Knowledge / Value notes 1:
Power, knowledge, and questions of the conjuncture of Knowledge / Value

Kaushik Sunder Rajan
A fundamental idea behind the Knowledge / Value workshops was a sense that emergent relationships between epistemology and value demand theorization, in a contemporary conjuncture where both questions of knowledge and of value are at stake. The assumption here is that technoscientific emergence over the past few decades, especially in the information sciences and life sciences, has put questions of both epistemology and value at stake and in need of fresh conceptualization. Further, and particularly, what comes to be at stake is the “/” – the nature of the articulation between knowledge and value.

The form of the problem is not dissimilar to that which Michel Foucault was exploring in considering what he referred to as Power / Knowledge (though, almost certainly, Foucault’s method is not the only one available with which to work through this problem). Through an analysis of epistemology (including especially in its discursive and institutional forms and manifestations), Foucault was able to open up different ways of conceptualizing power, ways which we now take as foundational in social theory but which were often invisible or impervious to analysis before he made them seem so obvious. Questions of value present similar kinds of analytic challenges. This is especially so when seen in the context of the mutations, overdeterminations and crises of contemporary capital, and in the context of new technoscientific emergence. 

For me, therefore, thinking with Foucault in many ways is an important starting point of analysis. This does not mean that the Knowledge / Value conversations have to be “Foucaultian” in any simple sense. Indeed, most of the paper authors invited to the first workshop are not self-identified Foucaultians at all. The discussion of our core research group in May 2010, when we met to formulate an outline a series of workshops around Knowledge / Value, indeed started with the question of the nature of our debt to Foucault, specifically to Foucault’s formulation of the Power / Knowledge problematic. We asked ourselves - do we need to go back again to Foucault’s formulations in order to think about Knowledge / Value, and if so, why? 

From my perspective, the real value of the Foucaultian formulation lies in the way in which, in Foucault’s work, Power / Knowledge becomes a nexus at which critical sites for the understanding of modernity can be found. However, Jean Comaroff suggested that in her reading, Foucault’s formulation suggests a too simple translation between the terms power and knowledge. This didn’t leave open a space for thinking seriously about how both power and knowledge were co-produced. One of her provocations to the group concerned whether and where there was a place for thinking about co-production in this perspective; and if so, what co-production might mean in the Knowledge / Value context.
In order to think through some of these issues some more, I want to start thinking about the Knowledge / Value problematic through a reading of Foucault. Specifically, I want to read his short interview, “Truth and Power” (published in Power / Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Writings, pp. 109-133). This is because in this piece, Foucault reflects nicely upon his entire oeuvre. Also, being an interview, there is a certain informality, and reflexiveness, to his thoughts that is very useful.

A very important set of questions that immediately comes up on reading the interview concerns context and conjuncture. One of the ways in which Foucault has been especially generative (and also especially problematic) is his portability. His concepts have often been cited loosely, in reference to places and times, and in response to situations, which are quite different from those that he himself was responding to. This is not to argue for non-portability – if theory weren’t portable, it wouldn’t be theory. But it is, rather, to insist on the importance of reading theory with a conjunctural attentiveness. 

“Truth and Power” starts with a question from the interviewers (Alessandro Fontana and Pascale Pasquino) regarding his trajectory from his early works (studies of madness and the clinic) to his later work on criminality and prisons. And here Foucault makes some important allusions. He suggests that the Lysenko affair of the 1950s provided one of the great problems that provided the grounds for thinking about questions of power and knowledge. His early work, especially Madness and Civilization, was, he said, written “within the horizon” of these questions – questions whose own terms of reference were indeed structured and limited in certain ways by this affair. (In terms of how power, or an “ideological” politics, could corrupt the “truth” of science). Both Madness and Civilization and Birth of the Clinic were Foucault’s attempts to think more rigorously through questions of the relationship between truth and power, which also meant the relationships between forms of scientific knowledge and the political and economic structures of society, taking as his material sciences that were in some sense “softer” than, for instance, physics. What Foucault does, then, is recast the question of the influence of power on truth into one that was about the “interweaving effects of power and knowledge” (109). He was asking questions of the nature of psychiatric or medical practice itself, of the nature of how such practice was interwoven with the emergence of institutional forms and structures that would regulate social conduct. And yet at this point, his work was regarded, he said, as “politically unimportant and epistemologically vulgar” (110).
What Foucault was pointing to, then, was an attempt to develop a certain kind of critical epistemology. (And this was no doubt influenced by the move towards historical epistemology pioneered by teachers of his such as Georges Canguilhem and Gaston Bachelard, though it would perhaps be incorrect to classify Foucault in any simple sense as an historical epistemologist). This would understandably be viewed with suspicion by history of science, which at the time was given primarily to linear progressivist accounts of the progression of scientific knowledge. But it was equally viewed with suspicion by French Marxist intellectuals, given Marxism’s own aspirations at the time to being a “scientific” theory of society, and hence its own attachments to a positivist scientific project.
What changes everything, according to Foucault, is 1968. This is the conjuncture that starts making questions like those that Foucault was interested in both acceptable and, at some level, inevitable. In this interview, Foucault doesn’t quite elaborate why or how, but he does make certain suggestions. One is that the idea of political comes to be constituted, irrevocably, as a grassroots, networked, articulatory politics. This is, in his perspective, a different imagination of politics than one which depended upon the exercise of state power on society. The state still remains a political actor; but it is one of many, and at one point he even suggests that the state is (using, fascinatingly, a Marxist / Althusserian formulation) “superstructural”. This is an argument, as much as anything else, with Marxists and their insistence on thinking of power through the state – an insistence that led, amongst other things, to their own effective compromising with the powers-that-be, on multiple fronts. After all, the French communists managed, simultaneously, to turn against the Parisian student revolts in 1968; to compromise with the bourgeois liberal political parties in France in pragmatic / cynical attempts at negotiating power; while also failing to take the excesses of Communism elsewhere in the world seriously to task (their support, for instance, of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia to quell popular protest there). 1968 shows the importance of the kinds of “micro-politics” that Foucault had already been trying to describe in his earlier work; but it also further delegitimizes intellectual Marxism in France, and provides a further opening for other kinds of radical and progressive philosophy. In the process, Foucault replaces the idea of primacy of power state with a more amorphous, complicated, networked (and potentially mappable) idea of regime.
There are two of three things that I want to suggest and ask at this point, as an initial foray towards questioning Knowledge / Value through an engagement with Foucault. The first – a suggestion / argument – is that it is impossible to think about Power / Knowledge without understanding and unpacking the notion of the regime that is central to its articulation; and further, without a sense of how conjunctural that notion is, how indebted it is (if not in its initial articulation, then at least in its further development, towards Foucault’s work on penal institutions) to the particular events of 1968. The second – a provocation – is then to suggest just how parochial Foucault’s analysis is. I say this not as a criticism, but as description: Foucault’s ideas of the political are so deeply situated within a context that is not merely liberal, not merely European, not merely French, but indeed about Paris, at a particular moment in time. This, again, is not then to say that Foucault’s thinking cannot be applied elsewhere, but it is to say that one has to be vigilant to any kind of easy portability. The third – a thought – is the question of how, in terms of the history of the history of science, Foucault’s work, while undoubtedly unique, must also be situated within a larger epistemological milieu where certain kinds of critique start making sense. (After all, Madness and Civilization is written around the same time as Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions). And while both are written in different places and do have different sensibilities (with Kuhn’s analysis, ultimately, being an internalist and non-radical intervention into the history of physics), there is the fact that a certain kind of linear understanding of the progress of scientific knowledge is starting to look no longer tenable at this moment in time. (And so, the absolute particularity of the conjuncture of Paris, 1968, must be read in relation to a more general epistemic milieu within which one sees certain kinds of questions of science being asked).

And finally, the question to be asked then in relation to Knowledge / Value – what kind of conjuncture makes Knowledge / Value an important focus of analysis? Or, as Jean Comaroff put it in our meeting last year, “Why Knowledge / Value, why now?”. Conjuncture doesn’t have to be a singular event, such as 1968. But I think it is important for us, collectively, to not just think about what constitutes an adequate analytic for Knowledge / Value, or how one conceptualizes it, but also (perhaps even as a prior undertaking), to think about why it makes sense to do so at this conjuncture. What is “this” conjuncture that we are located within, at all?

Any thoughts or responses to that question, as possible starting points for a more general conceptual discussion that goes beyond individual papers, are welcomed. 

Christien Tompkins’ response to this question and discussion in class, April 12, 2011

Christien Tompkins responded to this question of the conjuncture within which Knowledge / Value might make sense with the following provocation (April 11, 2011):

I've been bouncing some emails around with a few of my classmates and the term neoliberalism has been coming up as a conjunctural point in response to Jean Comaroff's question. Personally the term indexes a set of political and economic shifts that I see manifested in the privileging of a certain kind of technocratic/scientific/businesslike management style and philosophy of privatization occurring in the rapid privatization of the public school system in New Orleans, for example.

However, I remain profoundly uneasy about using the term neoliberalism, particularly as a kind of ideological totality. Its most salient usage for me has been as a kind of dog whistle indicating a broadly leftist political assessment of the world, which has its place, but I find it difficult to use the term with analytical precision.

Basically, I'm concerned with unpacking what it is we mean when we say neoliberalism. This might be connected to your concerns about thinking through Foucault's notion of regime. Thus, I put this to you both to see what you think and to indicate that it might be a fruitful direction for discussion tomorrow.

Christien, in elaborating upon this, suggested that neo-liberalism could be a conjunctural sign under which we might think about Knowledge / Value; but then immediately proceeded to ask the question: what is neo-liberalism? This led to a range of attempts in the class that attempted to come to grips with the term. Some of the attempts included:

· Neo-liberalism through example (I don’t know what neo-liberalism is, but an example of it is the privatization of the New Orleans school system);

· Neo-liberalism as a marker of historical distinction (as something that is discernible by its difference from mid-20th century high-modernity);

· Neo-liberalism as a process of capital accumulation (especially neo-liberalism as something that can be related to the rise of high financialization);

· Neo-liberalism not as system, but as a set of practices.

Perhaps the only thing we agreed upon, as an initial entry point into this discussion, concerned the multiplicity of significations that “neo-liberalism” could entail. (This was, of course, done without any reference to or engagement with the burgeoning literature in Anthropology, STS and other fields on neo-liberalism – though perhaps that literature, taken together, would equally simply leave us with a sense of the multiplicity of significations that neo-liberalism entails). One question that we did put on the table, though, which we didn’t answer but which is worth thinking about further I think is: how might one conceptualize neo-liberalism as a regime, in a Foucauldian sense? What might be the utility of doing so? What kind of a conceptual and political notion is regime?
Maira Hayat shifted tack, and suggested another entry point into the question of the conjuncture of Knowledge / Value. Taking the global climate crisis as an entry point, she suggested how contemporary technoscience is constitutively crisis-ridden. (We can think, pushing a little further back, about things like the crisis around GMOs; public health crises such as around SARS, BSE and the like; and environmental crises [Chernobyl, Bhopal, Three Mile Island]) as markers of a particular technoscientific conjuncture, one that, it might be suggested, broadly overlaps the conjuncture within which “neo-liberalism”, whatever that might mean, might have developed. A further tie-in was proposed by Meleiza Figueroa, who pointed out that thinking about (and responding to) crisis is necessarily speculative, which maps on to the conjuncture of speculative financial capitalism within which “neo-liberalism” might be situated.
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