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Presentation overview

This presentation seeks to address the work of Michel Foucault on 

critique, and specifically to ask:

How far can Foucaultian critique enable us to problematise/politicise 

issues/concerns of our current condition?

• Engage in the analytical exchange between Foucault’s concepts of 

“archaeology” and “genealogy”.

• Present a re-reading of genealogy as parody. 

• Discuss whether critique-as-parody allows us to overcome some of the 

impasses of Foucaultian critique as it is currently being read and 

understood.



Michel Foucault

• 1926 – 1984

• French “post-structuralist” thinker

• Philosophy and psychology

• Major works:

• The History of Madness 

(1961)

• The Birth of the Clinic (1963)

• The Order of Things (1966)

• The Archaeology of 

Knowledge (1969)

• Discipline and Punish (1975)

• The History of Sexuality 

(1976)

• Major contributions:

• Discourse

• Genealogy

• Subjectivity (docile 

body/surveillance)

• Biopolitics/biopower



Foucault and Critique

• Foucault cautions against ideas which have become too dominant, 

accepted within the social fabric as fact/convention. 

• These values conceal their political construction and work to normalise 

society, excluding and delimiting other people, realities or ways of 

governing. 

• Critique = problematisation

• ‘The essential function of critique would be that of desubjectification in 

the game of what one could call, in a word, the politics of truth’. (‘What 

is Critique?’) 

• How can we understand this differently? Is there another way to be 

governed?

• Revealing concepts to be contingent (that is, not universal or a priori).



Archeology

• In The Archaeology of Knowledge sets out the 

archaeological method.

• Foucault questions the propositions of traditional history:

• Discards the teleological efforts of traditional 

historians: break/disturb unified theories.

• Rejects historical narratives which seek to create 

continuity between past and present

• Critiques the search for affirmations of 

transcendental human consciousness (urdoxa), 

echoing a Nietzschean position on self-comforting 

narratives.

• Like Canguilhem and Bachelard, Foucault calls for the 

displacement of the subject (man) as the object of 

history, proffering archaeology as an alternate mode of 

history which holds discourse (rather than man) as its 

object of study. 

• Interrelated concepts which constitute the 

archaeological method of discursive investigation: 

• ‘statements’ (a singular unit of discourse) –

analyse the rules and systems which govern their 

emergence at a particular point in history

• The analysis of statements come together to form 

the 'archive'. 

Caroline Rediviva Library in Uppsala, 

where Foucault conducted much of his 

archaeological work on the history of 

medicine (1955-1960)



Limitations of the archaeological “method”

• The Archaeology of Knowledge was not Foucault's most 

well-received work, criticised for establishing in structural 

and positivist terms an approach which sought to 

vehemently reject such things.

• “systematic description” / “pure description” (Dreyfus and 

Rabinow)

• Abstract bracketing off of an analysis of truth and meaning, 

subject and power.  



Genealogy (1)
• Developed in the mid 1970s from his reading of Nietzsche (On the Genealogy of 

Morality)

• Revises his theory of archaeology (Koopman)

• Continues the archaeological and Nietzschean refute of the search for “origins”: that 

is, a historical method which seeks to preserve the ‘telos of mankind’ and reveal ‘the 

image of a primordial truth fully adequate to its nature’. (‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, 

History’) .

• It is this insistence of a single unified truth which is so problematic, for, as Visker 

explains ‘the search for an origin – even for one that is irretrievably lost –

simultaneously meant the promise of its return’. Thus, in the hope for the return of the

truth, other truths and other possibilities are denied: this ‘truth’ becomes delimiting. 

And, in the insistence of a transcendental ‘truth’, its (political) construction is 

concealed.

• Within the archaeological, the construction of truth takes place through discourse; 

within genealogy, Foucault observes the construction of truth in the forces of power at 

play in particular historical events, in moments of discontinuity and transformation. 

• Emphasis still on ‘material conditions of emergence’ rather than ‘philosophical 

conditions of possibility’. (Nealson) 

• The unity of presented truth can be suspended through an analysis of the fragments 

and moments of transformation from which the material conditions of emergence can 

be grasped. 



Genealogy (2)

• Genealogical critique traverses beyond the discursive to consider and reveal the 

general politics of truth at play, and the processes of subjectification. 

• An insurrection (a violent – political – uprising against the status quo) (Society Must 

Be Defended)

• For Adam Sitze, genealogy encompasses a moral directive:

Whereas history speaks of the origins of the present in a morally consoling way, reassuring us 

that the norms that govern our conduct today have developed in a manner both necessary and 

rational, genealogy traces those same norms to an origin that disquiets and disturbs us, an 

unexpectedly divided origin that neutralizes our sense of piety by revealing our morals to entail 

presuppositions that we find repugnant and immoral. If history discovers forgotten pasts that 

explain why the present is the way it is, genealogy reveals select precursors of the present that 

not only have been left in oblivion but that needed to have been left there in order for the present 

to achieve its own self-presence and self-identity, its own goodwill and clean conscience.

• Genealogy thus unsettles the normative moral order, asking us to question the 

sites/foundations of morality/truth against which we judge our present reality. 

• Affectivity: in the ‘divided origin’ which neutralises our piety/sense of moral 

wholeness. 



Archaeology/Genealogy

Archaeology Genealogy

Method Tactic

Critical distance between 

archaeologist and object 

of study

The genealogist is located 

within the discourse he seeks to 

critique 

Object of study: discourse Object of study: 

power/truth/subjectification



Limits of Genealogy

• The genealogist runs the risk of building a new ‘unitary discourse’ from the 

‘fragments we have dug up’ (Society Must Be Defended). 

• Baudrillard: ‘Foucault’s discourse is a mirror of the power it describes’.

• ‘I take care not to dictate how things should be. I try instead to pose 

problems, to make them active, to display them in such a complexity that 

they can silence the prophets and lawgivers, all those who speak for others 

or to others’. (Foucault)

• Is this achieved? Does the genealogist not come to speak for those who are 

silenced by his object of critique, reproducing what Grosfugal, Oso and 

Christou have named a position of the ‘colonial hierarchies, produced by the 

coloniality of power’. 

• Genealogy as a tool? (Koopman) Does this not reproduce the critical 

distance between the genealogist and its object of study which was the very 

limitation of the archaeological method?



Re-reading Genealogy

• Foucault speaks of genealogy as ‘history in the form of a concerted 

carnival’, and heartens the genealogist not to be ‘too serious not to 

enjoy it’. (‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’).

• Heartens the genealogist, saying ‘he will know what to make of this 

masquerade’. (‘Nietzsche Genealogy History’)

• The genealogist performs a parody of his own methods and findings 

as he recognises that to disturb and divide the ‘unitary discourse’ of 

history he will find its origin – its truth – already fragmented. 

• Marked distinction from archaeology which he speaks of as an 

‘unpleasant’ task. (The Archaeology of Knowledge)



Parody

• Greek: “para” (meaning beside/alongside/from the side of) and “ode” 

meaning elaborate/stylised song/poem.

• Parody: a rhetorical / stylistic device (tactic not method)

• Consciously stylised

• Works to politicise that which it parodies.

• It is an aesthetic critique which produces a single offering, to be 

appropriated or not, but importantly, an offering that assuredly does not 

speak for anyone else or any group.

• “Beyond the rarefied intellectual pleasure derived from a reading of a good 

parody, its sole value seems to lie not in the parody itself but in its effect as 

critique, that is to say, in the sharpness of the insight afforded into the 

weaknesses, the eccentricities, the disharmonies, and incongruences of the 

work of parody’. (Kiremidjian).

• It can be affective. 



Critique as Parodic Practice

• The work of critique-as-parody becomes the work of resistance and 

re-politicisation in the imitation and re-iteration of its critical object, 

as it takes part in its subject of critique. 

• Parody remains conscious of the position from which it speaks, and 

its relationality to “the original”: ‘critique only exists in relation with 

something other than itself’ (‘What is Critique’).

• Critique must be affective in order to challenge our given morality. 

• Does this re-reading of genealogy as parody allow us to better 

address, or engage in, the objectives of critique.

• Why does critique need to go further than deconstruction?




