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Preface

‘No, not always, not in the Sahara!’
In 1971, I invited Michel Foucault for a trip through the countryside to

the northeast of Amsterdam. This environment has names like

Waterland and Zeevang. Many names refer to the element ‘water’

because that part of The Netherlands is below sea level. The centuries-

old dike of the former Suydersee, today a lake, is never far away. Driving

through the polders, I asked Foucault whether he liked this type of

landscape. He answered affirmatively, saying that he was looking at it

through the eyes of the Dutch seventeenth century landscape painters.

My response to him was that we always observe with cultural eyes. ‘No,

not always’, he said, ‘not in the Sahara!’ 

I did not answer to his objection. I hadn’t been in the Sahara. Sahara

was just a name and a picture. Two years later, my wife, our three boys

and I travelled through the Sahara in a camper for six weeks. Foucault

proved to be right: ‘No, not always, not in the Sahara!” Its space, silence,

sand, rocks and windy storms are so limitless that each comparison with

whatever landscape, form or design breaks down. Travelling in solitude

through the Sahara destroys one’s culturally-colored perception, even

one’s sense of hearing. This is because of the deep silence. Being there

brings about a ‘destruction’ of our usual sense impressions as well as

our mental fixations. ‘Not in the Sahara’ became for me synonymous

with space as sheer emptiness. 

I assume that a comparable experience of space assisted Michel Foucault

to distance himself not only from his own education and ego-experience

but also from bourgeois culture in all its ramifications. His early studies

of Europe’s history since the Renaissance excel in their positivist

approach of data but within a frame of interpretation that reveals a



personal detachment of both the culture and the society of his time.

The experience of the Sahara as untouchable limitless space, stimulates

a personal detachment of any cultural environment. It destroys mental

fixations and emotional habits. The experience of the desert has its own

logic.

Foucault describes in History of Madness, The Order of Things, The

Archaeology of Knowledge, Truth and Power social realities as governed

by rules, unbeknownst to the subjects who perform these rules. They

are part of a shared knowledge at the other side of individual freedom.

It is a common knowledge, unconscious of its inner limitations,

exclusions and rejections of otherness. Foucault’s way of reasoning

presupposes a radical opposition between freedom and knowledge, or

on a personal level between his freedom and anonymous systems of

knowledge. It is a double-edged sword. His analyses of the hidden

structures of power behind mental formations in our Western culture

may lead to a de-construction of those formations, but not without

paying a price for this de-construction. 

Foucault’s dualist position separates personal freedom from the

knowledge it uncovers. This dualism goes against his deepest desire: the

symbiosis of freedom and knowledge. It is therefore understandable that

Foucault is in search of another, less dualistic comprehension of

freedom and knowledge. In his later studies he developed a notion of

power that unites the positive dimension of power with its negative

suppressive side. Truth gets a role to play in the interpretation of power.

Never as universal truth but always as a singular truth, bound to a

specific situation. Only a few people are able to escape their prison.

Among the happy ones, we can include Michel Foucault himself.

Fons Elders

Kapberg, Warder, The Netherlands

February 29, 2012
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Introduct ion

‘What  Could Be Otherw ise’

Ly nne Huffer

I  The Vicious Circle

This remarkable conversation between Michel Foucault and the Dutch

philosopher Fons Elders, published here for the first time, occurred

during a moment of intense political activity in Foucault’s life. Elders

interviewed Foucault in his Paris apartment in September 1971 in

preparation for the televised Foucault-Chomsky debate Elders would

moderate in November of the same year. Foucault participated in this

conversation at the height of his anti-prison activism as a member of

GIP (Groupe d’information sur les prisons), in the same month as the

Attica revolt and the hostage crisis in the French Clairvaux prison. The

early seventies also mark a shift in Foucault’s writing away from a focus

on the pre-reflexive foundations of knowledge to a more explicit

engagement with knowledge as a function of power. In his 1971 essay,

‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,’ Foucault introduces the term

‘genealogy’ as the project of tracing ‘the singularity of events’ (369),

where the event is ‘not a decision, a treaty, a reign, or a battle, but a

relationship of forces that reverses itself, a confiscated power.’ The Elders

interview reflects the convergence of these genealogical concerns about

the past with the immediacy of the events of Foucault’s day. In that

convergence, Foucault remains steadfast in his challenge to the

rationalist ideals which, in his view, are complicit with real systems of

exclusion and violence.

In the context of Foucault’s life-long interrogation of reason, it is fitting



that the interview begins with madness. A decade before the interview,

the publication of Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique

(1961) had brought a certain celebrity to the previously unknown

Foucault. Like the earlier book, the 1971 interview opens with madness

to bring into focus Foucault’s true target: the Enlightenment ideal of

reason. Throughout the interview Foucault challenges an assumption

about the necessary relation between knowledge and freedom. The

assumption suggests, in logical terms, that whenever there is knowledge

there is also freedom, and whenever there is freedom there is also

knowledge. It further implies that the more we know, the more free we

will be, and that the more free we are, the more we will know. In its

perfected form, it is imagined as an ideal where reason finds its

completion in universal knowledge and absolute freedom. 

The modern Enlightenment ideal expressed in this relation – what

Elders calls ‘the question of paradise’ (p.32) – generates epistemological,

ethical, political, and even personal tensions that drive the dramatic

exchange this interview stages. In his questions, Elders seeks entry into

paradise: ‘Do you think a possibility exists for a kind of knowledge that

would be universal and at the same time non-repressive?’ (p.29).

Foucault, in responding, uncovers ‘cruelty’ (p.32) lurking in paradise.

He demonstrates the problem by presenting paradise as two

propositions in the form of a chiasmus, a reversal in word order that

can be marked with an x: 

If man frees himself, man will know everything; 

when man knows everything, he will be free. (31)

The logic Foucault presents here is as inescapable as it is definitive in

the future it promises. The x of the chiasmus binds man to himself in

the vice versa necessity of freedom-for-knowledge and knowledge-for-

freedom. But the chiasmus also effaces, as an x-ing out, the cruelty of

the exclusions that bind man to his necessity. Again, madness is the

exclusion that exposes paradise as an illusion. 
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Elders asks: ‘Do you believe that a knowledge of madness in the way

you have expounded can help in the discovery of the roots of our

knowledge that were thus far more or less incomplete?’ (27) Rephrasing

slightly, isn’t Elders asking if reason, in knowing madness, can find its

completion in universal knowledge? And following the logic of necessity

that binds knowledge to freedom, isn’t he also asking if we can know

madness without repressing, excluding, or rejecting it? Isn’t he asking,

once more, about a paradise without cruelty: universal knowledge and

absolute freedom?

Foucault’s response to the question is consistent with his later critique,

in the debate with Chomsky, of rational ideals such as justice. (‘Ideal

justice,’ Foucault says to Chomsky, ‘that’s my problem’.) In his response

to Elders in the September interview, Foucault uses madness to

demonstrate the stakes of this philosophical disagreement: 

In order to know madness it first had to be excluded. . . . We

suppressed madness, and as a result came to know it . . . . My hypothesis

is this: the universality of our knowledge has been acquired at the cost

of exclusions, bans, denials, rejections, at the price of a kind of cruelty

with regard to any reality. (28) 

This is how cruelty enters paradise. Or better: this is how the idea of

paradise produces cruelty. The chiastic binding of freedom to

knowledge as an Enlightenment ideal both effaces and perpetuates, as

‘the secret of our knowledge,’ a ‘viciousness’ (28) that silences and

excludes. In speaking of the cost of universal knowledge as a vicious

cruelty, Foucault names the edifice Nietzsche tried to demolish by

hammering away at those Enlightenment foundations. Here Foucault

picks up the hammer where Nietzsche dropped it when, slinging his

arms around the neck of a horse that had been beaten, he slumped into

madness and silence.  

Returning to the chiasmus – ‘if man frees himself, man will know

everything; when man knows everything, he will be free’ (31) – we find
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Foucault redescribing the x as a circle, the ‘vicious circle’ whose

‘viciousness’ (5) is the cruelty of knowledge. That cruelty authorizes ‘the

gesture of sovereign reason that locks up their neighbor;’ it is the same

cruelty that authorizes locking up prisoners in the name of justice. And

so, Foucault says, ‘we must reverse the terms’ of the chiasmus in order

to expose a different kind of necessity that cuts through the illusion of

universal knowledge and absolute freedom: ‘We can’t know everything’

and ‘to know everything’ is to be unfree. This reversal, Foucault

continues, brings forth an imperative whose stakes are not only

epistemic but also ethical and political: ‘We should not have the hope

that the more free we are the more we will know or vice-versa: the more

we know the more free we will be.’ (32). Rather, we must ‘abandon’ the

chiastic, illusory necessity that binds freedom to knowledge. We must

face the fact that we live in a time when we ‘will have to abandon

knowledge if it wants to be truly free.’ (32).

The conclusion Foucault draws here is a radical one: if we want freedom

we must ‘abandon’ the ideal of universal knowledge rather than

pursuing it in a violent quest for its never-fulfilled completion. This is

not a call for stupidity, but rather an exposure of the limits of ourselves

in relation to what we are not. The cost of the illusion that we can know

it all – the exclusion of the other – is too high. Indeed, as the bloody

dénouement of the Attica revolt on the same day as the interview attests,

the stakes couldn’t be higher.

The chiasmus marks with an x the tension of the interview, with

Foucault pulling in one direction and Elders pulling in the other. It is a

tension Foucault experienced, again and again, in his relentless challenge

to the myth of the Enlightenment and what he saw as the self-deception

it authorizes. Foucault and Elders, Foucault and Chomsky: the tensions

that animate these conversations are similar. Where his interlocutor

seeks the perfection of the Enlightenment ideal, Foucault insists that

‘we Westerners’ are ‘deceiving ourselves’ (27) and that the pursuit of

absolutes perpetuates cruelty. We imagine ourselves as tolerant when in

fact we are merciless. We imagine ourselves as kind when in fact we are
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vicious. Bound by the chiasmus, we are trapped in our own

heartlessness: a circle of viciousness, the vicious circle.

All this to say that there are big questions on the table in this 1971

interview and the 2011 commentary by Elders that follows. The interview

and commentary offer new approaches to questions Foucault’s readers

have been grappling with for years. But rather than imagining this

previously unknown interview as a missing piece of knowledge for a

Foucault-shaped puzzle that is nearing its completion, it is my hope that

the interview will be received as Foucault might have wished it: as the

emergence of an event in its singularity. Foucault once scolded Derrida

for not understanding the importance of the event in History of

Madness. Taking that as a cautionary tale, let us not delude ourselves

into receiving this fragment of Foucault as anything more, or less, than

a moment in Foucault’s thinking and discursive practice. Fragments

such as these, however precious they may be as they emerge from

obscurity into the light of publication, cannot finally, at long last, give

us Foucault as a complete system without fractures. 

Foucault is a mosaic that repeatedly makes and unmakes itself; its

fractures, moreover, mark the temporal lags that misalign the time of

life and the time of discourse. The event of the interview, in September

1971, will be forever out of sync with the time of its publication and,

more radically, with the multiple, proliferating, unpredictable times of

its readings. Indeed, in retrospect, it is even out of sync with its own

time: the day these two men spoke so calmly about knowledge, freedom,

and paradise was the same day the New York State police dropped tear-

gas bombs and fired live ammunition into the bodies of the Attica

prisoners. How could the interview not be marked by this event?

Foucault offers us an answer in The Archeology of Knowledge (1969):

‘Discourse is not life: its time is not your time.’  

II  A Divided Ratio

I began this introduction with an observation about how fitting it is
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that an interview focusing on knowledge, freedom, and reason should

begin with a question about madness. Let me return to madness as an

entry point into questions specific to the late 20th-century context in

which Foucault wrote. As mentioned earlier, anti-prison militancy and

state repression constitute the very immediate political context of the

Elders interview. But GIP and the larger movement of which it was a

part is inextricably connected to other late-20th-century waves of

political activism including, most saliently, anti-colonial struggles for

independence and a variety of movements for sexual liberation. In

Foucault’s specifically French context, the 1971 interview occurs in the

immediate aftermath of the fall of the French colonial empire. At the

same time, 1971 marks a moment of intense sexual activism – what

Foucault will later call ‘the putting into discourse of sex’ – in the name

of women and sexual minorities. I want to note the traces of these

movements in the interview as a way to link the philosophical theme of

knowledge and freedom to more explicitly political questions. 

Let me revisit, then, the place in the interview where Foucault uses

madness to demonstrate the hypothesis that ‘the universality of our

knowledge has been acquired at the cost of exclusions, bans, denials,

rejections, at the price of a kind of cruelty with regard to any reality’

(28). Foucault arrives at this hypothesis through a consideration of

madness. But in the late 20th-century context I’ve been sketching out

here, there is more to be said about this structure of exclusion. ‘in order

to know madness it first had to be excluded,’ Foucault asserts. But, he

continues: 

Maybe could we also say that in order to know other cultures –

non-Western cultures, so-called primitive cultures, or American,

African, and Chinese cultures etc. – in order to know these cultures, we

must no doubt have had not only to marginalize them, not only to look

down upon them, but also to exploit them, to conquer them and in

some ways through violence to keep them silent? We suppressed

madness, and as result came to know it. We suppressed foreign cultures,

and as a result came to know them. 
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This comment clearly shows that Foucault’s challenge to the despotism

of Enlightenment reason is also a challenge to Western knowledge’s

complicity with colonial power. Further, the remark echoes Foucault’s

earlier reflections on universal knowledge as a function of a ‘colonising

reason’ (HM xxx). In the 1961 Preface to History of Madness, Foucault

wrote:

In the universality of the Western ratio, there is this division

which is the Orient: the Orient, thought of as the origin, dreamt of as

the vertiginous point from which nostalgia and promises of return are

born, the Orient offered to the colonising reason of the Occident, but

indefinitely inaccessible, for it always remains the limit: the night of the

beginning, in which the Occident was formed, but in which it traced a

dividing line, the Orient is for the Occident everything that it is not,

while remaining the place in which its primitive truth must be sought.

(HM xxx)

In the 1961 Preface, as in the interview, Foucault clarifies what is at stake,

ethically and politically, when he launches his critique of the vicious

circle that binds absolute freedom to universal knowledge. Again, the

Enlightenment ideal both effaces and perpetuates a cruelty that silences

and excludes everything not contained within the ideal. In the logic that

binds East to West, the orientalized other is imagined as both the

‘primitive’ ground and the ‘inaccessible’ remainder of Western

knowledge: ‘the Orient is for the Occident everything it is not.’ The

Orient functions as the ‘indefinitely inaccessible’ limit against which

‘the Occident [is] formed.’ But it is the false ‘universality of the Western

ratio’ that is, in fact, the origin of its own divisions: between reason and

unreason, West and East, colonizer and colony, itself and ‘everything

that it is not.’ Those differences are the internal fractures of a solipsistic

circle rather than the openings toward a real alterity that would

challenge, rupture, or transform ‘sovereign reason’ (HM xxvii) into

something other than itself. 

Foucault’s comments about his own life later in the interview bring
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home this point about the Western ratio. On the heels of a discussion

of Marxism, Elders asks Foucault about the impact of May 68 on his

life. Foucault responds by pointing out that his experience of May 68

was ‘only through the texts of books and newspapers’ (35).  Following

the success of The Order of Things in 1966, Foucault had moved to Sidi

Bou Saïd, a village a few kilometers outside of Tunis, and was still living

there in May 1968 when the student revolts in Paris occurred. During

the same period, another student revolt was taking place, this one by

the National Union of Students against the authoritarian Bourguiba

government in Tunisia. Police responded by entering the university,

attacking the students, and throwing them into jail. Foucault, who had

been teaching these students in his position as a lecturer in philosophy

at the University of Tunisia, helped with the printing of anti-

government leaflets and donated part of his salary to the defense fund

for those who were arrested. As the events unfolded, Foucault became

convinced that his telephone was being tapped; at one point Foucault

was stopped in his car and beaten. By October 1968 he was forced to

leave Tunisia. Later, when Foucault was asked to compare the French

and Tunisian experiences of May 68, Foucault replied: ‘There is no

comparison between the barricades of the Latin Quarter and the real

risk of doing fifteen years in prison, as in Tunisia.’   

Three years later, in the 1971 interview, Foucault links these events to

the theme of universal knowledge and repression. But rather than

focusing on a repressive Tunisian government, here Foucault uses

Tunisia to concretize the problem of exclusion as a function of the

universality of Western culture and its knowledge. ‘By living in Tunisia,’

Foucault says – ‘that is to say in an African country that is culturally

Muslim, rejected from our culture, from our cultural system in spite of

many similarities, I felt with the young people I knew there the problem

of exclusion and of universality.’ (35). Having lived in Sidi Bou Saïd, a

Mediterranean village whose Arab cafés and Turkish-style minarets

delighted the Europeans who flocked there, Foucault’s Tunisian

experience was a dramatic lesson about very real cruelties in the

postcolonial paradises of the Western ratio.
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Foucault also anticipates here the arguments about sexuality he will

develop in History of Sexuality Volume One. Like madness and other

cultures, sexuality is silenced by the Western ratio. In modernity, that

silencing of sexuality is paradoxical: the age of sexual repression also

marks the birth of a garrulous science whose primum mobile is sex. As

Foucault puts it:

We suppressed madness, and as result came to know it. We

suppressed foreign cultures, and as a result came to know them. . . And

perhaps we might also say that it is not until the great Puritanism of the

19th century that sexuality was first suppressed and was then known

finally in psychoanalysis or psychology or in psychopathology. (30)

This provocative assertion underscores Foucault’s argument in History

of Madness that the experience of sexuality, like the experience of

madness, disappears behind ‘the calm of a knowledge which, through

knowing it too much, passes it over’ (HM xxxiv, emphasis added).

Remembering the chiasmus, we might infer from these examples that

the more we know about madness, about other cultures, or about

sexuality the less free we will be. It is a reminder, once again, that ‘we

can’t know everything’ and that to try ‘to know everything’ (28) has a

cost. It is a reminder that we must ‘abandon’ (11) the Western ratio ‘to

be truly free’.

III  Raritas

The dialogue between Foucault and Elders unfolds in a syncopated

rhythm that taps out the halting beat of disconnection, impasse, and

transformation. In his 2011 commentary, ‘The Question of Paradise,’

Elders describes with humor how being out of sync with Foucault

generated sparks we might characterize as moments of thinking

otherwise. These scenes emerge as set pieces for understanding a

specifically Foucauldian practice of living. 

Scene One: Annoyed with Elders for arriving five minutes late for his
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first meeting with him in 1970, Foucault greets Elders with a curt ‘You

have twenty-five minutes left.’ An hour later we find Foucault at the

wheel of his white sports car, Elders by his side, driving him to

Bordeaux. Scene Two: Foucault is resistant to Elders’s proposal that he

appears on TV with Chomsky. ‘I don’t like television,’ Foucault says.

Then Elders tells Foucault about the time he, Elders, appeared nude on

Dutch TV. To be more precise, he says he was almost nude, wearing only

a pair of red boots. It is this detail that changes Foucault’s mind: ‘Well,’

says Foucault, ‘in that case, I want to be nude on television with you

and Chomsky!’ (Elders 48). 

These unexpected moments puncture the interview and the

commentary that follows. We might read them, with humor, as parables

of transformation, where awkwardness or irritation gives way to

openings that had been previously blocked. Elders presents them as

dramas about Foucault’s resistance to Elders’s personal demands: to

converse, to respond, to spend time with him. But Foucault’s resistance

might better be viewed as an impersonal one. By 1971 Foucault was a

celebrity, and his resistance to Elders may well signal his desire for

anonymity and his reluctance to being swept into the role of the grande

vedette, the talking head, the public intellectual of his age. In these

scenes, when Foucault changes his mind – when he gives in to Elders’s

demands – it is not fame but rarity that draws him.

Take, for example, a third scene in an Amsterdam café. Here we find

Elders and Foucault, once again, at an impasse. Elders has told Foucault

it is time to leave the café. In preparation for the televised debate with

Chomsky, they must take a cab and then a plane to a private island

where the filming of a biographical portrait of Foucault has been

scheduled. Foucault will have none of it:

Foucault was probably cursing himself for having promised

to take part in the enterprise while – at least on that day – he clearly

disliked doing so. I felt misused, decided not to talk anymore, and began

to read his History of Madness. The result was a Beckett play: two men
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sitting silently at a small table while one of them reads a book written

by the other. Outside a cab and a plane are waiting. (79)

Looking back on the scene, Elders describes this moment of impasse as

an ‘empty space.’ He borrows the phrase ‘empty space’ from the writings

of Foucault’s friend, the philosopher Paul Veyne. ‘Human phenomena

are exceptional,’ Veyne writes:

They are not ensconced in the plenitude of reason; there is

empty space around them for other phenomena that we in our wisdom

do not grasp; what is could be otherwise. (79, emphasis added)

So too with the impasse. The ‘empty space’ it creates tells us that ‘what

is could be otherwise.’

Let us return, then, to the Beckett scene in the Amsterdam café. After

sitting there in silence, one man reading a book about madness written

by the other, the one who wrote the book suddenly gets up and leaves

the café, turning to walk away from the cab that is waiting to take him

to the plane and the film shoot. Abandoning professional protocol, and

probably out of desperation, Elders hails Foucault with a grammar of

intimacy he and Foucault had not used with each other before: ‘Michel,

fais-le pour moi’ (20). ‘Michel, do it for me.’ And Foucault responds,

echoing the tu of his interlocutor: ‘Je le fais seulement pour toi’ (20). ‘I

will do it only for you.’

If Foucault’s agreement to finally give in to the publicity shoot is a

grudging one, it is also an affirmation of the relation that binds him to

an other. And in that affirmation, wrested from a refusal, the rarity of

the only in the intimacy of the tu marks the transformation of the

‘empty space’ into an ‘otherwise.’ It is the singularity of the intimate –

something other than fame – that compels Foucault to give in to Elders

and to turn toward the cab and the plane. Elders offers a word for that

moment: rarity. From the Latin raritas, rarity names the singularity of

the intimate: that which is not widely known, used, or experienced.
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Rarity cannot be captured within the universally known: it is the

something precious that Enlightenment knowledge can only reject,

disavow, or exclude. Indeed, we could say that raritas animates all of

Foucault’s work, from archeology to genealogy to problematization. 

The raritas Foucault treasures is an uncommon one: not the rarity of a

precious object to be hoarded or consumed, but the rarity of an other

who pricks him with another light – ‘a light coming from elsewhere’ –

and thereby transforms him. As Foucault puts it in the essay ‘Lives of

Infamous Men’ (1977), ‘it is rarity and not prolixity’ that matters (162).

This interview and commentary, published four decades after ‘its time,’

leaves us to reflect on what might be done with such singular lives and

such non-universalizable practices of knowing. With raritas, Foucault

offers us an untimely, empty space for thinking and practicing what

could be otherwise.
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Fons Elders’ response  le t ter  to  Lynne Huffer

Lynne's introduction ‘What could be otherwise’ is a great read. She

succeeds in clarifying the connection between ‘Foucault's life-long

interrogation of reason’, the ‘chiasmus marks’, ‘thinking otherwise’ (11-

12), ‘the empty space’ and ‘rarity’. The sentence: ‘It is the singularity of

the intimate [...] that compels Foucault to give in to Elders [...].’

describes in precise terms what I felt in those moments: ‘the singularity

of the intimate’, but there was also a certain ‘playful craziness’ in which

I played the role of the joker to decondition a cold, distant, abstract

mental situation that also is characteristic of Michel Foucault’s psyche.

This playful craziness seduced me to tell him about being nude on TV;

it felt as my last chance to convince him to engage in the Philosophers

Project.

I like it that Lynne follows Foucault's strategy by not choosing for

psychological explanations, in order not to deviate of his life-long attempt

to unravel the complexities of specific power ‘games’ (my expression).

However, there is one point that asks for a slightly (?) different approach,

namely Michel Foucault’s eagerness in embracing the word ‘paradise’.

Right at that moment in the interview I realized with great certainty

that his greatest desire in life was the reconciliation of freedom and

knowledge. But at the same time he knew with equal certainty that it

would be the end of his positivistic and revolutionary approach of the

‘épistémès’, the ‘grilles’, i.e.: his analyses of ‘reason’ in its relation to

institutional power structures et cetera.

I perceived and understood Michel Foucault in 1971 more intuitively

than I reflectively do today. Nevertheless, I realized what separated his

mind from my mind (as from Chomsky’s mind), namely the refusal of



‘human nature”. That is the insight that every child is born with. The

greatest treasure we can imagine: an intuitive notion of the all-

embracing reality! This intuitive notion is the source of the unconscious

notions of oneness, truth, goodness, beauty and so on, what one calls:

the wisdom of the elders; tao, buddhahood, and so on. Foucault’s vision

is two-dimensional, and therefore so powerful, because our societies are

two-dimensional instead of five-dimensional, i.e. time-space, and the

human within space-time.

We could go one step further and interpret his eagerness in embracing

the term ‘paradise’ – as the reconciliation of knowledge and freedom –

by saying that the term ‘paradise’ offered him the chance to demonstrate

as in a wajang play the chiasmus Lynne is quoting: ‘If man frees himself,

man will know everything, when man knows everything, he will be free.’

The argument that ‘madness is the exclusion that exposes paradise as

an illusion,’ is valid from the point of view of our societies, but to

assume that our societies are the only source of reality, is suicidal. If I

believed this I would be driven into craziness. 

My conclusion is that there is no excluded third in the conversation

between Michel Foucault and I. He liked me, because of my belief in

the intrinsic, Spinozistic relation between freedom and knowledge, let’s

call it my craziness, and, if you like, naïveté. He understood the essence

of paradise, and this understanding gave him the opportunity to

demonstrate more clearly than ever before that paradise doesn't exist

in ‘the rationalist ideals which, in his view, are complicit with real

systems of exclusion and violence.’ But the rationalism of Michel

Foucault is not the rationalism of Noam Chomsky. There is no

contradiction involved in their mutual opposition. Both argue

consistently but with another use of the term ‘rationalism’, applying the

term from different perspectives and, partly, on different levels. The

discussion between these two great men demonstrates the truth of the

saying from the seventeenth century by the French philosopher Nicolas

Boileau: ‘Au choque des idées jaillit la lumière’ (In the clash of ideas

light jumps up).
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Michel  Foucault :  Freedom and Knowledge

This interview was done in preparation for the Chomsky–Foucault

debate on Dutch television on Sunday, Nov. 28, 1971. At the time

Foucault held a chair at the Collège de France self-titled ‘History of

Systems of Thought.’

Sir,

I do not wish that during the television broadcast you want to devote to

me, any biographical information be given any place. I consider indeed

such information to have no importance for the subject matter at hand.

Yours Sincerely,

Michel Foucault

September  13th 1971

Fons Elders: What is the philosophical relevance of the History

of Madness1 that you have written?

Michel Foucault: Well, one can wonder if there is philo-

sophical relevance in the work I have done! But the reason I tried to

write this book, I had first studied philosophy, and later I had studied

psychology and psychopathology. And there was something that had

both struck and intrigued me. You see, Western civilization has been

familiar for a very long time, since the Greek era, with the phenomenon

of madness. Mad people are present in plays and in literature. Madness

used to be a subject spoken about incessantly, and it is not until the 19th

century that madness became an object of science, that we started asking

about the forms, the characteristics, the reasons, the roots of madness,



My first encounter with Foucault

(1926-1984) was more a confrontation

than a meeting. When I apologized for

arriving five minutes late, he said:

‘there are twenty five minutes left’. We

discussed his participation in a debate

with Noam Chomsky. He only 

accepted my invitation after I told him

that I had been nude on Dutch TV. 

In 1971 I travelled to Paris again to meet Foucault. This time for a video-

interview. The conversation was great. The ice had melted. Foucault was

keen to demonstrate the inherent opposition, if not contradiction, 

between the notions of freedom and knowledge. And yet, when I ask him

about the possibility of a kind of knowledge that would be universal and

at the same time non-repressive, he answers that this is the fundamental

problem, and that I am quite right to ask the question. His archaeology

of knowledge deals in essence with this question.

Power as the guiding idea in Foucault’s philosophy is the logical outcome

of the tension between freedom and knowledge. The idea erupts in the 

debate with Noam Chomsky as destroyer of the notion of universal justice. 

Chomsky and Foucault bring to light the existing clash in the heart of

Western culture and politics itself. The debate is groundbreaking. 

Michel Foucault manifests himself as a parrhesiast, i.e. a bold and free

storyteller who loves problematization as an act of creation. Power is the

supreme political question: who has power over someone else, but also:

there is no power without potential refusal or revolt. 

The Introduction by Lynne Huffer and the Index of names and 

subjects are a guide to Foucault's way of thinking which ‘was 

fundamentally alien, even to militant young lycée students versed in

French philosophy, (and) even more unfathomable to a great many 

political activists and intellectuals, both inside and outside France.’

James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucault (1993).  

www.fonselders.eu


