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INT: Mr. Foucault, it's been said that you've given us a 
new way of studying events. You've formulated an archeology of 
knowledge, the sciences of man, objectifying literary, or non-literary, 
documents of a period, and treating them as "archives." And you're 
also interested in current politics. How do you live out your science; 
how do you apply it to what's going on today? In other words, how 
do you uncover today's discourse? How do you perceive changes 
taking place at this moment? 

FoucAULT: In the first place, I am not at all sure that I have invented 
a new method, as you were so kind to assert; what I am doing is 
not so different from many other contemporary endeavors, American, 
English, French, German. I claim no originality. It is true, though, 
that I have dealt especially with phenomena of the past: the system 
of exclusion and the confinement of the insane in European civiliza­
tion from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, the establishment 
of medical science and practice at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, the organization of sciences of man in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. But I was interested in them- in fact, profound­
ly interested- because I saw in them ways of thinking and behaving 
that are still with us. 

I try to show, based upon their historical establishment and 
formation, those systems which are still ours today and within which 
we are trapped. It is a question, basically, of presenting a critique 
of our own time, based upon retrospective analyses. 

INT: In terms of what's been happening in higher education around 
the world, do you see us, yourself, all of us, imprisoned in some kind 
of system? 

FoucAULT: The form in which societies pass on knowledge is deter­
mined by a complex system: it hasn't yet been fully analyzed, but 
it seems to me that the system is being shattered; more under the 
influence of a revolutionary movement, in fact, than of mere theor­
etical or speculative criticism. There is a significant difference be-
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tween the insane and the sick on the one hand and students on the 
other, in this respect: in our society it is diffic~lt for the insane who 
are confined or the sick who are hospitalized to make their own 
revolution; so we have to question these systems of exclusion of the 
sick and the insane from the outside, through a technique of critical 
demolition. The university system, however, can be put into question 
by ~e students themselves. At that point criticism coming from the 
outside, from theoreticians, historians or archivists, is no longer 
enough. And the students become their own archivists. 

INT: Several years ago, a document appeared here called "The Student 
as Nigger." Are there pamllels aside from the master-slave relation­
ship between the studel\t as an excluded figure and the madman? 
And ~re ~he~e other "~ariahs" defined and set by society in order 
to mamtam Its own ratwnality and cohesion? 

FoucAULT: Your question: is far-reaching and difficult to answer. At 
any rate, it concerns me greatly because it points essentially in the 
same direction as my work. Until now, it seems to me that historians 
of our own so~iety, of our own civilization, have sought especially 
to get at the mner secret of our civilization, its spirit, the way it 
establishes its identity, the things it values. On the other hand, there 
has been much less study of what has been rejected from our civiliza­
tion. It seemed to me interesting to try to understand our society and 
civilization in terms of its system of exclusion, of rejection, of refusal, 
in terms of what it does not want, its limits, the way it is obliged 
to suppress a certain number of things, people, processes, what it 
must let fall into oblivion, its repression-suppression system. I know 
very well that many thinkers----,- though if only since Freud- have 
already tackled the problem. But I think there are exclusions otlier 
than the suppression of sexuality that have not been analyzed. There's 
the exclusion of the insane. There is, up to a certain point the ex­
clusion whereby we short-circuit those who are sick and r:integrate 

--' them in a sort of marginal circuit, the medical circuit. And there 
is the student: to a certain extent he is caught similarly inside a 
~ircuit which possesses a dual function, First, a function of exclusion. 
The student is put outside of society, on a campus. Furthermore he 
is excluded while being transmitted a knowledge traditional in nat~e 
b I t " d . " d d' I · ' o so e e, aca ermc an not Irect y tied to the needs and prob-

lems of today. This exclusion is underscored by the organization 
around the student, of social mechanisms which ave fictitious arti~ 
ficial and quasi-theatrical (hierarchic relationships academic' exer-

. cises, the "court" of examination, evaluation). Fi~ally, the student 
is given a gamelike way of life; he is offered a kind of distraction 

' 
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amusement, freedom which, again, has nothing to do with real life; it 
is this kind of artificial, theatrical society, a society of cardboard, that 
is being built around him; and thanks to this, young people from 
18 to 25 are thus as it were, neutralized by and for society, rendered 
safe ineffective, ~ocially and politically castrated. There is the first 
fun~tion of the university: to put students out of circulation. Its 
second function, however, is one of integration. Once a student has 
spent six or seven years of his life within this artificial society, he 
becomes "absorbable": society can consume him. Insidiously, he will 
have received the values of this society. He will have been given 
socially desirable models of behavior, types of ambition, outlines of 
political behavior, so that this ritual of .exclusions will fi~ally take o? 
the value of inclusion and recuperatiOn or reabsorptwn. In th1s 
sense, the university is no doubt little different from those systems 
in so-called primitive societies in which the young men are kept 
outside the village during their adolescence, undergoing rituals of 
initiation which separate them and sever all contact between then: 
and real, active society. At the end of the specified time, they can 
be entirely recuperated or reabsorbed. 

!NT: Could you then study the university the way you studied hos­
pitals? Hasn't the system of the university changed somewhat? For 
example, are there not in recent history, and for various reasons, ex­
clusions that were initiated by the excluded themselves? 

FoucAULT: What I have just said is obviously only a very rough out­
line; it needs to be tightened up, for the mode of exclusion of stu­
dents was certainly different in the nineteenth from that in the 
twentieth century. In the nineteenth century, higher education was 
only for the children of the bourgeoisie, or that fringe of the petite­
bourgeoisie which the higher echelon needed for its industry, its 
scientific development, its technical skills, etc. Universities now have 
a greater number of students from poorer groups of the petite-bour­
geoisie. Thus we have, inside the university, explosive conflicts be­
tween, on one hand, an upper-middle class with a growing need for 
technicians, engineers (in a general way, a greater and greater need 
of science and knowledge) and, on the other hand, a lower-middle 
class which finds itself politically and socially more and more 
proletarianized by the very development of this higher bourgeoisie, 
for its development depends upon technology and science, that 
is, upon those contributions to it that 'are made .by students and 
scientists sought from the ranks of the lower-rmddle class, The 
end result is that the upper-middle class, in its universities, recruits 
and enrolls, in order to make them scientists or technicians, people 
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already undergoing a proletarian conversion and who consequently 
arrive at the university bearing a revolutionary potential: the enemy 
is within the gates. 

So the status of the university becomes problematical. The up­
per-middle dass must see to it that universities remain environments 
of exclusion where students are cut off from their real milieu, that 
is, from one which is undergoing a proletarian change. Concomitantly, 
universities must increasingly provide rituals of inclusion inside a 
system of capitalistic norms. Thus we have the strengthening of the 
old traditional university, with its character of both theatricality and 
initiation. Howev·er, as soon as they enter the system, students under­
stand that they are being played with, that someone is trying to turn 
them against their true origins and surroundings; there follows a 
political awareness, and the revolutionary explosion, 

lNT: Aesthetics aside, do you see in what's happening in the university 
a parallel with Peter Weiss's play, Marat-Sade-there also is a direc­
tor-producer who sought to put on a p1ay acted out by mental 
patients who try to turn the play against the spectators? 

FoucAULT: That's a very interesting refetence. I believe that play tells 
what is happening now better than many theoretical essays. When 
Sade was an inmate at Charenton, he wanted to have plays acted 
by the inmates. In Sade's mind, his plays were to question his own 
confinement; in fact, what happened was that the inmates acting 
out his plays questioned not only the system of confinement, but 
the system of oppression, the values which Sade enforced upon them 
as he made them act out his plays. To a certain extent, Sade plays 
today's prof..essor, the liberal professor who says to his students, "Well, 
why d~n't you just question all the bourgeois values they want to 
impose upon you," and the students, acting out this theater of 
academic liberalism, end up questioning the professor himself. 

lNT: This is, just what I wanted to ask you about the relation between 
faculty and students: are not professors in a way themselves excluded? 
After all, professors and administrators live in the university commu· 
nity as well as students. Of course, one could say that administrators 
are only representatives of society, but in most cases, they are profes­
sors who have become administrators, and often temporarily. Are 
there differences between faculty and students? 

FoucAULT: I don't know the American university system well enough 
to give you even the beginning of an answer. In France, a professor 
is a public official and therefore is a part of the state apparatus. 
Whatever personal opinions he may hold, the professor, as a public 
official, maintains the system of transmission of knowledge required 
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by the government, that is, by the bourgeois class whose interests 
are represented by the government. In the United States, it is prob­
ably different because of the open market for professors. I don't 
know whether the American academic is more threatened, more 
exploited, or more ready to accept the values imposed upon him. 
The position of professor is almost untenable at the present, as is 
perhaps that of the lower-middle class: are not professors the most 
striking manifestation of this class which, in the nineteenth century, 
at least in France, succeeded in having the upper-middle class dele­
gate to it the right to exercise power? There existed what has been 
called a republic of professors, and the political framework of the 
3rd Republic was borrowed directly from the teaching profession, 
or from professions of the same type, physicians, lawyers, etc. Now 
that the Republic is functioning in a quite different framework, the 
lower-middle class in France is losing all control of the state appa­
ratus. Therein lies its sense of misfortune, and its simultaneous 
wavering between the temptation to join the students and their 
revolutionary struggle, and the temptation to regain power, to seduce 
once more that upper-middle class which no longer is willing to 
accept it except in a role as technician. 

INT: Before coming to Buffalo, you were teaching at Vincennes, an 
avant-garde uni¥ersity, talked about by some as being in complete 
chaos, seeking to adapt itself to the process you just described. You 
were saying that the position of professor is becoming untenable­
from this perspective, on coming from Vincennes to Buffalo, did 
you find yourself in a strange, exotic land? 

FouCAULT: When I arrived in Buffalo, I thought that I still was in 
Vincennes; in spite of relatively superficial differences in behavior, 
dress, gestures and speech, it seemed to me that the same struggle 
was being waged in France and the United States. However, I be­
lieve that, as far as tactics and political strategy ave concerned, 
American students are in a much different position from their French 
counterparts. French students, in fact, have to deal with a large, 
organized working class which, through its unions and political organi­
zations, clamors its allegiance to Marxism: French workers are per­
haps ready to listen to students and understand their struggle, but 
at the same time, French students have to fight the conservative 
influence of the Communist Party and the C.G.T. The situation of 
American students appears very different: it seems to me that the 
working class in America relates less easily to the students' cause. 
It must be more difficult for an American student to militate to­
gether with workers. On the other· hand, the advantage in America 
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is that there are no great conservative forces like the Communist 
Party and the C.G.T. In prohibiting and prosecuting the Communist 
Party for so many years, I think that the American government 
rendered, in a sense, a sort of service to the revolutionary cause; 
it kept open the possibility of ties between the students and workers. 
Obviously, there is also in America a specific stress point, the racial 
problem that we have also in France, but on a much smaller scale 
(one must not forget that there is in France a rather sizable group 
of African, Algerian or black workers constituting a numerically 
important subproletariat) . 

INT: Has there been aB. intensified chauvinism in France in the last 
few years, an increased refusal of anything that comes from the 
outside? It's true that America is a melting pot: does it make a 
difference? 

FoucAULT: Well, it seems !o me that, at least in intellectual circles, 
one does not encounter in America the unbearable chauvinism one 
finds in France. One must not forget that we are a small country 
caught between the two great models, the United States on the one 
hand and the Soviet Union on the other. We had to struggle for 
a long time against these two models. It was the Communist Party 
which suggested and imposed the Russian one, and the struggle 
against the Party's conservative influence brought about a somewhat 
systematic refusal of the Soviet model; on the other hand, a certain 
liberal bourgeoisie tied up with American interests never stopped 
putting forth the American model, against which it was also neces­
sary to struggle. At that moment, I think, the mechanisms of chauvin­
ism appeared inside the French Left. These are mechanisms that 
are not always conscious; they manifest themselves by a game of 
exclusion, of refusal and oversight. American literature for instance . ' ' 
IS very little read in France. One does not read American philosophy, 
history and criticism at all; American books are translated after an 
enormous delay. One must not allow the struggle against American 
economic influence and relations to affect relations with American 
intellectuals. We must have a selective nationalism. I believe that a 
small country such as France is necessarily bound to be somewhat 
nationalistic in its politics and economy if it wants to preserve some 
degree of independence; on the other hand, we must understand 
that a struggle which today is ideological but will become some day 
openly revolutionary is turning up in every corner of the world. 
Cultural chauvinism must be abandoned. 

lNT: This has been your first trip to America, your first teaching 
assignment in an American university. In relation to the cultural ex-
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change which you just spoke about, how will these two months 
affect you? 

FoucAULT: My problem is essentially the definition of the implicit 
systems in which we find ourselves prisoners; what I would like to 
grasp is the system of limits and exclusion which we practice with­
out knowing it; I would like to make the cultural unconscious ap­
parent. Therefore, the more I travel, the more I remove myself 
rrom my natural and habitual centers of gravity, the greater the 
chance of my grasping the foundations I am obliviously standing on. 
To that extent any trip- not of course in the sense of a sightseeing 
trip nor even a survey - any movement away from my original frame 
of reference, is fruitful. It is always good for me to change language 
and country. A simple example: in New York I was struck, as any 
foreigner would be, by the immediate contrast between the "good 
sections" and the poverty, even the misery, that surround them on 
the right and left, North and South. I well know that one finas 
that same contrast in Europe, and that you too, when in Europe, 
are certainly shocked by the great misery in the poor sections of 
Paris, Hamburg or London, it doesn't matter where. Having lived 
in Europe for years, I had lost a sense of this contrast and had 
ended up believing that there had been a general rise in the standard 
of living of the whole population; I wasn't far from imagining 
that the proletariat was becoming middle class, that there were 
really no more poor people, that the social struggle, the struggle 
between classes, consequently, was coming to an end. Well, seeing 
New York, perceiving again suddenly this vivid contrast that exists 
everywhere but which was blotted out of my eyes by familiar forms 
of it, that was for me a kind of second revelation; the class 
struggle still exists, it exists more intensely. 

INT: I'd like to come back to teaching itself. You said before that 
the position of professor seemed untenable, and yet you are a 
skillful teacher. You succeed in commanding your public's attention 
for more than two straight hours-and a lot of attention is needed to 
follow your thought step by step-and this in spite of the fact that 
the lecture, as a mode of instruction, seems as obsolete as the position 
of professor in general. You also told me that what you abhor most 
is the person who-not content with his role as "tyrant"-is skillful 
enough to hide his despotism and paternalism. I see there a parallel 
between your political ideas, your criticism and your pedagogical 
point of view. You seek to unmask the system, the grid, in all these 
domains, whether political or pedagogical. 
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Still, paradoxically, you want only a few students. Your ideas, 
if I may express myself this way, are little accessible-at least 
directly-to those many people who do not possess the necessary 
background to penetrate the density of your books. And you insist 
upon a certain procedure (and you are right in doing so), a method 
of imposing a viewpoint in a forceful and exclusive manner; you 
say: "I am going to impose this grid." How do you then answer the 
charge of elitism, a pedagogical concept based on the old master­
disciple relationship, one in w~ich your method must be accepted, 
where it must be your imposition of a system? You say that Man 
is dead, that all there is left is a mass of men; how oan you recon­
cile a belief in this multiplicity while concentrating upon a single 
definition, I would not say of man, but of a system you seek to 
impose? 

FoucAULT: Yes, well, you are very kind to say that I was a good teacher, 
but I do not really believe it; I experience, like all my colleagues, I 
suppose, a feeling of uneasiness when faced with the problem of 
defining a teaching method. And I believe that you drew attention to 
the essential point: one must beware of what you in America call 
liberalism, and we in France, "reformism." Reformism, in the end, 
is the therapy for symptoms: erasing the consequences while showing 
~o advantage the system one belongs to, even if it means concealing 
It. In France, the lecture system has been strongly criticized: the pro­
fessor comes in, stays behind his desk for an hour, says what he has 
to say, there's no possibility for student discussion. The reformists 
preferred the seminar system because there freedom is respected: the 
professor no longer imposes his ideas and the student has the right 
to speak. Of course, but don't you think that a professor who takes 
charge of students at the beginning of the year, makes them work in 
small groups, invites them to enter his own work shares with them 
his own p~oblem~ and n:ethods-don't you think that students coming 
~ut of this semmar .will be even more twisted than if they had 
srmply attended a senes of lectures? Will they not tend to consider 
as acquired, natural, evident and absolutely true what is after all 
only ~he system, the code and the grid of the professor? Isn't there 
the nsk that the professor feeds them with ideas much more insidi­
ously? I don't wish to defend the lecture at all costs but I wonder 
~hether it doe.s ~ot indeed have a kind of crude h;nesty, provided 
I~ states what It Is: not the proclamation of a truth, but the tenta­
tive result of some work which has its hypotheses, methods and which 
therefore can appeal for criticism and objections: the student is free 
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to uncover its blunders. Of course, seminars and work groups are 
necessary, but more so, I believe, for training in methods than the 
exercise of freedom. 

When I lecture somewhat dogmatically, I tell myself: I am paid 
to bring to the students a certain form and content of knowledge; 
I must fashion my lecture or my course a little as one might make a 
shoe, no more and no less. I design an object, I try to make it as 
well as possible. I make a lot of trouble for myself (not always, per­
haps, but often), I bring this object to the desk, I show it •and then 
I leave it up to the audience to do with it what they want. I con­
sider myself more like an artisan doing a certain piece of work and 
offering it for consumption than a master making his slaves work. 

I lectured once to a workers' union- it was the C.G.T. I was 
forced to be, as one says, "very simple"; but I soon noticed that 
the requested simplicity did not pertain to general ideas or elementary 
problems; it was in the direction of ·a vocabulary as devoid as possible 
of ambiguities; a certain precision in definitions, a certain exactness 
of reasoning. From there on, even an "uninitiated" public may per­
fectly well accept and comprehend "difficult" things; a certain 
technical concern seems to me to guarantee the seriousness and non­
lyrical nature of the subject. 

INT: And how do you view university governance, if, for example, you 
do not want to work, if you are forced to work or rather, if you 
want to work as an artisan, but are not permitted to do so? 

FoucAULT: If I prevent a student strike from following its course, ot 
if I simply try to slow it down, I give at that moment my support 
to this upper-middle class which needs, for its economic development, 
knowledge, the university, the faculty and students; I thereby come 
to support the capitalistic system and its maintenance of power against 
the proletarian and revolutionary forces. When students are striking, 
I do not consider that they are preventing me from doing my work; 
I think that they are struggling for other conditions of intellectual 
work; and insofar as present working conditions seem to me unsatis­
factory from all points of view (intellectual and social), I think 
that they are right, that their action allows me, in the long run, 
to do my work better, not that it prevents me from doing it now. 

INT: While acting out the part of rebels, students are at the same time 
rather romantic in style; they often display rather set, sentimental 
manners, whether in dress or in behavior. This seems to me to make 
the individual alive again, this man which, to a certain extent, you 
wanted to kill. Nevertheless, I see that you take great pleasure in 
observing, gleefully laughing at, certain gestures and crazy get-ups. 
You are continually crossing right through a performance of Marat-
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Sade, as it were, seeking your grids and systems. How do you then 
reconcile your extremely rigorous and scientific method, an artisan's 
method, and your scholarly archaeology with this popular, stagy look 
of students? 

FouCAULT: It seems to me that what students are trying to do, in what 
may at first glance appear merely folkloric, and what I myself am 
trying to accomplish in the dust of my books is basically the same 
thing. Only students do it with fancy and humor whereas I do it 
somewhat like a mouse gnawing on a piece' of cheese. What I am 
trying to do is grasp the implicit systems which determine our most 
familiar behavior without our knowing it. I am trying to find their 
origin, to show their formation, the constraint they impose upon us; 
I am therefore trying to place myself at a distance from them and 
to show how one could escape. But what are students doing when 
they address a professor in the familiar idiom, or when they come 
in dressed as hoboes, or when they kiss in classrooms or whatever? 
What are they doing if not deriding by parody a certain number of 
elements that are part of the system of our bourgeois life and that 
we accept as if they came naturally, as if they were part of human 
nature? If it is "shocking" to kiss in a classroom, it is because our 
whole educational system implies the desexualization of youth. And 
by what right does our society ask students to wear bourgeois clothes 
if not because education is supposed to transmit the modes of behavior 
of bourgeois society? 

One of the biggest disappointments we had involving the Com­
munist Party and the Soviet Union is that they readopted almost 
entirely the bourgeois value system. One gets the impression that 
communism in its traditional form suffers from a birth trauma: you 
would think that it wants to recapture for itself the world at the 
time it was born, the world of a triumphant bourgeoisie; communist 
aesthetics is realism in the style of the nineteenth century: Swan 
Lake, painting which tells a story, the social novel. Most of the 
bourgeois values are accepted and maintained by the Communist 
Party (in art, the family, sexuality, and daily life in general). We 
must free ourselves from this cultural conservatism, as well as from 
political conservatism. We must uncover our rituals for what they 
are: completely arbitrary things, tied to our bourgeois way of life; 
it is good-and that is the real theater-to transcend them in the 
manner of play, by means of games and irony; it is good to be dirty 
and bearded, to have long hair, to look like a girl when one is a boy 
(and vice versa); one must put "in play," show up, transform and 
reverse the systems which quietly order us about. As far as I am 
concerned, that is what I try to do in my work. 


