to say Arendt’s conception of political action and judgment extinguishes the self.

Rather, it is to say that self-coherence 1s achieved through a decentered process,

for both actor and judge. Arendt’s thought on judgment and Foucault’s thought on

the self culminate in The Use of Pleasure’s searing phrase, “to get free of oneself”
(Foucault, 1992: ong. 1984:. 8). Foucault’s path of the relation to oneself is

diftferent from that of Arendt, but Foucault’s focus on the constitution of the self
as an autonomous subject and self-mastery and Arendt’s focus on the exercise of
the capacity of independent, autonomous judgment converge to the point where
the relation to oneself becomes a principle of internal regulation in relation to
politics and the moral code. Far from ignoring individuality or subjectivity they
assume this independent, internal dimension, but only as a derivative or the
product of one’s relation with others. As Foucault and Arendt show, 1t is not a
projection of “I”’, on the contrary, it is an interiorization of the Other. It is not the

emanation of an “I”, but something that places in immanence an “Other”. In a

wora, 1t is the other in me.

Finally, what Foucault shares with Arendt is the effort to link Kant and Nietzsche

In order to overcome the analytics of truth without abandoning philosophical



seriousness. Foucault’s turn to Kant in his later work enables him to identify the

thread that connects Kant with Nietzsche within a trajectory of critical theory. The
critical ontology of ourselves and of the present, which Foucault sees that Kant
formulated by reflecting on the Enlightenment and revolution, is Foucault’s

Kantian version of Nietzsche’s ontological support of the moment against the flux
of time (cf. Beiner, 1982: 145). On the other hand, Arendt’s turn to Kant’s
aesthetic judgment 1n her later work enables her to identify the thread to connect

Kant with Nietzsche, the thread running from Kant’s objectivity, the “objectivity”
arises from being able to “think in the place of everybody else” (Arendt, 1968b:
241), to Nietzsche’s perspectival objectivity, the objectivity born of using “more”
and “different” eyes to judge and to interpret a thing (Nietzsche, 1989: 12; cf.
Arendt, 1982: 43). The representative thinking made possible by disinterested
judgment through a free play of imagination is Arendt’s Kantian version of
Nietzsche’s perspectival objectivity. Their challenge to Kant and Nietzsche or
rathcr their Nietzscheanism with a Kantian twist opens the possibility of

perspectivism towards the reconstruction of critical theory.

Bearing their complementarity in mind, I wish to read Foucault and Arendt in

terms of critical thought running from Kant to Nietzsche. In order to do so, in the



second part of this chapter, I examine various readings that have been made of

Foucault and Arendt in terms of modemism and postmodernism, of its

philosophical sources, Kant and Nietzsche. Then, I explicate their selective
appropriation of Kant, and their idiosyncratic way of accepting modernity (and

postmodernity) as an attitude, questioning the adequacy of the mapping of

modernism/ postmodernism, of Kant/ Nietzsche. In the third part, I present the
hermeneutic dilemma that I am faced with and the methodological strategy that I
employ to understand Foucault and Arendt. In the fourth part, I explain briefly the

contents of this work.

2. Drawing the Map

Modernism vs. Postmodernism

While Foucault never adopted the discourse of the postmodern, his critique of
modernity and humanism made him a source of postmodern thought. Although
Derrida points out that Foucault is trapped within “logocentrism”, within the

general historical guilt borne by Western Language (Derrida, 1978: 35), Foucault
is generally regarded as an exemplary representative of postmodern position in his
thoroughgoing efforts to dismantle modern beliefs in unity and foundation, and

his celebration of difference and multiplicity in theory, politics, and everyday life.



According to Habermas, the postmodern critique is inaugurated by Nietzsche who

carries out a systematic assault on modernity, including the Enlightenment and

reason. This irrational philosophical ethos was taken over in different ways by

Heidegger, Bataille and the postmodernists. One tendency extends from Nietzsche

to Bataille to Foucault, while another branches from Nietzsche to Heidegger to
Dermda. In sum, Habermas criticizes postmodern theory for deserting reason and
modernity (Habermas, 1981: 3-14; 1987). Habermas appreciates Foucault’s

critique of subjectivity and institutions of modernity, but believes that Foucault

has no normative standpoint from which to criticize modern institutions and thus
has no basis for an ethics and politics (Habermas, 1987: 238-293). Habermas also
accuses Foucault of rejecting modernity and Enlightenment, at least in his earlier
work, though Habermas sees that Foucault eventually came around to a qualified
defence of Enlightenment values in a late essay on Kant (Habermas, 1989: 173-
179). In this regard, Habermas asks: “How does such a singularly affirmative
understanding of modern philosophizing, always directed to our own actuality and

imprinted in the here-and-now, fit with Foucault’s unyielding criticism of

modernity?” (Habermas, 1986: 106).

Against Habermas’ reading of Foucault, there are the efforts that have been made
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to differentiate Foucault from the poststructuralist theorists who, in the name of

post-enlightenment and postmodern discourse, question philosophical seriousness

in general. Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983, 253-264; 1986:109-121) attempt to show

that Foucault has been at pains to distance himself not only from the heirs of
German philosophy such as Habermas, but from the French poststructuralist

theorists such as Derrida 1n terms of the relation between society, reason and

modernity.

While Foucault is generally located in the postmodern horizon, Arendt is read in
various ways. First, the early and standard view of Arendt maintains that Arendt is
a political philosopher of nostalgia, an anti-modernist for whom the Greek polis
remained the quintessential political experience. It is easy then to conclude not
only that Arendt’s thought is irrelevant to contemporary concerns but also she is
an elitist reactionary (Kateb, 1984: 39; O’Sullivan, 1976, Pitkin, 1981; Bakan,

1979: 59, Wolin, R, 2001; Canovan, 1978; Fuss, 1979).

A very different reading of Arendt has been performed by Habermas and others

working within the tradition of Critical Theory. These theorists locate Arendt

within the Kantian horizon, assimilating her to a broadly modernist or universalist

position by emphasizing the deliberative and intersubjective elements of action

11



and judgment over the performative and agonistic ones (Habermas, 1983;
Bernstein, 1984, 1986; Benhabib, 1987, 1992b). The advantage of this reading 1s
clear. One is able not only to avoid the elitist baggage of her Grecophile theory

raised by Canovan (1978) and Fuss (1979) but also to refute the charge of
immoralism raised by Kateb (1984). This reading enables one to solve the

problem of moral foundations.

However, many contemporary theorists are attracted by the postmodern side of

Arendt’s thought. The break with the paradigm structuring modern thought and

practice and the sense of discontinuity of the past make it possible to locate
Arendt within the postmodern horizon. (Bernauer, 1987: 10; Canovan, 1992: 278).
In the end skeptical, radical democrats attempt to locate Arendt’s work within the
Nietzschean horizon, assimilating Arendt to a broadly agonistic model of politics
for a radical democratic agenda (Conolly, 1998; Honig, 1993; Wolin, S. 1993;
Villa, 1992; 1996). Contemporary agonists are attracted by the fact that Arendt
(1958) gives a central place to action in her conception of the political. This sets at

odds with the liberal focus on institutions, procedures, interest, and negative
freedom, the freedom from politics (cf. Barber, 1984). Also, they are attracted by

Arendt’s endorsement of the agonal spirit, which she sees as animating all

12



genuine political action. Arendt’s political and democratic version of Nietzschean
heroic individualism dovetails with what she calls “revolutionary spirit” (Arendt,
1963: 221) and the spirit of resistance (Arendt, 1963, chap. 6, 1968b, Preface).

Her =xamples are not great statesmen, but the spontaneous heroic action manifest

in the American Revolution, the Paris Commune of 1871, the 1905 Russian

Revolution, the French Resistance during World War 11, and the Hungarian revolt
of 1956. On this ground, Honig assimilates Arendt to “an activist, democratic

politics of contest, resistance, and amendment”, emphasizing her passionate
refusal of docility (Honig, 1933: 77). Radical democrats are also attracted by her
anti-foundationalism, showing how the will to find a transcendent ground for
politics can only be anti-political and anti-democratic. Arendt gives Nietzsche’s
anti-foundationalism a political and democratic twist by arguing for a groundless
politics of “opinions” (Arendt, 1968b: 233). What makes Arendt’s conception of
agonistic public sphere so attractive to radical democrats is that the
authoritativeness of the basic institutions is determined by the clash of conflicting

interpretations. Therefore, the public sphere is, above all, an institutionally
articulated site of perpetual debate and contestation. On this ground, Villa (1992)

argues that Arendt’s public realm theory is less concerned with the question of

13



legitimation and consensus than with the theorization of an agonistic political

subjectivity. In addition, Isaac (1992) explores Arendt’s postmodern position not

in terms of the agonistic side but in terms of an illuminating lessons of human

agency in an age of ideology (for another postmodern approach, see Hansen,

1993; Disch, 1994).

Let’s return to Habermas’ reading of Arendt, here. The distinction between action
(praxis) and fabrication (poiesis) posed by Arendt’s theory of action enabled
Habermas to distinguish systematically between communicative and instrumental
action and to identify their respective logics of rationalization. Moreover, Arendt’s
sketches of the form of intersubjectivity in the practice of speech supplied
Habermas with a standard of ideal speech situation (Habermas, 1983: 174-175).

Thanks to Arendt’s theory of action, the way to a theory of communicative

rationality was opened.

This makes it possible to say that, to some extent, Habermas is an Arendtian. But,
on the contrary, Arendt has been read as if she were a Habermasian (Bernstein,

1983, 1986; Benhabib, 1987, 2003). In fact, the clear opposition between Arendt

and Habermas on the one hand and postmodernism, including Foucault, on the

other has been overstated thanks, in large part, to the polemical stance taken by

14



Habermas in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (1987). In that work,

Habermas creates a stark opposition between communicative and subject-centered
reason, between the paradigms of mutual understanding or intersubjectivity and
that of the philosophy of consciousness (Chap. 11: 294-326). In his view, neither

Hegel nor Marx succeeded in extricating themselves from the “horizon of the self-

reference of the knowing and acting subject”. But then, neither do such critics of
the philosophy of consciousness and the modern project as Heidegger, Derrida,

and Foucault. All remain, from the Habermasian perspective, either caught up in
the metaphysics of subjectivity (Hegel and Marx with their demiurgic conceptions
of sclf-externalizing subjects) or endlessly tracing the transcendental/empirical
bounds of the “humanist” paradigm (Heidegger, Derrida, Foucault). According to
Habermas, the postmoderns, like their predecessors, fail to effect the transition to
“the paradigm of mutual understanding” and remain locked within an exhausted
episteme (Habermas, 1987: 295-96, 310). This mapping of the world of

modern/postmodern theory neatly locates Arendt’s work on the intersubjective

side of the divide.
Critical Thinking in a Modernity-Crisis

The various readings of Foucault and Arendt described above have been

15



motivated by complex sets of sensibilities and concerns. Their criticisms and

goals are diverse, but all read Foucault and Arendt seriously in their attempts to
come to grips with the ills of modern society. Furthermore, whichever path is
chosen, it is textually demonstrable. I shall not be directly concerned, therefore,

with the question, who has got Foucault and Arendt right/ or wrong? I shall be

concerned, however, with Habermas’ reading of Foucault and Arendt, and the
danger around it, though this will certainly not be evident on every page. This

underlying intention is important because Habermas presents the one-sided (in my
view) but equally powerful ways of reading Foucault and Arendt, and 1t would be

foolish to ignore his influence on the contemporary Foucault scholarship as well

as that of Arendt. I shall question the adequacy of Habermas’ mapping, suggesting

that the Arendtian project, a story of pathologies of modern Europe, harmonizes in

e
unexpected ways with the writings of Foucault. This invites a rereading of

Foucault and Arendt on their own terms and a rethinking the relation between

them.

I think that there is nothing more dangerous than to reduce a philosophy,
especially one so subtle and complex such as Foucault and Arendt, to a textbook

formula. All too often such readings have wound up domesticating one’s thought

16



or constricting one’s thematic concerns. Furthermore, in order to read these

independent thinkers together, to discover what is between them, what binds them

together and draws them apart, we need to shake off a kind of mapping or

labelling around them. As Fine puts it:

We should...leave space for reading books which might be productive of
surprising discoveries. Social theory can never remain content with frozen
images...Understanding is itself an activity which resists indoctrination and

mindless obedience...and needs no further justification (Fine, 2001: 2, 3).

Habermas’ way of framing issue reminds me of what Foucault calls “the

blackmail of Enlightenment’ (1984: 42) - the insistence that one takes a stand

“for” or “against” bourgeois democracy, enlightenment rationality and so forth,

before delivering the specifics of one’s critique. I am concerned to show that a

stark opposition between modernism and postmodernism does Foucault and

Arendt an injustice.

Habermas has failed to appreciate the fact that Arendt’s thought is not a criticism

articulated from within a traditional framework, including a modernist one, but

from without that frame. For Arendt, the break with the tradition is more than a

theoretical background. Her experience of totalitarianism haunts her treatment of

17




the modernist framework as well as her thinking about modernity as a whole.

Converting trauma into historical understanding, Arendt attempted to link
totalitarianism to the spirit of modern age. In doing so her theoretical response
was the same as Water Benjamin’s: to break the chain of narrative continuity, to
shatter chronology as the natural structure of narrative, to stress fragmentariness,

historical dead ends, failures, and ruptures (Arendt, 1968a: 193-206).

Even if, as Kateb notes, Arendt sees the story of modern Europe as a story of
pathologies, with Nazi and Stalinist totalitarianism as “the climactic pathology”

(Kateb, 1984: 66), she does not see totalitarianism as a single metaphor or the
ultimate culmination of modern age. For Arendt the potential disaster in the

various formative modern projects is a recurrent one. In other words, only from a

falsely transcendental perspective any specific crisis can be seen as the final one,

the definitive historical turning point.

Throughout her work, from The Origins of Totalitarianism via The Human
Condition to The Life of the Mind and the Kant Lectures, Arendt consistently

emphasized the dissolution of modern Europe’s moral groundwork, the “break in

our tradition” and “the loss of common sense”. The basic conditions of

possibilities of thinking, action, and judgment have been destroyed by “the moral

18



and spiritual breakdown of occidental society” (Arendt, 1994: 315), on the one

hand, and the rise of mass culture, on the other. Arendt writes about action,

thinking, and judgment in a historical situation parallel to the one Socrates
confronted in Athens (see Arendt, 1982; 1984; 1990). There, too, traditional

morality had fragmented to yield a morality of success. The way out of this

situation, for Arendt as well as Socrates, 1s no return to a shattered tradition, not a
simple call to action, but a radical questioning of all the “yardsticks” (Arendt,

1994: 321) for action, thinking and judgment. What is called for in such a
situation 1s not activism, but critical thinking and independent judgment,. “thinking
without a banister” (Arendt, 1979; 336). It is important to remember, 1n this regard,
that Arendt wrote The Human Condition, her consideration of the vifa activa, not
in order to stimulate activism, but in order to help us “think what we are doing”
(Arendt, 1958: 5), which is indeed “a matter of thought, and thoughtlessness™

(Arendt, 1958: 5).

It is because of the modern crisis in action, thinking and judgment, of the

staggering growth of stupidity and the inability to judge, that Arendt explicitly
turns to Socrates as a model in ‘Philosophy and Politics’ (1990), ‘Thinking and

Moral Consideration’ (1984), and in the Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy
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(1982). In these texts, she poses Socrates as a model of “critical thinking”,

emphasizing his purifying quality. Indeed, Socrates did not teach anything. Rather,

he exposed unexamined prejudgments to the “wind of thought”, dissolving

prejudices but putting no “truths” in their places (Arendt, 1990: 81; 1984: 23,

1982: 37-39). Hence “critical thinking” is an essentially destructive activity. It has

a “destructive, undermining effect on all established criteria, values,

measurements for good and evil, in short on those customs and rules of conduct
we treat of in morals and ethics” (Arendt, 1984: 24). The Socratic dialogue can

hardly be characterized as deliberation aiming at decision and action. Socratic
thinking 1s a public exercise of reason, yet this kind of thinking suspends all

“fixed habits of thought, ossified rule and standards”. As Arendt put it at a

conference on her work in 1973:

I think that this “thinking”...- thinking in the Socratic sense — 1s a maieutic
function, a midwifery. That is, you bring out all your opinions, prejudices, what
have you; and you know that never, in any of the [Platonic] dialogues, did

Socrates ever discover any child [of the mind] who was not a wind-egg. That

you remain in a way empty after thinking... And once you are empty, then, in a

way which is difficult to say, you are prepare to judge (Arendt in Young-Bruehl,
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1982: 452).

The testing and examination of opinions that is the heart of critical thinking is not
only practiced by Socrates but also articulated by Kant. As Arendt makes clear in
the Kant Lectures, “representative thinking” and “enlarged mentality” are not just

models for public deliberation. They are, rather, the necessary vehicles of critical
thinking. They proceed imaginatively, drawing on the possible standpoints and

opinions of others in order to “abstract from the limitations which contingently

attach to our own judgment” (Kant in Arendt, 1982: 43). As Arendt puts it in the

Lectures:

The “enlargement of the mind” plays a crucial role in the Critique of Judgment.
It 1s accomplished by “comparing our judgment with the possible rather than
the actual judgments of others, and by putting ourselves in the place of any
other man”. The faculty that makes possible is called imagination...Critical
thinking is possible only where the standpoints of all others are open to
inspection. Hence, critical thinking, while still a solitary business, does not cut

itself off from “all others”. To be sure, it still goes on in isolation, but by the

force of imagination it makes the others present thus moves in a space that is

potentially public, open to all sides...To think with an enlarged mentality
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means that one trains one’s imagination to go visiting (Arendt, 1982: 42-43).

Dialogue in the agora, or the public use of one’s reason, are good ways of
“enlarging” one’s mentality, of “training one’s imagination to go visiting”. But
neither “representative” (Arendt, 1968b: 421) nor “enlarged” thought have

decision or action as their raison d’étre. The “abstraction from contingent

limitations” enables the attainment of a “general standpoint”, which Arendt
characterizes as “a view point from which to look upon, to watch, to form
judgment, or as Kant himself says, to reflect upon human affairs” (Arendt, 1982:

44). It “does not tell one how to act”. Rather, it enables one to think critically, and

to judge independently.

What links Socratic dialectic and Kantian enlarged thought for Arendt is the way
botk yield not the truth, but a more impartial, and hence more valid, each
individual’s opinion, doxa, his or her “it appears to me” (Arendt, 1990: 80-81,
1968b, 241-242; 1982: 37-40). Even if, as Beiner notes, there are two different
accounts of judgment in Arendt, which correspond to two distinct phase of her

thought about action and thinking, whose focus “shifts from the representative
thought and enlarged mentality of political agents to the spectatorship and

retrospective judgment of historians and storytellers” (Beiner, 1984: 91), when
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viewed in the light of “thinking (and judgment) for oneself” (Arendt, 1982: 43,

71), her articulation of political (or representative) and critical (or Socratic)

thinking turn out to be more closely related than often assumed. If we view
Areudt’s thought in terms of broader perspectivism, the standpoint of the actor

and spectator emerge not as two radically different kinds of thinking and judgment
(engaged and political vs. detached and historical), but rather as two poles of

“self-thinking [selbstdenken]” (Arendt, 1978: 250; 1982: 71), “autonomous”

(Arendt, 1982: 55) “independent” (Arendt, 1978; 250) judgment. To be sure, the
“general standpoint” of the impartial judge is different from seemingly more
vigorous standpoint of the citizen’s doxa, “it appears to me”. Yet, as Kant’s great
enemy Nietzsche reminds us, “ the more affects we allow to speak about one thing,
the more eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete
will our “concept” of thing, our “objectivity”, be” (Nietzsche, 1989: 12). Impartial

judgment, as conceived by Arendt, remains perspectival in character. It is opinion

in 1ts highest form.

Riley’s familiar portrait of Kant as a deontological theorist underlines the
selectivity and idiosyncrasy of Arendt’s interpretation of Kant. Against Arendt,

Riley argues that Kantian politics is not about opinion or judgment: “Kant himself
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would never have said that moral opinion, however ‘general’ or ‘enlarged’, can

replace moral truth” (Riley, 1987: 384). His point is that we cannot begin to
understand Kant’s political philosophy unless we first acknowledge the
fundamental place he reserved for a priori moral truth. It is only in light of such

truth that we can make sense of Kant’s universal republicanism and his hope that

a constitutional legal order would promote the achievement of moral ends.

Yet, this criticism manages to miss Arendt’s thrust. She does not deny that Kant

begins with the moral law and justifies republican government in terms of it.
Rather, her point is that this mode of proceeding brackets the realm of opinion,
plurality, and appearance, therefore denatures the political. Arendt seeks an
unwritten political philosophy in the third Critique not because Kant sought “a
new moral and political doctrine in aesthetic judgment”, but because the world of

aesthetic judgment is also the world of publicity, or politics (Arendt, 1968a: 27;

1968b: 219-220).

In order to appropriate Kant for politics, Arendt feels she must ignore the

systematic intent that governs Kant’s political writings such as ‘Perpetual Peace’.

As Riley correctly observes, Kant’s “official” political philosophy gives pride of

place to his practical philosophy, to the ideas of moral truth and a pure (rational)
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will. There can be no doubt. Kant’s “official” politics is a politics of truth, a

politics derived, in deductive fashion, from an absolute. Yet it is for this reason

that Arendt dismisses it and looks elsewhere. The necessity of this search flows

from her judgment that Kant’s practical philosophy i1s “inhuman”, intrinsically

destructive of the realm of human affairs and its essential plurality:

Kant argued that an absolute exists, the duty of the categorical imperative

which stands above men, is decisive in all human affairs, and cannot be

infringed even for the sake of humanity in every sense of that word. Critics of
the Kantian ethic have frequently denounced this thesis as altogether inhuman
arnd unmerciful. Whatever the merits of their arguments, the inhumanity of
Kant’s moral philosophy is undeniable. And this is so because the categorical
imperative is postulated as absolute and in its absoluteness introduces into the
interhuman realm — which by its nature consists of relationships — something
that runs counter to its fundamental relativity. The inhumanity which is bound

up with the concept of one single truth emerges with particular clarity in Kant’s

work precisely because he attempted to found truth on practical reason; it is as

though he who had so inexorably pointed out man’s cognitive limits could not

bear to think that in action, too, man cannot behave like a god (Arendt, 1968a:
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27).

The Kantian appeal to such an absolute tears apart the web of human relationships,
degrading opinion and plurality. Such effects, however, are not confined to Kant.

They follow any attempt to make an absolute the organizing principle of the realm

of human affairs (see Arendt, 1968b: 91-141).

Like Arendt, Foucault also belongs to the generation of European intellectuals
who experienced the traumas of the twentieth century — Nazism and Stalinism,
and performs the critique of modernity and western thought. As Foucault
understands it, modernity is not a specific historical event, but a historical
conjuncture which has happened several times in our history, albeit with different
form and content: for example, the breakdown of the traditional virtues in Athens
at the time of Socrates, the decline of the Hellenistic world, the end of

metaphysics at the time of Kant. This breakdown results in a specific attitude

toward reality, which to differentiate it from a subjective state, Foucault calls
“ethos” (Foucault, 1984: 39). In a modernity-crisis, a taken-for-granted

understanding of reality ceases to function as a shared background in terms of
which people can orient and justify their activity. Therefore the modernist

response 1s luctdly to face up to the collapse of the old order. In Foucault’s view,
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such was the attitude of the Sophists in Greece, and the Stoics in Alexandria and

Kant, and, in my view, Arendt and Foucault in the post-totalitarian moment.

While Arendt’s critique is developed in the form of fragmentary historiography

for which Walter Benjamin was her prime example, Foucault’s critique 1s

developed in the form of archaeology and genealogy for which Nietzsche was his

prime example. Unlike in modern historiography, discontinuity is seen as a
positive working concept in Foucault as well as Arendt. While Arendt seeks to
recover the meaning of the past outside of the framework of any tradition,

Foucault attempts to rethink the nature of power and self in a non-totalizing, non-
presentational, and anti-humanist scheme. In this regard, as Habermas shows
(1987, chapters, 5 and 6), Foucault is not following in the philosophical tradition
of using language to represent reality, nor is he using language as a vehicle for
undistorted communication. But, pace Habermas, neither is he abandoning
himself to the free play of self-referential signifiers. Foucault is not trying to

construct a general theory, nor deconstruct the possibility of any metanarrative.

What Foucault is trying to do is to suggest an “Introduction to the Non-Fascist

Life” in theory as well as in practice, that contains essential deindividualizing

principles against totalization as well as individualization. Here what Foucault
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means by fascism is “not only historical fascism of Hitler and Mussolini”, but also

“the fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behaviour”, in “our speech

and our acts, our hearts and our pleasures”, buried deep “in body”, its trace

brutally to expunge, “the fascism that causes us to love power, to desire the very

thing that dominates and exploits us” (Foucault, 1977b: xiii, in Deleuze and
Guattari, 1977). This task to confront the question of totalitarianism leads
Foucault to the problem between reason and power once again, the reciprocal and

the inverse of the problem of Enlightenment: how is that rationalization leads to
the disease of power such as Nazism and Stalinism? In Foucault’s words, “how 1s

that the great movement of rationalization led us so much noise, so much rage, so

much silence and dismal mechanism?” (Foucault, 1996: 390).

In several essays and interviews (Foucault, 1983a: 208-226; 1984: 32-30; 1993
10-18; 1996: 382-398; 2000; 443-448), while still critical of Enlightenment reason,
Foucault attempts to positively appropriate key aspects of the Enlightenment
heritage — its acute historical sense of the present, its emphasis on rational

autonomy over conformity and dogma, and its critical outlook. He now sees the
uncritical acceptance of modern rationality and its complete rejection as equally

hazardous: “if it is extremely dangerous to say that Reason is the enemy that
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should be eliminated, it is just as dangerous to say that any critical questioning of

this rationality risks sending us into itrrationality (Foucault, 1984: 239). Beyond
“being for or against the Enlightenment” (Foucault, 1984: 45), he argues, critical
thought must constantly live within a field of tension: “If philosophy has a

function within critical thought, it 1s...to accept this sort of revolving door of

rationality that refers us to its necessity, to its indispensability, and at the same

time, to 1ts intrinsic dangers” (Foucault, 1984: 249).

Foucault holds that our modernity begins with Kant’s attempt to make reason
critical, 1.e., to establish limits and legitimate use of reason. But Kant’s attempt to
show that this critical use of reason is its true universal nature is not what is
original and important for Foucault. Foucault does not deny that Kant is
attempting to preserve the normative role of reason in the face of the collapse of

metaphysics. But rather than seeing Kant as announcing a universal solution,

Foucault uses Kant’s essay as a diagnostic of a particular conjuncture. What
Foucault finds most distinctive and insightful in Kant’s essay is a philosopher qua

philosopher realizing for the first time that his thinking arises out of and is an

attempt to respond to his historical situation: “How and in what respect someone

who speaks as a thinker, as a savant, as a philosopher forms a part of
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this...process, and furthermore, how he has a certain role to play in this process,

figuring in it to say at once as an element and as an actor” (Foucault, 1993: 11).

Foucault interprets Kant’s linking of the historical moment, critical reason and

society as a challenge to develop a radically new version of what it means to lead

a philosophical life:

The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly, as a
theory, a doctrine, not even as a permanent body of knowledge that is

accumulating; 1t has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical
life in which the critique of what we are is at once and the same time the

historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with

the possibility of going beyond them (Foucault, 1984: 50).

This critical ontology has two separate but related components, that 1s, work on
oneself and responding to one’s time: “Modernity...is not simply a form of
relationship to the present; it is also a mode of relationship that has to be

established with oneself” (Foucault, 1984: 41).

Furthermore, Foucault suggests approaching the problem of Enlightenment “in a

meaningful enough proximity with the work of the Frankfurt School” (Foucault,

1996: 389). He understands the problem of Enlightenment as a still existing
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historico-critical outlook on the present and on ourselves, which makes Foucault
“brothers with the Frankfurt School” (Foucault, 1996: 391). Foucault sees in
Kani’s answer to the question ‘What 1s Enlightenment?’ (Kant, 1970; orig. 1784)
and ‘What 1s Revolution?’ (Kant, ‘The Contest of Faculties’, 1970; orig. 1789) the

origin of a critical ontology leading through Hegel, Nietzsche, and Weber to

Horkheimer and Adorno. Foucault adds himself to this tradition:

Kant seems...to have founded the two great critical traditions between which

modern philosophy has been divided....One can opt for a critical philosophy
which is framed as an analytical philosophy of truth in general, or one can opt
for a critical thought which has the form of an ontology of ourselves, an
ontology of the present; it is this Iétter form of philosophy which, from Hegel to
the Frankfurt School by way of Nietzsche and Max Weber, has founded a form

of reflection within which I have tried to work (Foucault, 1993: 17-18).

Foucault and Arendt evade easy classification. They seem to occupy the
anonymous place, which classical treaties in philosophy reserved for substance,

without location, or boundaries, they are everywhere and nowhere at the same

time. There is no doubt, however, that Foucault and Arendt, in their respective

ways, embrace postmodern sensibility like never-ending pulsations. I believe that
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postmodern sensibility, what Lyotard calls “incredulity” (1984: xxiit), is necessary

to keep us honest as thinkers. But it is true that, for many contemporary
postmodern theorists, this sensibility is not simply an inescapable element of our
historical experience but a terminus of critical inquiry. In this regard, 1 value

Foucault and Arendt because they accept postmodern sensibility not as an
absolute given but as an “attitude” (see Foucault, 1984: 39; 1996: 383) that must
be - at the risk of inviting Nietzschean scorn — constantly checked and examined.

They offer us a critical theory without comfort, without the guarantee that modern

ideologies have typically purported to provide. Like postmodernist, both thinkers

criticize the Enlightenment faith that the transcendental power of science and

reason could be saved and preserved. Yet, for Arendt and Foucault, this critique is
based on a serious and sustained interrogation of historical experience as much as
it is on a deconstruction of metaphysical philosophy. This is why Foucault and

Arendt cannot be wholly understood by a stark opposition between modernism

and postmodernism.

3. Methodological Observations

Foucault and Arendt are fascinated by history and the relationship between

personal experience and those events of which they are a part. I believe this is the
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nucleus of their theoretical desires. Particularly, the experience of totalitarianism

and Stalinism, which they see as a disease of modern power, haunts their critique
of modernity as a whole. This is not to say their writings on history are only
concerned with actual experiences, whether contemporary or historical. Because

their writings on history are intertwined with “an exercise of oneself in the

activity of thought” (Foucault, 1992; ong., 1984: 9), which opens up the space ot
possible transformation. Indeed, for them, thinking itself, as Arendt argues in The
Life of the Mind, 1s like “Penelope’s web” (Arendt, 1971: 88), constantly undoing
its own construction. Furthermore, a tension between their profound commitment

to political reality and the sense of detachment from the subject matter continually

complicates their work. However, these tensions in theory as well as in practice, in

the technique of life as well as in the political choices provide the elements for the

unique work.

As we shall see, the historical-philosophical approach performed by Foucault and
Arendt is neither subjective nor objective. Rather, it is an unusual combination of

imagination, analysis and commitment. But equally, Foucault was very wary of
the analytic link between a “philosophical conception” and the “concrete political

attitude”;, between “what one is thinking and saying” and “what one is doing”
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(Foucault, 1984: 374). Like Foucault, Arendt remained intensely skeptical of the

ideal of a unity of thought and action, or theory and practice. In Arendt’s view,

this 1deal 1s a chimera and a dangerous one, because it grows out of and enforces
an instrumental configuration of theory and practice. As she once said, “I think
that commitment can easily carry you to a point where you no longer think”

(Arendt, 1979: 308). Bearing these questions in mind, we should read Foucault
and Arendt not only through their ideas, but also through Foucault’s ethos and

Arendt’s moral taste. We should perform the two readings, which are, on the one
hand, a scientific analysis of their work, the ability to decipher Foucault’s “ethos”

and Arendt’s “judgment”, on the other. This is in my view, the only spirit that can

take us along their paths in such a way that we can understand them, then can

indeed go beyond them.

Foucault did not think of writing as an aim or an end itself. He regarded his work
as “tool boxes” (in Eribon, 1991: 237) and challenged the notion of author, as he
was fond of quoting Beckett, “what matter who’s speaking?” (Foucault, 1977:

138). Nevertheless, he was inclined to see his own work as, to some extent, “a

fragmentary of autobiography” (Foucault, 2000: 458). Regarding the

autobiographical elements of his work, it is important to acknowledge that he is
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talking about not just his phenomenology in the vulgar sense of the terms, but his

attempt to link “the historical and theoretical analysis of power relations,
institutions, and knowledge, to the movements, critiques, and experiences that call
them into questions in reality” (Foucault, 1984: 374). His primary concern is
always a historical problem that he formulates as always by using historical

records. And yet, 1t 1s a problem that he feels very closely linked to what he is
experiencing. If Foucault’s interviews form an integral part of his work,
furthermore, if Foucault’s life, in itself, composes an intertextual space of his
work, it 1s because Foucault extends the problematization of each of his books

into the construction of the present problem, i.e., madness, punishment or

sexuality. After all, it is the question of the present and of ourselves: what do we
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