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3 THE ORDER OF DISCOURSE

Michel Foucault

Inaugural Lecture at the College de Fran
2 December 1970

ce, given

I

I wish I could have slipped surreptitiously into this discourse
which I must present today, and into the ones I shall have to
give here, perhaps for many years to come. I should have pre-
ferred to be enveloped by speech, and carried away well beyond
all possible beginnings,. rather than have to begin it myself. I
should have preferred to become aware that a nameless voice was
already speaking long before me, so that I should only have
needed to join in, to continue the sentence it had started and
lodge myself, without really being noticed, in its interstices, as
if it had signalled to me by pausing, for an instant, in suspense.
Thus there would be no beginning, and instead of being the one
from whom discourse proceeded, I should be at the mercy of its
chance unfolding, a slender gap, the point of its possible dis-
appearance. :

I should have liked there to be a voice behind me which had
begun to speak a very long time before, doubling in advance
everything I am going to say, a voice which would say: 'You
must go on, I can't go on, you must go on, I'll go on, you must
say words, as long as there are any, until they find me, until
they say me, strange pain, strange sin, you must go on, perhaps
it's done already, perhaps they have said me already, perhaps
they have carried me to the threshold of my story, before the
door that opens on my story, that would surprise me, if it opens.'!

I think a good many people have a similar desire to be freed
from the obligation to begin, a similar desire to be on the other
side of discourse from the outset, without having to consider
from the outside what might be strange, frightening, and per-
haps maleficent about it. To this very common wish, the institu-
tion's reply is ironic, since it solemnises beginnings, surrounds
them with a circle of attention and silence, and imposes ritualised
forms on them, as if -to make them more easily recognisable from
a distance. :

Desire says: 'I should not like to have to enter this risky order
of discourse; I should neot like to be involved in its peremptoriness
and decisiveness; I should like it to be all around me like a calm,
deep transparence, infinitely open, where others would fit in
with my expectations, and from which truths would emerge one
by one; I should only have to let myself be carried, within it and
by it, like a happy wreck.' The institution replies: 'You should
not be afraid of beginnings; we are all here in order to show you
that discourse belongs to the order of laws, that we have long
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been looking after its appearances; that a place has been made
ready for it, a place which honours it but disarms it; anc} t'hat if
discourse may sometimes have some poOwer, nevertheless it 18
from us and us alone that it gets it.' )

But perhaps this institution and this desire are nothing l?ut two
contrary replies to the same anxiety: anxiety about what discourse
is in its material reality as a thing pronounced oT written; anxiety
about this transitory existence which admittedly is destined to
be effaced, but according to a time-scale which is not ours;
anxiety at feeling beneath this activity (despite its greyness and
ordinariness) powers and dangers that are hard to imagine;
anxiety at suspecting the struggles, victories, injuries, domina-
tions and enslavements, through so many words even though long
usage has worn away their roughness.

What, then, is so perilous in the fact that people speak, and
that their discourse proliferates to infinity? Where is the danger
in that?

-

II

Here is the hypothesis which 1 would like to put forward tonight
in order to fix the terrain - or perhaps the very provisional
theatre - of the work I am doing: that in every society the
production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised
and redistributed by a certain number of procedures whose role
is to ward off its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its
chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable materiality.

In a society like ours, the procedures of exclusion are well
known. The most obvious and familiar is the prohibition. We know
quite well that we do not have the right to say everything, that
we cannot speak of just anything in any circumstances whatever,
and that not everyone has the right to speak of anything what-
ever. In the taboo on the object of speech, and the ritual of the
circumstances of speech, and the privileged or exclusive right
of the speaking subject, we have the play of three types of pro-
hibition which intersect, reinforce or compensate for each other,
forming a complex grid which changes constantly. I will merely
note that at the present time the regions where the grid is
tightest, where the black squares are most numerous, are those
of sexuality and politics; as if discourse, far from being that trans-
parent or neutral element in which sexuality is disarmed and politics
pacified, is in fact one of the places where sexuality and politics
exercise in a privileged way some of their most formidable pOWers.
It does not matter that discourse appears to be of little account,
because the prohibitions that surround it very soon reveal its
link with desire and with power. There is nothing surprising
about that, since, as psychoanalysis has shown, discourse is not
simply that which manifests (or hides) desire - it is also the .
object of desire; and since, as history constantly teaches us,
discourse is not simply that which translates struggles or systems
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of domination, but is the thing for which and by which there is
struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized.

There exists in our society another principle of exclusion, not
another prohibition but a division and a rejection. I refer to the
opposition between reason and madness.? Since the depths of the
Middle Ages, the madman has been the one whose discourse can-
not have the same currency as others. His word may be con-
sidered null and void, having neither truth nor importance,
worthless as evidence in law, inadmissible in the authentification
of deeds or contracts, incapable even of bringing about the
trans-substantiation of bread into body at Mass. On the other
hand, strange powers not held by any other may be attributed
to the madman's speech: the power of uttering a hidden truth,
of telling the future, of seeing in all naivety what the others'
wisdom cannot perceive. It is curious to note that for centuries
in Europe the speech of the madman was either not heard at all
or else taken for the word of truth. It either fell into the void,
being rejected as soon as it was proffered, or else people de-
ciphered in it a rationality, naive or crafty, which they regarded
as more rational than that of the sane. In any event, whether
excluded, or secretly invested with reason, the madman's speech,
strictly, did not exist. It was through his words that his mad-
ness was recognised; they were the place where the division be-
tween reason and madness was exercised, but they were never
recorded or listened to. No doctor before the end of the eigh-
teenth century had ever thought of finding out what was said,
or how and why it was said, in this speech which nonetheless
determined the difference. This whole immense discourse of the
madman was taken for mere noise, and he was only symbolically
allowed to speak, in the theatre, where he would step forward,
disarmed and reconciled, because there he played the role of
truth in a mask.

You will tell me that all this is finished today or is coming to an
end; that the madman's speech is no longer on the other side of
the divide; that it is no longer null and void; on the contrary,
it puts us on the alert; that we now look for a meaning in it, for
the outline or the ruins of some oeuvre; and that we have even gone
so far as to come across this speech of madness in what we arti-
culate ourselves, in that slight stumbling by which we lose track
of what we are saying. But all this attention to the speech of
madness does not prove that the old division is no longer opera-
tive. You have.only to think of the whole framework of knowledge
through which we decipher that speech, and of the whole net-
work of institutions which permit someone - a doctor or a psycho-
analyst - to listen to it, and which at the same time permit the
patient to bring along his poor words or, in desperation, to with-
hold them. You have only to think of all this to become suspicious
that the division, far from being effaced, is working differently,
along other lines, through new institutions, and with effects that
are not at all the same. And even if the doctor's role were only
that of lending an ear to a speech that is free at last, he still
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does this listening in the context of the same division. He is truth in the niqetgenth centl'.u'y which d%ffers from the will to
listening to a discourse which is invested with desire, and which - ‘ know characteristic of Classical culture in the forms it deploys,
A . : in the .dorflams of objects to which it addresses itself, and in .
the techniques on which it is based. To go back a little further:

for its greater exaltation or its greater anguish - thinks it is
loaded with terrible powers. If the silence of reason is required j
3 at the turn of the sixteenth century (and particularly in England),

for the curing of monsters, it is enough for that silence to be . :
on the alert, and it is in this that the division remains. 3 there appeared a will to know which, anticipating its actual con-
It is perhaps risky to consider the opposition between true and tents., _sketche_d out schfemas of possible, observable, measurable,
false as a third system of exclusion, along with those just men- h classifiable objects; 2a will to know which imposed on the knowing
tioned. How could one reasonably compare the constraint of truth G subject, and in some sense prior to all experience, a certain
with divisions like those, which are arbitrary to start with or ¥ position, a certain gaze and a certain function (to see rather
which at least are organised around historical contingencies; _ than to read, to YerlfY rather than to make commentaries on);
which are not only modifiable but in perpetual displacement; a will to know wkich was prescribed (but in a more general man-
which are supported by a whole system of institutions which im- ner than by any specific lnst}:'ument) by the technical level
pose them and renew them; and which act in a constraining and : 3 where knowledges had to be invested in order to be verifiable
- sometimes violent way? ‘ al_'x,_d. qseful. It was just as if, s.tarting from the great Platonic
Certainly, when viewed from the level of a proposition, on the 5 ‘division, the will to truth had its own history, which is not that
inside of a discourse, the division between true and false is of constraining truths: the history of the range of objects to be
neither arbitrary nor modifiable nor institutional nor violent. But . known, of the functions and positions of the knowing subject, of
when we view things on a different scale, when we ask the ques- 1 the rqater:lal, techmcal., and instrumental investments of knowledge.
tion of what this will to truth has been and constantly is, across : This will to truth, like the other systems of exclusion, rests
our discourses, this will to truth which has crossed so many 3 on an institutional support: it is both reinforced and renewed by
centuries of our history; what is, in its very general form, the ¢ whole strata of practices, such as pedagogy, of course; and the
type of division which governs our will to know (notre volonté de system of books, publishing, libraries; learned societies in the
savoir), then what we see taking shape is perhaps something like : past and laboratories now. But it is also renewed, no doubt more
a system of exclusion, a historical, modifiable, and institutionally profoundly, by the way in which knowledge is put to work,
constraining system. - valorised, distributed, and in a sense attributed, in a society.
There is no doubt that this division is historically constituted. : Let us recall at this point, and only symbolically, the old Greek
For the Greek poets of the sixth century BC, the true discourse » principle: though arithmetic may well be the concern of democra-
(in the strong and valorised sense of the word), the discourse £ tic cities, because it teaches about the relations of equality,
which inspired respect and terror, and to which one had to sub- i _geometry alone must be taught in oligarchies, since. it demon-
mit because it ruled, was the one pronounced by men who spoke : strates the proportions within inequality. o
as of right and according to the required ritual; the discourse ' g Finally, I believe that this will to truth - leaning in this way
which dispensed justice and gave everyone his share; the dis- on a support and an institutional distribution - tends to exert a
course which in prophesying the future not only announced what £ :?:ﬁ géeillgisguzg :‘I:S :xﬁestglé;%};kgna Itl‘l‘-:WEIélf)f CODStI‘alIIlt (I am
. ; , ; ) s other discourses. I am
was going to happen but helped to make it happen, carrylng men's : thinking of the way in which for centuries Western literature

minds along with it and thus weaving itself into the fabric of
destiny. Yet already a century later the highest truth no longer
resided in what discourse was or did, but in what it said: a day

s?ugh'g to ground itself on the natural, the ‘vraisemblable’, on
sn}ce:f'lty, on science as well - in short, on 'true' discourse. I am
thinking likewise of the manner in which economic practices,

came when truth was displaced from the ritualised, efficacious o I : ‘ >
and just act of enunciation, towards the utterance itself, its codified as precepts or recipes and ultimately as morality, have
meaning, its form, its object, its relation to its reference. Between S sought since the sixteenth century to ground themselves, ration-
Hesiod and Plato a certain division was established, separating alise themselves, and justify themselves in a theory of wealth
true discourse from false discourse: a new division because hence- and production. I am also thinking of the way in which a body
forth the true discourse is no longer precious and desirable, since | as prescriptive as the penal system sought its bases or its justi-
. fication, at first of course in a theory of justice, then, since the

it is no longer the one linked to the exercise of power. The sophist
is banished.

This historical division probably gave our will to know its general
form. However, it has never stopped shifting: sometimes the great
mutations in scientific thought can perhaps be read as the conse-
quences of a discovery, but they can also be read as the appear-
ance of new forms in the will to truth. There is doubtless a will to

nineteenth century, in a sociological, psychological, medical, and
psychiatric knowledge: it is as if even the word of the law could
no longer be authorised, in our society, except by a discourse
of truth.

Of the three great systems of exclusion which forge discourse -
the forbidden speech, the division of madness and the will to truth,




