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Foucault’s Body Tropes

Daniel Punday

FTEN LOST in debates about the validity of Foucauldian theories

of discourse and power is the degree to which its language of

bodily spaces “inscribed” by power has passed into popular
critical jargon. Feminists in particular—who, as a group, have been
ambivalent about Foucault’s theory—frequently speak of the body as a
space where various discourses conflict. Teresa de Lauretis is particularly
explicit in describing “a shift. . . in the feminist understanding of female
subjectivity: a shift from the earlier view of woman defined purely by
sexual difference (i.e., in relation to man) to the more difficult and
complex notion that the female subject is a site of differences; differ-
ences that are not only sexual or only racial, economic, or (sub)cultural,
but all of these together, and often enough at odds with one another.”
The reason that critics have been attracted to this language of the body
as a “site of differences” seems quite straightforward. Describing the
body as a site articulates its involvement with discourse while, apparently,
denying that any one discourse can define and map it fully. This
understanding of the body site represents, however, at best an incom-
plete picture of Foucault’s theory. While critics find the language of the
body as a site in the writings of the middle part of his career, especially
Discipline and Punish, the optimistic spirit of this body site’s open-
endedness reflects the tone of the later volumes of his History of Sexuality,
which describe how individuals participate in discursive structures to
“transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular being,
and to make their life into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values
and meets certain stylistic criteria.”? Foucault’s language of the body site
then has passed into critical jargon in an indirect and possibly incoher-
ent way.

The widespread popularity of Foucault’s description of the body as a
site of power, even among those critics who question the value of
Foucault’s theory in general, suggests that it performs a function within
critical analysis that is somewhat independent of Foucault’s theory.
Describing the body as a site allows critics like de Lauretis to achieve
certain critical and analytical goals; it provides a trope, I will argue,
through which critics can make particular arguments and claims. Chris
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510 NEW LITERARY HISTORY

Weedon’s Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory, for example, adopts
this language of bodies as sites of discursive struggle: “Individuals are
both the site and subjects of discursive struggle for their identity.”® In
explaining why feminists should be concerned with this theory of bodily
sites, Weedon provides a typically practical justification: “In order to
make sense of these contradictions (between dominant institutionalized
definitions of women'’s nature and social role) we need new theoretical
perspectives which challenge individualism” (5). Weedon is more ex-
plicit than most in admitting that her language of bodily sites has a
methodological purpose. In the case of feminist criticism, this method-
ological dimension of the body-assite trope is particularly important,
since one of the principal criticisms leveled at Foucault’s theory is its
abstraction and distance from concrete critical practice.* Feminists—as
well as many literary and cultural critics—have often seen in this trope a
way of conducting practical analysis that may itself not be precisely in the
spirit of Foucault’s analysis. Foucault described theory as a “toolkit,”
since it is “not a system but an instrument”;> we can see this appropria-
tion of the body-as-site trope by literary and cultural critics as a way of
making use of some part of Foucault’s theory for practical, analytic
purposes.

In this article, I would like to analyze Foucault’s body trope and to
investigate the rhetorical problems that it raises for critics who appropri-
ate it as an “instrument.” I will ultimately argue that we should place
Foucault’s body trope into the tradition of the body politic, and should
recognize that contemporary critics encounter many of the same
problems raised by that traditional trope.

The Normal Body and the Site

The work in which Foucault develops the idea of treating the body as
a “site” is Discipline and Punish. This work argues that during the
eighteenth century the individual’s relation to political power—in the
form of explicit institutions and more subtle discursive systems—
underwent a fundamental change. Foucault explores the now famous
contrast between the early eighteenth-century spectacle of torture and
the later eighteenth-century use of incarceration and its supporting
disciplinary regime, and argues that the latter, modern system refines
the functioning of power to create “a certain mode of detailed political
investment of the body, a ‘new micro-physics’ of power.”® We need not
rehearse Foucault’s well-known theory about the modern disciplinary
system, but can summarize this transformation by noting the discovery
of a certain statistical notion of subjectivity in which individuals are
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FOUCAULT’S BODY TROPES 511

treated as part of a larger social system to be designed and manipulated.
Foucault’s emphasis is clearly upon the way that systems of discipline
create social norms according to which individuals are judged and
ordered:

[TThe art of punishing, in the régime of disciplinary power, is aimed neither at
expiation, nor even precisely at repression. It brings five quite distinct opera-
tions into play: it refers individual actions to a whole that is at once a field of
comparison, a space of differentiation and the principle of a rule to be followed.
It differentiates individuals from one another, in terms of the following overall
rule: that the rule be made to function as a minimal threshold, as an average to
be respected or as an optimum towards which one must move. It measures in
quantitative terms and hierarchizes in terms of value the abilities, the level, the
“nature” of individuals. It introduces, through this “value-giving” measure, the
constraint of a conformity that must be achieved. Lastly, it traces the limit that
will define difference in relation to all other differences, the external frontier of
the abnormal (the “shameful” class of the Ecole Militaire). The perpetual
penalty that traverses all points and supervises every instant in the disciplinary
institutions compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogenizes, excludes. In
short, it normalizes. (DP 182-83)

Foucault reminds us just how important normalization is to modern
society, not merely in the mass-production of uniform goods by uniform
workers, but also in the development of the human sciences, which
likewise look for commonalities in the individuals that it studies. The
emphasis on normalization that Foucault describes in the late eigh-
teenth century has been one of his most enduring and concrete
contributions to historical study of the culture and literature of moder-
nity.” The modern body, we can say, is the normalized body—a body
subjected to scientific, social, and economic surveillance.

Foucault treats the normalized body as a spatial “site” because
normalization depends on space to order and differentiate individuals.
The individual elements of the body are subjected to the spatial
differentiation typical of the disciplinary system. Disciplinary machinery,
Foucault writes, works “on the principle of elementary location or
partitioning. Each individual has his own place; and each place its
individual” (DP 143). Discipline analyzes tasks and even gestures into
building-block movements. One of the clearest examples of this articula-
tion of the body and its movements into basic elements is military
training. Foucault describes the “instrumental coding of the body”: “It
consists of a breakdown of the total gesture into two parallel series: that
of the parts of the body to be used (right hand, left hand, different
fingers of the hand, knee, eye, elbow, etc.) and that of the parts of the
object manipulated (barrel, notch, hammer, screw, etc.)” (DP 153).
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Thus, discipline does not merely evaluate individuals according to
norms; it also breaks individual bodies down into basic elements to
better evaluate and train them to obey this norm. This spatial organiza-
tion of the body is essential to the theory of power that Foucault
develops in the middle of his career. Indeed, it is only when Foucault
speaks of power in Discipline and Punish that he uses the language of
“inscribing” the body. Foucault remarks that “the body is also directly
involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate hold
upon it; they invest it [ils I'investissent], mark it [le marquent], train it,
torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit
signs.”® Foucault uses the language of “investing” and “marking” to
emphasize the way in which power affects the body from the outside.
Power in this sense functions beyond the control and comprehension of
the individual who participates within this social milieu. Kevin Jon
Heller notes Foucault’s claim that power is always “both intentional and
nonsubjective” (HS 94), which he understands to mean that “a social
formation’s mechanisms of power are always supra-individually struc-
tured.” The link between extra-personal power and the language of
bodily inscription is particularly clear when we note the relative absence
of these metaphors in the work of Foucault’s last period. Where the raw
material affected by power in Discipline and Punish is a blank space to be
inscribed, in The Use of Pleasure Foucault describes an “ethical sub-
stance”: “the way in which the individual has to constitute this or that
part of himself as the prime material of his moral conduct” (UP 26). The
raw material of ethics in these last writings is still acted upon (like the
body in the disciplinary system), but now the individual him- or herself
participates in molding this material; Foucault emphasizes the “ethical
work that one performs on oneself” (UP 27). The spatial language of
Foucault’s body site, developed earlier in his career, depends on the
belief that power originates beyond the individual. Foucault figures the
body as a site, then, both because the body participates within a
disciplinary apparatus of spatial differentiation and because power
functions beyond the control and intentions of individual subjects.

In other contexts Foucault explores the methodological and rhetori-
cal needs that drive him to describe the body spatially. In the interview
with the editors of Hérodote reprinted in Power/Knowledge, Foucault
admits to “spatial obsessions.” While the importance of space in Foucault’s
thought initially appears to arise from the influence of structuralism—
indeed, spatial language is particularly evident in early work like The
Order of Things and The Archeology of Knowledge—this interview indicates
that space remains an important issue throughout his career. Foucault
claims that “[o]nce knowledge can be analyzed in terms of region,
domain, implantation, displacement, transposition, one is able to cap-
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ture the process by which knowledge functions as a form of power and
disseminates the effects of power” (QG 69). In this interview, Foucault
often treats space as simply a way to describe the conditions that
underlie historical change; space provides “the air of anti-history” (QG
70). In “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” however, Foucault explores the
metaphorical quality of space in his writing. He suggests this quality
indirectly when he remarks, “This relationship of domination is no more
a ‘relationship’ than the place where it occurs is a place.”’® Foucault is
aware, then, that his spatial language is metaphorical and motivated by
his own analytical goals. Gilles Deleuze’s study of Foucault’s later work
argues that space continues to dominate Foucault’s thinking until the
end of his career. Deleuze does see a change in Foucault’s writing,
however: “[f]or a long time Foucault thought of the outside as being an
ultimate spatiality that was deeper than time; but in his late works he
offers the possibility once more of putting time on the outside and
thinking of the outside as being time, conditioning by the fold.”"' As
Deleuze suggests, changes in Foucault’s thought occur partially because
he is able to reconceive space after the structuralist assumptions of his
early work. Using a very broad definition of rhetoric, we can say that
Foucault’s use of space is a trope through which he is able to articulate his
historical analysis. Clearly, space has more metaphysical significance
than describing it as a trope implies.'? Nonetheless, I would suggest that
we follow Derrida’s elision of rhetoric and metaphysics and treat
Foucauldian space as an assumption that allows his texts to develop in
certain ways. In “White Mythology,” Derrida argues that “metaphysics
has erased within itself the fabulous scene that has produced it, the
scene that nevertheless remains active and stirring, inscribed in white
ink, an invisible design covered over in the palimpsest.””* Derrida
describes the textual logic that underlies much spatial language;'* let us
consider how Foucault’s attempt to elaborate and deploy the body site
obeys tropological demands.

The body-assite trope allows Foucault to develop a certain kind of
socio-historical interpretation. The practical interpretive value behind
Foucault’s body-as-site trope is clear later in his genealogy essay, where
he describes how the body provides a way of reading historical tensions
and changes: “The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by
language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated Self
(adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual
disintegration. Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated
within the articulation of the body and history. Its task is to expose a
body totally imprinted by history and the process of history’s destruction
of the body” (NG 148). This passage makes particularly clear how
Foucault is using the spatialized body to accomplish the “task” of
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historical analysis. The imprinted body provides Foucault with a text that
can be read to understand historical changes. These changes specifically
concern the transformation of the laws according to which individuals
are supposed to interact; Foucault proposes “[a] genealogy of values,
morality, asceticism, and knowledge” (NG 144). The body in this sense is
the site in which historical transformations can be observed in the codes
for social behavior and perception. Foucault is fairly explicit in defining
the body site as the precondition for the kind of analysis that he hopes
to conduct: “The body manifests the stigmata of past experience and
also gives rise to desires, failings, and errors. These elements may join in
a body where they achieve a sudden expression, but as often, their
encounter is an engagement in which they efface each other, where the
body becomes the pretext of their insurmountable conflict” (NG 148).
The fact that the body is a palimpsestic space, in this sense, enables
Foucault to observe the discursive conflicts that are the hallmark of his
historical analysis. And yet, as readers of Foucault will concede, the body
itself never provides an actual text that is interpreted. All of Foucault’s
work ultimately discusses books that describe bodies; at no point does it
actually observe physical bodies. As Frances Bartkowski remarks, “this
focus on the body is explored by Foucault through some representative
texts, that is, through language.”® In this sense, the body site provides
an ultimate and enabling referent for the discourses that Foucault
analyzes, without the body itself being a part of the analysis. The body
site allows Foucault to dramatize the inevitable conflicts between social
discourses, since such inscribed spaces suggest that discourse and power
are not natural parts of the body. Furthermore, the inscribed body
implies that all political texts are ultimately arguing over a single entity,
since they have only one “table” upon which to write. Thus, Foucault’s
practice of revealing many discourses in conflict over a fundamental
entity that we take for granted—the body in Discipline and Punish, the
“man” in The Order of Things, “sex” in The History of Sexuality—depends
on assumptions about the relationship between discourses. Speaking
about the body as an inscribed site allows Foucault to justify indirectly
this method of searching out discourses that conflict over a concrete
entity. The body site, then, is less an object of analysis and more a
rhetorical gesture—a trope—that justifies the textual analysis that he
conducts.

In suggesting that Foucault’s body site is a trope used in his analysis of
the history of social ordering, I am placing Foucault’s theory into a long
tradition of writing which uses the body to represent social relationships.
The trope of the “body politic” is a way to establish the “natural” inter-
relation between individuals and institutions. Ernst Kantorowicz’s classic
study, The King’s Two Bodies, defined the tradition of thinking about a
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monarch as embodying the whole of a nation. A king might be
understood to have the “two bodies” of Kantorowicz’s title in the sense
that the frailties and mortality of his “body natural” must be distin-
guished categorically from his “body politic,” which is timeless, perfect,
and ultimately owned by no one—not even the king himself.'® The idea
that the king embodies the whole society leads quite naturally to the
best-known use of the “body politic’—as a way to speak about the unity
of the whole society. One of the classic examples of the body used to
symbolize the society is provided by Thomas Hobbes at the outset of
Leviathan:

For by art is created that great LEVIATHAN called a COMMONWEALTH, or
STATE, in Latin CIVITAS, which is but an artificial man; though of greater
stature and strength than the natural, for whose protection and defense it was
intended; and in which the sovereignty is an artificial soul, as giving life and
motion to the whole body; the magistrates, and other officers of judicature and
execution, artificial joints; reward and punishment, by which fastened to the seat of
the sovereignty every joint and member is moved to perform his duty, are the
nerves, that do the same in the body natural. . . .17

Hobbes here uses the parts of the body (soul, joints, nerves) to discuss
the relationship between different individuals within the whole society
(king, magistrate, officers). Certainly the notion of the body politic has
undergone important changes after the medieval period that Kantorowicz
describes.'® Today, the body politic represents exactly those totalizing
metaphors that Foucault’s theory, and postmodernist culture, seem to
work against. Moira Gatens has recently remarked, for example, “I am
willing to concede that the metaphor of the body politic is quite
anachronistic and precariously anchored in present political and social
practices. This body has been fragmented and weakened by successive
invasions from the excluded: the slaves, the foreigners, the women, the
working class.”’ Gatens is certainly right to suggest that changes in
demographics make it increasingly difficult to use a single body type to
represent the society, but Foucault’s body site accomplishes many of the
same things that the more traditional trope does. We have noted that
Foucault uses the body to justify a specific image of political power and
the analysis natural to it; the body politic, likewise, describes ideal social
relations and demands that individuals accept certain roles. Both tropes
provide a way of imagining the more abstract process by which society
organizes individuals. Where Hobbes used the body to show abstract
legal relations, Foucault uses it to represent abstract textual conflicts
about social relations.

Foucault, however, has resisted connections between his own body site
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and more traditional bodily tropes for describing social relations.
Indeed, Foucault is quite explicit in distinguishing his understanding of
society from those represented by the body politic. In his 1976 lectures
reprinted in Power/Knowledge, Foucault explains how his understanding
of power emphasizes multiplicity and the lack of a central authority
figure: “rather than ask ourselves how the sovereign appears to us in his
lofty isolation, we should try to discover how it is that subjects are
gradually, progressively, really and materially constituted through a
multiplicity of organisms, forces, energies, materials, desires, thoughts,
etc.”® Foucault then goes on to contrast this image of society to
Hobbes’s body politic:

We should try to grasp subjection in its material instance as a constitution of
subjects. This would be the exact opposite of Hobbes’ project in Leviathan, and
of that, I believe, of all jurists for whom the problem is the distillation of a single
will—or, rather, the constitution of a unitary, singular body animated by the
spirit of sovereignty—from the particular wills of a multiplicity of individuals.
Think of the scheme of Leviathan: insofar as he is a fabricated man, Leviathan is
no other than the amalgamation of a certain number of separate individualities,
who find themselves reunited by the complex of elements that go to compose
the State; but at the heart of the State, or rather, at its head, there exists
something which constitutes it as such, and this is sovereignty, which Hobbes
says is precisely the spirit of Leviathan. (97-98)

Foucault argues for a notion of dispersed power functioning through
many individuals, a notion that the traditional body politic denies.
Although this comparison helps to explain Foucault’s theory of
decentered modern power, it also serves to distance his theory of power
from those more explicitly rhetorical deployments of bodily tropes for
discussing society. Hobbes’s body politic, according to Foucault, sup-
presses the “amalgamation of a certain number of separate individuali-
ties” within the society. This contrast indirectly defines Foucault’s theory
of power and the image of body sites as “really and materially” less
reductive than the traditional body politic.

Foucault’s claims about the rhetorical construction of his body site
trope, then, are confusing and in many ways misleading. On some
occasions, Foucault is quick to admit that the spatiality he attributes to
the body is merely a metaphor, a way of speaking. And, within his
genealogy essay, he even seems willing to accept that this body site has a
rhetorical motivation. At other times, however, Foucault clearly wants to
claim that the body site is somehow more material than past body tropes,
less willing to suppress concrete heterogeneity for the sake of rhetorical
clarity. This duality is why critics have failed to recognize the rhetorical
underpinnings of Foucault’s analysis. It is because Foucault at times
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seems to believe that the body really is a site that critics have not
considered the implications of adopting his body-as-site trope.

Freud and the Body Site

If Foucault’s description of the body as a site should be read as one
body trope in the tradition of the body politic, we should consider how
Foucault is repeating and transforming the concerns and problems of
this tradition. One way to define the problems that Foucault is inherit-
ing from the body politic tradition is to consider the specific formula-
tion of the body politic that served as the inspiration for Foucault’s
theory. One important, if rarely recognized, precursor for Foucault’s
body trope is Freud’s theory of libidinal investment. I would like to
suggest that Foucault comes to the tradition of the body politic through
the spatial model for the body that Freud provides, and that this
antecedent brings specific baggage with it to Foucault’s theory.

Freud serves an important but often obscure function in Foucault’s
thinking. Freud most often appears in Foucault’s writing as a foil against
which he can explain his own theory of power and sexuality. Freud both
formalizes the “repressive thesis” of modern theories of sexuality—that
is, the belief that the Victorian period ushered in an age in which
“[s]exuality was carefully confined; it moved into the home. The
conjugal family took custody of it and absorbed it into the serious
function of reproduction” (HS 3)—and yet also explores the links
between discourse and power in sexuality.?’ While this role for Freud in
Foucault’s thinking is important, we should not be distracted from the
larger significance that Freud has for Foucault. In “Nietzsche, Freud,
Marx,” Foucault argues that all three thinkers theorize interpretation.?
In discussing Freud in particular, Foucault emphasizes the role of space:

(It would be necessary to recall the space of interpretation that Freud
constitutes, not only in the famous topology of Consciousness and the Uncon-
scious, but equally in the rules that he formulated for psychoanalytic treatment,
and the analyst’s deciphering of what is said in the course of the spoken “chain.”
It would be necessary to recall the spaciality, very material after all, to which
Freud attached such importance and which lays out the patient under the
overhanging gaze of the psychoanalyst.®

Foucault makes clear here that Freud has provided him with far more
than a foil against which to develop his anti-repressive theory of sexual
discourse. Freud explores the spatial relationship between the object of
interpretation and the individual. This spatial model is clearly an
important part of Foucault’s thinking about the disciplinary system and,
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consequently, about the body as a “site” in which power and discourse
operate. Foucault finds in Freud a prototype of the panopticism that
analyzes individuals according to spatial laws.**

But Freudian space offers Foucault far more than merely another
example of the spatial ordering of discipline and power. When Freud
describes “libidinal organization” he provides a prototype for Foucault’s
language of power’s investment of the body. Freud’s late work, An
Outline of Psycho-Analysis, develops this notion of libidinal organization
by speaking about the way that different body parts are invested with
libidinal energy, or “cathected”

It is hard to say anything of the behaviour of the libido in the id and in the
superego. All that we know about it relates to the ego, in which at first the whole
available quota of libido is stored up. We call this state absolute, primary
narcissism. It lasts till the ego begins to cathect the ideas of objects with libido, to
transform narcissistic libido into objectlibido. Throughout the whole of life the
ego remains the great reservoir from which libidinal cathexes are sent out to
objects and into which they are also once more withdrawn.?

Freud’s idea that body parts (as well as objects in the outside world) are
cathected and given significance within the libidinal economy clearly
treats the body as a kind of space that is organized and shaped by forces
independent of that space. That Freud sees the body primarily as a kind
of space to be organized and subdivided is most clear in his later work,
when he develops the topographical model of the psyche that Foucault
mentioned above. In works like The Ego and the Id, Freud provides
diagrams to represent the relations between psychical components like
the ego, id, and preconscious.” Freud’s “spatial or ‘topographical’ idea
of mental life” (9) claims that internal differentiation occurs through
the id’s infantile interaction with the external world, an interaction
which develops the ego as a more effective means to negotiate the
demands of the reality and pleasure principles. Freud describes the ego
as “that part of the id which has been modified by the direct influence of
the external world through the medium of the Pept.-Cs. [Perceptual-
Consciousness]; in a sense it is an extension of the surface-differentiation”
(15). Thus, like Foucault, Freud’s inscribed body is the creation of
external forces modifying the body.

The inspiration for Freud’s spatial account of the id is an evolutionary
understanding of the body. Laura Otis’s recent discussion of the popular
nineteenth-century idea that the body retains traces of the memories of
ancestors helps us to see the particular circumstances under which
Freud’s theory of the libidinally inscribed body was produced. Otis
discusses “The nineteenth-century organic memory theory, which pro-
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posed that memory and heredity were essentially the same and that one
inherited memories from ancestors along with their physical features.”?’
The underlying appeal of organic memory theory is that human
civilization is cumulative. Where Darwin seems to challenge the Victo-
rian belief in the perfectibility of humans by subjecting them to random
mutation and associating them genetically with primates, organic memory
theory promised that human civilization ultimately did progress. She
writes, “According to the organic memory idea, [Europeans] were links
in a Great Chain of Being connected to past life forms, to which they
were superior, as well as to future ones, destined to be greater still. In
short, the theory promised eternal life” (25). Such a theory also
empowered the study of humans and human history: “By locating
memory within the body, within the nervous system, within its component
molecules, by wrenching it away from the soul, one made memory
potentially knowable” (31). Organic memory theory located history in
the individual, Otis concludes, “and in doing so made it potentially
visible” (32). This theory is consistent with the spirit of Freud’s study of
the human unconscious. After all, psychoanalysis is essentially an
attempt to recover a personal history that has been lost, but which is
inscribed in the individual’s libidinal cathexis. Likewise we can note the
parallel between Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and Foucault’s idea that
historical conflicts are “inscribed” on the body, that the body is “totally
imprinted by history and history’s destruction of the body” (NG 148).
Both theories see the body as a hitherto unrecognized archive through
which the past can be revealed.?

Organic memory theory became most important for Freud, Otis
suggests, when he tried to go beyond individual psychosis to analyze
culture, an ambition which is obviously important to Foucault’s writing
as well. Otis writes, “[Freud] could make such a move only if two
supporting premises were present: (1) that history, an accumulation of
impressions beginning with one’s own experiences and going back to
the beginning of life, was somehow present in the individual and (2)
that individual development proceeded linearly, recapitulating ancestral
experiences, and in some cases failed to reach a necessary ‘goal’” (184).
If history is implicit within the human body, then psychoanalysis can
reveal the fundamental basis of human cultures. How inscribed history
can illuminate human culture is evident in Freud’s writing on the
relation between civilized and “primitive” societies. In Totem and Taboo,
Freud claims that primitive religions parallel the thinking of early
childhood; Freud compares, as he says, “the phases in the development
of men’s view of the universe and the stages of an individual’s libidinal
development.® In the process of developing this theory, Freud argues
that civilized peoples carry within them the traces of more “savage”
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minds, just as adults carry with them unrecognized traces of their own
childhood associations and repressions. Freud describes the belief that
traces of our ancestral past are inherited like eye-color or stature as the
theory of the collective mind: “No one can have failed to observe, in the
first place, that I have taken as the basis of my whole position the
existence of a collective mind, in which mental processes occur just as
they do in the mind of an individual. In particular, I have supposed that
the sense of guilt for an action has persisted for many thousands of years
and has remained operative in generations which can have no knowl-
edge of that action” (157-58). Freud postulates the collective mind
because doing so is a precondition of the parallel that he wishes to
establish between social arrangements and psychic structures. Freud
notes, “Without the assumption of a collective mind, which makes it
possible to neglect the interruptions of mental acts caused by the
extinction of the individual, social psychology cannot exist” (158).

The root of Freud’s social psychology is the belief that the individual
shares in a more general mind of ancestral memories and repressions;
this “collective mind” represents one incarnation of the traditional
“body politic,” and it is through this collective mind that Foucault
inherits the strengths and weaknesses of this trope. Freud’s decision to
explain the shared psychological predisposition of all the members of a
culture using a genetic model of inheritance and dormant traits at first
might seem surprising. After all, Freud might have formulated social
psychology in many other ways—by claiming, for example, that social
institutions produce certain psychological repressions in all its individu-
als—without theorizing this quasi-bodily process of social inheritance.
On closer examination, however, Freud’s decision seems less surprising,
since he has always assumed that psychological structures merely inter-
pret a more fundamental bodily stratum. Indeed, the idea of libidinal
investment assumes that psychology depends on the body as the ground
upon which it functions. When Freud theorizes the collective mind, he
likewise ends up describing a trans-individual body that transmits the
ancestral experience out of which individual psyches are formed. In
taking this approach to social psychology, Freud repeats important
elements of the rhetoric of the body politic. The body politic constructs
an abstract body to describe how individuals are (or should be)
organized within a society. Freud does the same, describing an abstract
collective body that explains social relations and institutions. Although
Freud never argues for a particular form of social organization, his
collective body in many ways ends up implicitly doing so. As Deleuze and
Guattari’s famous critique of Freud has suggested, psychoanalysis as-
sumed that the “daddy-mommy-me triangle” is the fundamental basis of
human social relations.* When Freud moves from describing individu-

This content downloaded from 207.206.234.4 on Mon, 18 Aug 2014 20:14:56 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

FOUCAULT’S BODY TROPES 521

als to discussing a general “body” that transmits ancestral history, he
seems naturally to give historically-specific familial roles universal valid-
ity. Although Freud’s explicit goals are clearly very different—he is not,
at least directly, making an argument for the powers that should be
granted to a sovereign—he has picked up on and repeated the tradition
of the body politic.

Freud’s use of a generalized social body raises rhetorical problems
that become even more important in Foucdult’s writing. Freud’s abstract
social body claims that individuals “inherit” repressions from their
ancestors, but never explains the relationship between this general
psychological inheritance and individual biological inheritance. In
other words, Freud never explains the relationship between individuals’
bodies and this abstract, social body. Freud seems willing to let the
abstract collective body that he constructs be associated metonymically
with individuals, with each psyche repeating the pattern of the abstract
social body?' In Foucault’s writing, however, whether the abstract
inscribed body that his theory describes can be equated with individual
concrete bodies is a very contentious issue. For as much as Foucault
admits that the body is always a construction, many critics have claimed
that the body provides a central point of resistance and challenge to
these discourses. Foucault certainly encourages this latter reading when
he claims that a genealogist should study history as the “concrete body
of a development [le corps méme du devenir], with its moments of
intensity, its lapses, its extended periods of feverish agitation, its fainting
spells” (NG 145).* The question of whether the Foucauldian body is
concrete or artificial has consequently become a subject of debate for
Foucault’s critics and defenders. Jurgen Habermas is best known for
raising this issue. Habermas, it will be recalled, sees Foucault’s theory as
pessimistic. His claim that for Foucault “socialized individuals can only
be perceived as exemplars, as standardized products of some discourse
formation—as individual copies that are mechanically punched out™®
provided one of the first and best-established grounds for critiquing
Foucault’s middle period writings. Because he believes that power and
discourse in Foucault’s theory are totalizing, Habermas naturally con-
cludes that resistance to discourse must be based on some extra-
discursive entity. This entity is the body, and Habermas sees in The
History of Sexuality a vitalistic, Lebensphilosophie of bodily experience. This
“other economy of the body and pleasures” (285) represents that which
“refuses to be sublated into discourse” (286) and thus defines the point
at which discourse can be resisted and changed. According to Habermas,
Foucault is fundamentally unable to describe this material body that
resists discourse because his theory is based entirely on discursive
totalization. Critics after Habermas have answered this challenge in
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many different ways. Some have agreed with Habermas, and have
criticized Foucault’s theory as fundamentally flawed because of its
inability to describe the concrete body of resistance.?* Others have
accepted Habermas’s critique, but have sought merely to supplement
Foucault’s theory with an appreciation of the concrete body.* Often, as
I suggested at the outset of this article, critics do not even acknowledge
this problem in Foucault, and prefer instead to use his language of body
sites to describe the body’s ultimate resistance to discourse.

Fewer critics have taken the other route in explicating the body in
Foucault’s theory, and have claimed that the Foucauldian body is not
concrete, but is a kind of abstract body politic. One sophisticated
reading of the Foucauldian body as abstract is provided by Mario Moussa
and Ron Scapp. They claim that when Foucault is describing the body as
a site, he is not speaking about individual bodies, but rather is describing
the relationship between individuals in general. This approach treats the
individual bodies within Foucault’s writing much like I have—as tropes
deployed in order to enable a certain type of historical analysis. Moussa
and Scapp argue that failing to recognize the tropological purpose
behind Foucault’s claims about the body may be one of the reasons that
critics have so often characterized Foucault’s writing as pessimistic:

Foucault never understood himself, in his analysis of subjectivity, to be discuss-
ing the nature of actual people—people trapped like helpless dupes within the
grip of discipline. He never claimed to be offering theories about subjectivity, its
power, or powerlessness, to bring about social change. Rather, in the later works
especially, his focus was rather on how particular theories served to buttress
particular practices—and vice versa—and how their combined effects produced
totalitarian institutions and efficient workers.*

If Moussa and Scapp are right, critics have often failed to recognize that
Foucault’s body site describes not an individual, but rather a particular
relationship between individuals and power. The individual bodies here
are merely representatives of their role within power and discourse, and
Foucault’s decision to describe them as bodies merely serves a rhetorical
function. This interpretation of the Foucauldian body meshes particu-
larly well with my suggestion above that Foucault’s body site is in fact a
reworking of the body politic. If we follow Moussa and Scapp, we can say
that critics’ mistake is in assuming that Foucault is describing individu-
als. Just as we misread the body politic if we take it to claim that the king
is somehow really the “head” in relation to the “members” of the rest of
the population, so too we make a mistake if we claim that individuals are
really inscribed sites. Both, we can say, are ways of speaking about larger
social relations.
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More interesting than the defense of Foucault’s theory that Moussa
and Scapp open up is the rhetorical paradox that their defense
illuminates. Foucault’s trope clearly poses theoretical problems, even
though we can recognize its practical necessity for specific historical
analysis. In many ways, the difficulties that Foucault and his critics
encounter merely repeat rhetorical problems that have always been
implicit in the body politic. Kantorowicz narrates the story of “the
tenants of one of the traitors of the rebellion of 1715 whose barony had
been confiscated and handed over to the king: the tenants were jubilant
at this change of lordship, for owing to the fact that the barony now was
‘vested in His Majesty, his heirs and successors in his politick capacity,
which in consideration of law never dies,’ they believed that henceforth
they were freed from paying the customary relief on the death of their
(hitherto simply mortal) lord” (KT 3-4).* This argument reveals a
fundamental problem in how we think about the King’s possession of a
body. When discussing the doctrine that individual subjects are respon-
sible to sacrifice themselves for the good of the country embodied in the
king, the initial metaphor is what Kantorowicz calls “organological”™—
that is, based on the association with a body composed of a head and
members (KT 209). This metaphor “dictates that all limbs of the body
not only be directed by the head and serve it, but also be willing to
expose themselves for the head” (K7 256). This model is quite naturally
in conflict with our more mundane understanding of the king as a
leader—both as an actor within the sphere of politics and as a practical
ideal that individuals will emulate. As a result, citizens were left with
contradictory claims about the King’s role within a war:

In the politico-legal discussions of the citizen’s sacrifice pro patria as well as in the
patriotic propaganda campaign launched by Philip IV of France around A.D.
1300, it was naturally the members of the body politic who were required to
expose themselves in defense of king and country. About the royal head and his
duty to offer himself up for the body politic, the legists were less eloquent.
Apparently they took it for granted that the king would take upon himself the
same burdens and dangers as his subjects. It is, therefore, most surprising that
one of the French jurists, Pierre Dubois, expressed quite explicitly the opposite
opinion. He declared that in case of war the king should not expose himself or
even join his army. (KT 262)

The reasoning behind this conflict is quite straightforward. If the king is
taken to be the “head” and his subjects the “members,” then quite
naturally his duty is to remain shielded by his armies; if the king is the
leader of these members, then quite naturally he belongs at the
forefront. Behind this conflict is a more general one between two
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conceptions of the king’s body—individual or general, concrete or
abstract? When Foucault’s interpreters struggle to define the nature of
the bodies that he describes, they are encountering a similar problem. Is
the Foucauldian body concrete or symbolic? Like Kantorowicz’s king,
the bodies of Foucault’s individuals are both, precisely because those
bodies play at least two different roles within the rhetoric of Foucault’s
text.®® While Foucault may need these bodies to represent a point of
resistance to larger discursive systems—and this is what many critics have
seen his last work leading toward—rhetorically his goal of describing the
general organization of society demands that those bodies be uniformly
part of the society. Thus, critics working with Foucault’s theory are
struggling with the tradition of the body politic itself.

Conclusion

I have suggested that Foucault’s body trope—although widely ac-
cepted by literary and cultural critics—encounters fundamental rhetori-
cal problems in how it will enable practical criticism. In this way, we can
say, Foucault’s own use of the body trope is an appropriation from the
tradition of the body politic incompatible in some ways with his theory.
When contemporary critics borrow the body-as-site trope from Foucault
while retaining some doubts about the implications of that theory, then,
they are merely following in Foucault’s own footsteps. Both Foucault
and the critics who use his body-site trope are joining the long tradition
of using the body to figure social relations.

When contemporary critics set out to produce a Foucauldian analysis,
then, they are far more involved in the rhetorical problems of represent-
ing society using the body than they might initially believe. For all that
theorists have made it clear that interpreters adopt a political position
every time they seek to analyze an object phenomenon, we are often
tempted to distinguish our critical writing from the kind of political
symbolism that we associate with the traditional body politic. Nancy
Fraser and Linda Nicholson end their well-known feminist response to
poststructuralism, “Social Criticism without Philosophy,” with a call for
circumspection:

[Postmodernist feminist theory] would be explicitly historical, attuned to the
cultural specificity of different societies and periods and to that of different
groups within societies and periods. Thus, the categories of postmodern-
feminist theory would be inflected by temporality, with historically specific
institutional categories like the modern, restricted, male-headed, nuclear family
taking precedence over ahistorical, functionalist categories like reproduction
and mothering. Where categories of the latter sort were not eschewed alto-
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gether, they would be genealogized, that is, framed by a historical narrative and
rendered temporally and culturally specific.*

Fraser and Nicholson offer a compelling call for critics to admit their
own historical bias and to examine the reasons that they have adopted
their methodological tools. Nonetheless, my discussion has suggested
one way in which a literary or cultural critic is rarely aware of what his or
her writing is “doing.” In adopting Foucauldian terms, critics seem to be
admitting their bias and searching for a method that allows for close
historical analysis. In the process, however, they are helping to construct
a particular image of the body politic. In describing the body as a site,
for example, critics treat individuals as connected to each other only in
that they are affected by the same discourses and powers. Foucault
encourages critics to see the negotiation of power and discourse as
essentially a struggle of individuals whose collective relations are medi-
ated by that discourse and power.

I am suggesting, then, that critics must recognize that any theoretical
perspective on the body also participates in a separate rhetorical
economy that works to construct a body politic. Certainly many critics
have been convinced by Foucault’s image of the carceral society, and
would reply that to ignore the ways in which the body has functioned as
a “site” within modern disciplinary systems is simply to turn a blind eye
to historical fact. What we must keep in mind, however, is that because
the body-site trope participates in the tradition of the body politic, it
always serves to create an image of the whole society. In describing critical
writing as creative, I am not offering a naively upbeat claim about
intellectuals’ ability to change material conditions, but am rather
suggesting that critics must be aware of the ways in which their analysis
participates in secondary discursive processes that may be helping to
define society very much against their specific goals and concerns. Let us
understand not only the assumptions and political position of a critic,
but also how that critic’s writing participates in the ongoing construction
of the contemporary body politic.

PUrRDUE UNIVERSITY, CALUMET
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