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A DIFFERENT LIFE?

Barthes, Foucault and everyday life

 

How might the injunction to ‘think differently’ in the work of French theorists
Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault have informed a re-thinking of everyday life?
In Barthes’ work, a critical analysis of myth and ideology in the contemporary
everyday life of the late 1950s gives way to counter-ideological strategies that might
seem to move away from the everyday and towards the utopian. However, the utopian
imagination at work in Barthes’ thought is effective precisely in its insistence on the
everyday detail. This is reflected in the later work in the attention given to the
incident and the haiku. In his later work, Foucault turns towards antiquity in
response to his own assessment of the ubiquitous diffusion of relations of power and
the need to ‘think differently’. It is, however, in the interviews and specifically in a
series of comments on homosexuality that Foucault is most attentive to the ‘possibil-
ities for new life’ in his own time. It is through the undoing of already established
relations and the experimentation with different modes of relation that a locus of
difference can be found in everyday life. This is characterized by Foucault as a
heterotopia. Foucault’s tentative suggestions of different possibilities are oriented
towards an intensification of pleasures, counter to the psychoanalytic attention to
desire. However, Foucault’s account of pleasure is associated with mortality, suggest-
ing the question: is this different life one destined only to posterity and its own
transcendence? Deleuze’s reading of Foucauldian subjectivation suggests a different
strategy of resistance, more attuned to the immanence of a life.
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In 1984, on the occasion of the ceremony in the courtyard of the Salpetrière
mortuary marking the death of Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze read the follow-
ing excerpt from 

 

The Use of Pleasures

 

:

There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think
differently than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is
absolutely necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all. People
will say, perhaps, that these games with oneself would be better left

 

09 RCUS100234 (JB/D).fm  Page 290  Friday, May 7, 2004  9:09 AM



 

B A R T H E S ,  F O U C A U L T  &  E V E R Y D A Y  L I F E 2 9 1

 

backstage; or, at best, that they might properly form part of those prelimi-
nary exercises that are forgotten once they have served their purpose. But
then, what is philosophy today - philosophical activity, I mean, if it is not the
critical work that thought brings to bear on itself? In what does it consist, if
not in the endeavour to think differently, instead of legitimating what is
already known?

(Foucault 1985, pp. 8–9)

In his panegyric, Deleuze thus emphasized that Foucault’s philosophical activity
was mobilized by a desire to think differently, or at least to speculate about the
possibility of doing so. That Deleuze was speaking after Foucault’s death
precluded, with tragic irony, the possibility that it was now a question of living
rather than or as well as thinking differently for Foucault himself, but it also
opened out that possibility for others as part of Foucault’s legacy. I want in this
article to explore certain elements of post-1968 French critical thought which
articulate the project of critique, speculation and invention with a desire to live
differently. The guiding question is thus: how is the project of critical, theoretical
thought mobilized by a desire to modify the conditions of one’s everyday life?
Moreover: what forms of modification of everyday life arise from the project of
critical thought, particularly when this critique is articulated as a critique of
everyday life? Foucault’s phrase might be reformulated accordingly: ‘There are
moments in life when the question of knowing if one can live differently is
indispensable if one is to go on living at all’.

 

Living otherwise

 

 can of course take different forms; one could ask: is it a
question of changing the 

 

collective 

 

forms of everyday life? Or are we talking about
a 

 

purely personal

 

 modification of the conditions and the quality of one’s own
existence? But are the collective and the personal projects for a different life so
easily distinguishable? Is it not precisely the period of the late 1960s in French
thought, or earlier, with Sartre, that sees the intertwining and the inseparability
of the two projects? Particularly with reference to the period post 1968, if ‘the
personal is the political’, this is because, on the one hand, ‘personal life’, outside
the institutionalized spaces of work or education is interpreted, in this period,
as being subject to power through subtle and productive means. If everyday life
outside the sphere of production is as politically subjected as the life within it,
then the project to live differently, personally, is also a political one, which
impinges on the collective. The period of the 1960s sees a change in the contours
of French Marxist-oriented thought: revolutionary changes in the conditions of
life in the sphere of production, in work, are not seen as sufficient to alter the
fundamental conditions of political subjection. The key event of 1968 bears
witness to a crisis of leftist thought, where the project for a different life, for a
revolution of everyday life, comes into conflict with the agenda of change in
working conditions. It is a moment of epistemological change in the forms that
collective and ‘personal’ imagination and experimentation with different lives
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can take. It is also the case that, through writing, and other intellectual engage-
ments, the subject who imagines a different life, however personal, constitutes
him or herself, despite his or her protestations (Barthes, Foucault, Debord) to
the contrary, as a kind of hero, or saint, whose effort to imagine a different life
is exemplary, and forms a legacy or a testament. It is partly through this
testamentary dimension that the space for a different life is made possible.

The project of a revolution, or at least a modification, of everyday life is not,
however, new, or particular to this context. The earlier reference to the critical
writer as a kind of saint establishes a tradition of a kind for this agenda. Barthes’
(1976) work on Loyola, Foucault’s insistence on asceticism (1985, p. 9), point
to the relevance of this approach. There is also a lineage particular to French
intellectual history of this mode of articulation of the modification of one’s
everyday life with forms of collective utopia: both Surrealism and Existentialism
form a pre-history for the project to critique the stratified forms of everyday life
and imagine, experiment, or practice different ways of living. Two landmark
novels as important events in the tradition of this kind of thinking, Breton’s 

 

Nadja

 

(1928) and Sartre’s 

 

Nausea 

 

(1938) form part of the contour of the literary and
philosophical modernity which the post-war generation will inherit; both offer
accounts of protagonists who, through a series of encounters, radically change
the conditions of their lives. If Breton’s narrative tells of the failure of the
narrator to live up to the challenge that the eponymous heroine represents, to
think differently, Sartre’s Roquentin strips away, painfully, all the layers of his
appurtenance to social, discursive existence, tapping dangerously into a visceral
‘real’ to emerge, differently, into redemption through art. The point of conten-
tion that will be raised later by Michel Foucault is that existentialism thinks of
its different life as authentic, but a wider chronology of the project for a different
life can evidently be traced. For the moment I want, however, to focus on two
writers whose legacies impose a rethinking of the everyday.

The focus here is on writers in whose work a critical project is linked to the
imaginative postulation of different ways of living, in the present and near future.
In the present, that is, not in a utopia postulated as at the end of the horizon,
realizable only through a collective revolution, and not in the exploration of the
past. Thus, if Foucault’s 

 

History of Sexuality 

 

is mobilized, as he confesses, by a
desire to ask if one can think differently from the way one does, the route this
project takes is through the archaeology of forms of relation to self as they are
construed in the sexual and dietary manuals of Greek and Roman antiquity. The
imagining of a different life takes the detour of history in order to unfix thought
from itself and enable difference: ‘free thought from what it silently thinks’
(Foucault 1985, p. 9). Though this detour may be entirely necessary, the imagi-
nation and, to an extent, the living, of a different life in Foucault’s present, is
not to be found here but in Foucault’s fragmentary comments, mostly in inter-
views, about homosexuality. It may be that this offers an immediate link between
Barthes and Foucault; both Barthes and Foucault however seem to me to orient
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their different thought and their different lives, their legacies and their testa-
ments indeed, away from this categorization of their 

 

identity

 

, seeking rather to
retain a certain inventiveness, a certain asociality. It is perhaps fitting and ironic
then to open a discussion of Barthes and everyday life with the notion of a
resistance to the social and a trajectory that leads away from it.

 

Roland Barthes: everyday utopia

 

Roland Barthes is an exemplary figure for this enquiry since, as Knight suggests,
he ‘never stopped hypothesizing and fantasizing how things might be otherwise
– otherwise, that is, than in his alienated and class-torn society’ (1997, p. 2).
Knight’s book 

 

Barthes and Utopia

 

 identifies Barthes as an important utopian
thinker of the present. Barthes writes in 

 

Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes

 

 

 

of
utopia as that which mobilizes the desire of the writer and produces meaning
(Barthes 1977, p. 76). Utopia, for Barthes, is that 

 

other place

 

, 

 

non-place

 

 or 

 

not yet
placed place

 

 that unhinges thought and life from themselves. Meaning, or in other
words difference, requires this displacement that opens a space of desire. The
everyday is thus of interest to Barthes insofar as it is or can be made different
from itself. Language both opens up this space of difference and desire, and
closes it off, as meaning ‘takes’ and becomes immobile. The everyday first
emerges as an object of concern in the context of a critique of the petrified forms
that meaning takes on in the myth. Indeed early French structuralism, it could
be argued, is driven precisely by this impetus to disengage everyday life from
itself. It coincides with a moment at which everyday life becomes both an object
of political and ideological control and of intellectual critique. Barthes’ essay
‘Myth today’ in 

 

Mythologies

 

,

 

 

 

in many ways inaugural of structuralist semiology,
is appended to a series of short essays on ‘some myths of everyday life in France’,
or ‘the language of so-called mass culture’ in the mid- to late 1950s (Barthes
1972a). Barthes says in the preface that he is undertaking to reveal the ideological
upholstery that supports the ‘

 

what-goes-without-saying

 

’ (1972a, p. 11). If Barthes’
subject matter is taken primarily from culture, from the world of leisure
(wrestling, adverts, exhibitions, magazines) as opposed to the world of work,
this reflects what Ross (1995) has called the ‘colonization of everyday life’ in
France in the 1950s and 1960s, the huge influx of objects and capital devoted to
the deployment of the leisure and culture industries. ‘Style’ was no longer the
province of the individual artisan or dictated by tradition; everyday life is
‘stylized’ in a way that permitted the identification, ordering and control of those
to whom it no doubt appeared in the guise of new and exciting opportunities for
pleasure. That Barthes’s ‘ideological critique’, in 

 

Mythologies

 

, is devoted to
cultural forms rather than to economic or political forms suggests the existence
of this new terrain of exploitation in popular culture, which we may now take
for granted.
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Around the period of 

 

Mythologies

 

 ‘everyday life’ had thus become a specific
object of critique and analysis. The Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956 and the
widespread disillusionment with the PCF that resulted created new possibilities
for leftist critique, which could escape from the straightjacket of orthodox
Stalinist economic determinism. The cultural sector – that sphere of life that did
not pertain to the world of production – could thus become an object of study
for Marxist intellectuals outside the PCF like Henri Lefebvre or Edgar Morin.
The almost instantaneous introduction of consumer goods (refrigerators,
washing machines, TVs, etc) on a mass scale into France, the promotion of a
certain kind of ‘lifestyle’ in their advertising (as in Perec’s novel 

 

Things

 

), the
emergence of an economy of consumption rather than of production co-incide
with the emergence of a new leftist-oriented and specifically ideological critique.
Groups such as 

 

Socialisme ou barbarie 

 

and 

 

Arguments 

 

(of which Barthes was a
founding member), both with their own journals, were the pioneers of this kind
of non-affiliated Marxist critique.

To focus more specifically on Barthes’ itinerary, one can see in the articles
in 

 

Arguments

 

 a microcosm of the development of his work towards the utopian
radicalism of 

 

Tel Quel 

 

textuality. In a text on Brecht he points to the necessity of
semiology as an aspect of any ideological critique and revolutionary art: ‘revo-
lutionary art must admit a certain arbitrary nature of signs, it must acknowledge
a certain “formalism” in the sense that it must treat form according to an
appropriate method, which is the semiological method’ (Barthes 1972b, p. 75).
The ‘formalist’ appearance of semiology, and of theory – the sense that it deviates
from a 

 

practice 

 

oriented towards everyday life, is justified as an element of Marxist
ideological critique since any non-arbitrary, non-formalized language, which
claims its foundation in 

 

essence

 

 or in 

 

nature

 

 derives from the mendacious and
exploitative realm of myths. Semiological ‘formalism’ is thus an element of a
‘revolutionary art’, a 

 

responsibility of forms

 

. Strictly 

 

formal

 

 analysis and subversion
is a way out, one way out, of the ideological trap of 

 

everyday

 

 language. Later,
Barthes will insist on the excessively coded and formalized worlds of Sade,
Fourier and Loyola (among others) as utopian strategies for short-circuiting the
stranglehold of stereotype-saturated discourse. Significantly, it is the texture of
the 

 

everydayness 

 

of these utopias that fascinates Barthes; it is the coded details of
utopian lives or the everyday life of utopia which mobilize desire. It is then in
the context of his association with the journal 

 

Tel Quel 

 

that Barthes would develop
the notion of the 

 

Text

 

, a radically anti-communicative practice of writing 

 

in process

 

directed towards the analytic dissolution of stereotypical meaning, in effect of
‘meanings’ as such. The trajectory thus moves from an analytic perspective on
the new economy of consumption and communication, to a greater insistence
on the alienated quality of any communication, and the postulation and explo-
ration of utopian strategies to evade such alienation. The celebration and inves-
tigation of the Marquis de Sade as a hero of such a textuality 

 

of the limit

 

 can thus
make sense in the context of an itinerary which develops from the 

 

critique of
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everyday life 

 

of the late 1950s. For Barthes, however, it is less Sade’s textuality or
theory as such which is celebrated, and more the re-organization of everyday life
that the Sadean utopia proposes through the text: ‘The Sadean utopia – like that
of Fourier, for that matter – is measured far less against theoretical statements
than against the organization of everyday life, for the mark of utopia is the
everyday; or even: everything everyday is utopian: timetables, dietary
programmes, plans for clothing, the installation of furnishings, precepts of
conversation or communication’ (Barthes 1976, p. 17). Barthes reading of Sade
thus eschews meditation on pornography, evil, violence, materialist philosophy,
to elaborate an ‘ethnography of the Sadean village’ (1976, p. 17).

The emergence of the semiological project from the leftist critique of
everyday life and petty-bourgeois stereotypes might thus be imagined as
premised on the following strategic imperatives, which describe Barthes’ trajec-
tory:

• Analyse the everyday language of the petty-bourgeoisie in relation to the
various figures and objects with which it constructs its universe, or with
which its universe is constructed, a universe in which provincial nineteenth-
centuryism attempts to come to terms with a new influx of consumer
objects, the appeal to Nature remaining the same.

• Insist on a formal analysis of this language to undo the appeal to essence and
nature through which this culture renders its world politically innocent.

• In order to counter the appeal to nature and essence which grounds the
stereotype as something which goes without saying, affirm alternative
systems which highlight the codified, formally arbitrary nature of language
as such, of any language.

• To catalyse desire, stultified in the realm of the stereotype, insist on an
imaginary domesticity, a utopian construction of the everyday, characterized
by an excessive formality, where formality is meant in both senses: system-
atic and coded, and excessively polite, whence Barthes’ insistence on a
‘principle of delicacy, against ideological arrogance’ (Barthes 1976, author’s
translation) and his enjoyment of this in Sade’s texts.

Barthes’ desire for difference, for a different texture of the everyday opens a
space of 

 

jouissance

 

. His writing, in both content (Sade, Fourier, Loyola, Japan,
Pleasure) and form – the fragmented mosaic of 

 

S/Z 

 

onwards – is motivated by
the enjoyment of a perverse cataloguing and systematizing of everyday life, a
different, utopian domesticity that ruins the 

 

what goes without saying

 

 of the
everyday stereotype, and imagines a different life. Barthes’s re-reading of his own
texts in 

 

Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes

 

 charts this development. The consistent
enemy is the stereotype or the Doxa, by which life is frozen into 

 

product

 

. The
leftist revolutionary project and the semiological dream are both utopian strat-
egies deriving from a critique of everyday life moulded around the dominance
of the stereotype. The theorization of the Text – writing in process, without
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arriving at product – and the insistence on the utopia of the code in Sade or
Fourier are utopian strategies precisely in the offering of alternative imaginary
systems to the everyday life of the stereotype. A decisive moment in this trajec-
tory is when the 

 

body

 

 comes onto the scene, the body as that precisely which is
absent from the stereotype, the latter being a disembodied discourse, ‘where the
body is missing’ (Barthes 1977, p. 90), as opposed to an invested one, ‘a vested
discourse’ (1977, p. 137). The semiological and textual models are abandoned,
or nuanced, when it appears that they risk becoming secondary 

 

Doxa

 

, systems
that threaten to restrict the freedom of the individual of singular mind. They are
nuanced precisely through their investment by desire: ‘one must introduce into
this rational image-repertoire the texture of desire, the claims of the body’
(Barthes 1977, p. 71). Thus, from a 1972 text on Bataille, ‘Les sorties du texte’
(‘The sorties of the text’), a linguistics of 

 

value

 

 is postulated, in which the subject
writes in his body, according to the singular, individualized values – tastes,
pleasures, perversions – particular to that body, the body here being not so much
the physical element as whatever pertains to that individual after or beyond the
effect of discourse. The body is the individual, insofar as he or she is different,
‘my body is not the same as yours’ (1997, p. 117). A different consideration of
everyday life and utopia emerges from this conception. The individual lives,
breathes his or her utopia 

 

in

 

 their everyday life in so far as this life is that of their
body. ‘Life of the body’ here does not mean, necessarily, the physical life as
opposed to the life of the mind, intellectual life, a life of exercise, diet, absti-
nence from stimulants, and so on. It means the life of singular taste, perversion,
enjoyments, inasmuch as these are those of the individual at the expense of the
Doxa, of the 

 

disembodied 

 

stereotype. The utopian everyday life of the body is then
a life in relation to which the body is in desire or in enjoyment, invested.

As soon, however, as this life takes on, through writing, the character of a
product, a finished work, as soon as, in Barthes terms, it ‘takes’, it ‘turns’, as
milk curdles or a sauce thickens, it ceases to have value for the body, it becomes
disembodied. Thus, the strategy of the writer, whose desire is in language, whose
world of enjoyment is linguistic, is to remain at, or to attain that state of language

 

before 

 

the crystallization of 

 

meaning

 

. The writer, Barthes, seeks to avoid any
suggestion of heroism, seeks ‘

 

la perte de tout héroisme

 

’ (the loss of all heroism)
since ‘my body is not a hero’ (1977, p. 60). The end result, the final utopian
strategy of the writer is the 

 

incident, 

 

that which falls, without explanation,
without adjectival qualification, the 

 

haiku

 

. The everyday here has a different sense
than the common, the stereotypical. It is the incidental detail of any day,
articulated in its singularity and absolute difference, but not as exception to the
rule or the commonplace. It is indeed, a different conception of the common-
place – the ordinary not in terms of submission or difference to a law of sameness
but the common in so far as it is characterized by the difference of each moment,
each infinitely divisible incident from the next. Barthes’ trajectory, from

 

Mythologies

 

 to his last works, moves from the critical analysis of the myths that
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determine everyday life in France to the utopic recovery of the incidental texture
of ‘a life’.

So Barthes’ fascination with the utopic appears not so much as an idealized
flight to an other space, a hysterical reflection of an unsatisfactory real, and rather
as an affirmatively perverse indulgence in the quality of the everyday and its
micro-textures. This is pursued in Barthes’ lectures at the Collège de France in
1976-77 under the heading ‘Comment vivre ensemble?’ (‘How to live
together?’) (Barthes 2002). The analysis of the figures and dimensions of
communal spaces is articulated here as a teaching motivated by the desire of the
lecturer, Barthes himself, thus as fantasy. This fantasy is named by the term
‘idiorrythmie’ – one’s own singular rhythm, one’s own speed – and the utopian
space is one that maintains a distance that allows the singular rhythms of different
lives to exist alongside each other. While at first glance Barthes’ utopic imaginary
may appear to move in a different direction to the increasing critique of opposi-
tional or transgressive construals of power-relations in the work of Foucault,
with closer attention they may be seen as more allied. There are lines to be drawn
and resonances to be brought to light between the later work of Foucault and
Barthes’ exploration of the figures of ‘living together’ in the 1976–77 seminar,
for example. For reasons of economy, this work will need to be done elsewhere.
However, might not Foucault’s notion of 

 

heterotopic 

 

spaces, that is ‘effectively
realized sorts of utopias’ (Foucault 2002, p. 1574, author’s translation), or
localized spaces of difference, be seen in proximity to Barthes’ emphasis on the
deflection of the incident, the punctual unhinging of an ideologically saturated
real? A distinction might nevertheless be introduced: rather than as fantasy and
as motivated by desire, in Foucault’s account of the heterotopia, it is character-
ized as a real and localizable space (in contrast to the unreality of utopia, properly
speaking) 

 

from which 

 

(Foucault figures it as a mirror) I am led to realize the
unreality of where I am. I am led thus to 

 

reconstitute 

 

myself where I am. Might
this not lead to an account of Foucault’s later work in which a 

 

locus of difference
within 

 

the texture of everyday life gives rise to an opportunity for its reconstitu-
tion, or at least its reconfiguration? This is the question towards which I want to
direct the second part of this article.

 

Michel Foucault: the dimension of the testament

 

In 

 

The Will to Knowledge

 

, Foucault introduces the vital concept of the biopolitical,
according to which power operates in the politics of modernity not primarily
through the imposition of the law, having recourse ultimately to death as its
force, but through the norm. Power produces and manages life, distributing
deviance in relation to a normative life. Life, insofar as it is normal, everyday, in
one sense of that word, is produced, managed and organized by, in and through
power. One of the techniques of biopolitics is the production of lives, or of
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subjects – that is of individuals who construct and recognize themselves as
subjects. Thus, the next phase of Foucault’s project was to analyse the archaeol-
ogy of the relation to the self, the ways in which the self works upon itself and
takes itself as an object. This took him as we know into the exploration of Greek
and Roman discourses on the management of the body and of sexual relations
with others, in 

 

The Use of Pleasures 

 

and 

 

The Care of the Self

 

.
If we return to my introductory comments on Foucault’s postulation of the

question: ‘can one think otherwise?’ it seems possible to see this project, the
deviation via the Greeks and Romans, as something more than simply archaeo-
logical, analytic and historical. Given the notion of the biopolitical – ‘life’
managed and produced by power – can one not see Foucault’s project as moti-
vated by a desire to imagine or to think, at least, a different life other than that
produced and managed by power? The project takes the long detour of the
history of sexuality only in order to unstick thought from the thought and the
life produced by power. The detour is only interrupted by death. Nevertheless,
in fragmentary, unsystematic and unworked comments in his interviews
Foucault takes shortcuts, postulating ways of life that take the individual into
unmanaged spaces, spaces of freedom.

Desire, Foucault writes, in 

 

The Will to Knowledge

 

, submits us to ‘the austere
monarchy of sex’ (1978, p. 159). Psychoanalysis comes under attack specifically
for affirming our subjection to the Law – in Lacanian terms, to the Phallus. It is
not in terms of desire, desire for sex or for the sex – 

 

le sexe

 

-

 

désir 

 

(sex-desire),
that our counter-attack should be made, but in terms of pleasure: ‘It is the agency
of sex we must break away from, if we aim – through a tactical reversal of the
various mechanisms of sexuality – to counter the grips of power with the claims
of bodies, pleasures and knowledges, in their multiplicity and their possibility of
resistance. The rallying point for the counterattack against the deployment of
sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasures’ (Foucault 1978,
p. 157). It is not through desire, then, that we are going to live differently, invent
new ways of life, but through 

 

bodies and pleasures

 

.
Foucault’s critique of desire resonates paradoxically both with Barthes and

with Lacan’s accounts of desire. For Barthes, desire is strangely close to perver-
sion, in that the desire that mobilizes his enjoyment in, say, a text or a photo-
graph, is singularily his 

 

desire

 

. Moreover, 

 

jouissance

 

 disturbs the satisfaction of the
attainment of what you desire. You get what you want, but more. Barthes’s desire
is always 

 

more than

 

 what satisfies, what comforts, and this 

 

more than

 

 is culturally
and subjectively unsettling. Foucault’s suggestion that in affirming desire one
affirms one’s subjection is confirmed by Lacan’s dictum: ‘Man’s desire is the
desire of/for the other’ (‘Le désir de l’homme c’est le désir de l’Autre’, Lacan
1977, p. 58). But what does Foucault mean by saying that the insistence of a
counter-attack against the discursive web of sexuality should be on 

 

bodies and
pleasures

 

? The phrase 

 

bodies and pleasures

 

, not 

 

subjects and desires

 

, connotes multi-
plicity, anonymity, passage, flight, the orgy. In the context of 

 

relations among
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human beings

 

, it seems to privilege multiple, non-territorial, non-institutional
relations. It seems like a critique of the 

 

couple

 

, of the 

 

family

 

, in favour of the
orgiastic, the fugitive, the cruised encounter. It reads like an imagining of a
Sadean dis/utopia, and in this light it resonates with the ex-Situationist Raoul
Vaneighem’s fantasized solution to social alienation of retiring to a castle with 40
beautiful courtesans and dying of an excess of debauchery, with his proposal of
infinite desire: ‘The complete unchaining of pleasure is the surest way to the
revolution of everyday life’ (Vaneighem 1967, author’s translation); ‘We have
not yet guessed to what extent we have been led to desire an end instead of
desiring without an end’ (Vaneighem 1998, author’s translation).

Certain comments by Foucault in interviews in the 1970s confirm this
reading – a revolution of everyday life through an intensification of pleasures:
‘What we have to work on, it seems to me, is not so much to liberate our desires,
but making ourselves infinitely more susceptible to pleasures’ (1997, p. 137).
The injunction is repeated on a number of occasions, in Foucault’s interviews,
that ‘We have to create new pleasure’ (1997, p. 166). The revolution of everyday
life through the creation of new pleasures, through the intensification of pleasure
leads, in Foucault’s writings and that of others, into strange territory. The call
for the intensification of pleasure, the creation of new pleasures is not an apology
for hedonism, for an art of living well, 

 

le bien vivre

 

; indeed, it seems to lead away
from anything that might be defined as pleasure in the social or cultural spheres.
The 

 

other 

 

space that the inventiveness and creativity Foucault calls for is at the
same time a move into a zone of relations as yet unidentifiable within the social
fabric, and a move into a dimension on the threshold of what is recognizable as
‘life’. Whence the question: does Foucault’s insistence on 

 

bodies and pleasures

 

, his
call for the intensification and multiplicity of pleasures, lead to death, real or
metaphorical? This much is suggested by another interchange in an interview of
1982, shortly after Foucault was hit by a car and hospitalized for a week. The
interviewer, Stephen Riggins, insists on the austere quality of Foucault’s private
life: ‘One of the things about you that is very impressive is the sort of monachal
austerity in which you live. . . . You do not fit the image of the sophisticated
Frenchman who makes an art out of living well’ (translated as 

 

l’art de bien vivre

 

).
Foucault answers:

Actually, I think I have real difficulty in experiencing pleasure. . . . It’s not
as simple as that to enjoy oneself. . . . I would like and I hope I’ll die of an
overdose of pleasure of any kind. Because I think it’s really difficult, and I
always have the feeling that I do not 

 

feel

 

 the

 

 

 

pleasure, the complete total
pleasure, and, for me, it’s related to death. . . . I think that the kind of
pleasure that I would consider as 

 

the 

 

real pleasure would be so deep, so
intense, so overwhelming that I couldn’t survive it. I would die. . . . Once
I was struck by a car in the street. . . And for maybe two seconds I had the
impression that I was dying and it was really a very, very intense
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pleasure. .  .. It was, it still is now, one of my best memories (Laughs). It’s
true that a glass of wine, of good wine, old and so on, may be enjoyable, but
it’s not for me. A pleasure must be something incredibly intense . . . I’m not
able to give myself and others those middle-range pleasures that make up
everyday life (trans. 

 

la vie de tous les jours

 

). . . . That’s the reason why I’m not
a social being, why I’m not really a cultural being, why I’m so boring in my
everyday life.

(1997, p. 129)

Even granting a distinction between what Foucault says in what he writes and his

 

everyday life

 

, as he puts it, it is clear here that the pleasure Foucault postulates is
oriented towards death. It resonates with Vaneighem’s dream of dying through
an excess of debauchery, and with remarks by Foucault throughout his work on
Sade, that the subjectivity of the libertine, Juliette, is dissolved, disappears in the
affirmation of pleasure that she articulates and enacts. This pleasure towards
death brings Foucault closer to Barthes’ 

 

jouissance

 

, and to Lacanian desire – the
ethics of psychoanalysis being premised on the injunction to act in conformity
with your desire, not to give way on your desire, in any circumstance. On the
one hand, the call for a counter-attack affirming bodies and pleasures, repeated
insistence on the intensification of pleasures, the exploration of new pleasures;
on the other, an austere way of life and a denial of the pleasures of everyday life
in favour of pleasures so intense you die from them. Foucault’s imagining of a
different life flirts with death and disappearance. The pleasures imagined or
explored have the flavour of annihilation.

This prompts a re-reading of comments about S&M and drugs in which
Foucault affirms them as possible avenues for experimentation with greater and
more mobile pleasures; Foucault’s statements about these practices foreground
the 

 

delocalization

 

, the 

 

desexualization 

 

of pleasure, rather than the expansion of sex,
hinting that it is a question of developing new possibilities for pleasure, new
relations between bodies outside and beyond the framework of sexuality, ‘le
dispositif de la sexualité’, as he terms it (1976). In particular, Foucault notoriously
desexualizes homosexuality, which for him is primarily the possibility of develop-
ing and inventing a new way of life, ‘une mode de vie homosexuel’ (a homosexual
way of life) (1997, p. 158), which can enable a liberation, even for heterosexuals,
from the matrix of sexuality by and through which power exercises itself. If
heterosexuality, as Foucault argues, is oriented towards an accomplishment or the
goal of sex, courtly love being a paradigm here, in contemporary homosexual
relations (in the 1970s) sex is realized immediately. Sex comes first, life comes
after, a reversal of the heterosexual structure which locates life, relations within
the teleological narrative of sex (indeed one could speculate that narrative as such
might be premised on such a heterosexual teleology). With homosexuality then,
individuals have the possibility, so to speak 

 

after heterosexuality

 

, of inventing new
kinds of 

 

ways of life

 

, new forms of relation outside the limiting, power-suffused
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teleology of sex. Friendship as a way of life, 

 

l’amitié comme mode de vie

 

 (the title of
one of Foucault’s interviews), designates the non-sexual but erotic relation that
Foucault sees as desirable, but not as an object of desire.

Another thing to distrust is the tendency to relate the question of homo-
sexuality to the problem of ‘Who am I’ and ‘What is the secret of my desire?’
Perhaps it would be better to ask oneself, ‘What relations, through homo-
sexuality, can be established, invented, multiplied and modulated?’ The
problem is not to discover in oneself the truth of sex but rather to use
sexuality henceforth to arrive at a multiplicity of relationships. And no doubt
that’s the real reason why homosexuality is not a form of desire but some-
thing desirable. Therefore we have to work at becoming homosexuals and
not be obstinate in recognizing that we are. The development towards which
the problem of sexuality tends is the one of friendship.

(1997, pp. 135–136)

A different life is to be invented in the post-sexual unidentifiability and strange-
ness of relations. So, Foucault asks, what is it to be naked amongst men? We can
read nakedness here as meaning both the lack of tension in the sexual dynamic
(the teleology of striptease is disenabled, ruining narrative, and desire), but also
a lack of tools with which to construct a relation, a lack of ready-made formulas
with which to be with the other. The necessity of inventing a new way of relating.
Foucault’s bodies and pleasures appears for a moment to be a Sadean vision of
orgiastic anonymous pleasures in bathhouses – San Franciscan, Greek or Roman.
But this is a deviated reading of only part of a more general imagining of as yet
uninvented forms of relation outside the dispositif (the apparatus) of sexuality.
Pleasures that are more than simply sexual are at stake. The inventiveness
Foucault has in mind is a diffusion of pleasure over the whole body and beyond
it into the whole fabric of the relations one has with others:

two men of noticeably different ages – what code would allow them to
communicate? They face each other without terms or convenient words,
with nothing to assure them about the meaning of the movement that carries
them towards each other. They have to invent, from A to Z, a relationship
that is still formless, which is friendship, the sum of everything through
which they can give each other pleasure.

(1997, p. 136)

Butler’s account of subjectivation in Foucault, in The Psychic Life of Power (1995),
suggests that, since there is no power without resistance and no resistance
without power, resistance to power as it is mediated through the net of sexuality
can come in the form of an excess. An excess of subjectivation, above and beyond
what power needs to produce subjects, is re-articulated as resistance.
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Homosexuality in this instance is re-articulated not as the truth and secret of
one’s desire but as the possibility at least of new and strange relations after and
beyond sex. One could imagine it voiced in this statement: You identify me as
homosexual, I identify myself as homosexual (or why not, as heterosexual) but I
am going to claim that identity not as my truth, as the truth of my desire, but as
a local and strategic means of inventing different relations with others, of
realizing virtual relations:

Homosexuality is a historic occasion to re-open affective and relational
virtualities, not so much through the intrinsic qualities of the homosexual
but due to the biases against the position he occupies; in a certain sense
diagonal lines that he can trace in the social fabric permit him to make these
virtualities visible.

(1997, p. 138)

‘Bodies and pleasures’ (1978, p. 157) should thus be understood and translated not
in the narrow restrictive frame of sexuality as truth, Foucault’s ‘perverse’ desire,
but as affective and relational virtualities. From this perspective the renewal of life,
the possibility of a different life arises only on the other side of everyday life, life
inasmuch as it is produced and subjected to power or ruled by the economy of
pleasure. The life that remains when one subtracts subjection, the matter of the
body that matters, is a zone of abjection, or risked unrecognizability, which is
proximate to death, intimate with death. It is worth asking again, does Foucault’s
different life, the one of bodies and pleasures, pleasures so intense that you might
die, only live in proximity to death or within its domain?

In both of the theoretical corpuses I have been considering everyday life
appears as that which is captured in the trap of ideologically saturated meaning
(meaning as such) or in the apparatus of power. However, beyond the space of
this analysis, after its epistemological dissolution of the structures it considers,
the goal, as Foucault proposes, is to liberate thought and life from the modes to
which they are contingently attached, so as to enable different ways of thinking
and different ways of life. Everyday life becomes the space of the potential
emergence of ‘new relations, new virtualities’, or of the utopic in the everyday,
the space for potentially new kinds of pleasure outside the dispositif of desire and
sex. This dynamic of difference seems premised on a structure of transgression:
one steps over or outside the limit of a present epistemology in order to experi-
ment with new and different, as yet unexplored areas. It is for this reason that,
in relation to life, the new life or the other life may appear to be on the other side of
the limit of death as a legacy left to those who will come after: French thought
of this mould would be testamentary in its essence.

Might a different way of thinking the critical or resistant line in the everyday
suggest itself if we pay closer attention to the inflection given to Foucault’s later
work by Deleuze? To return to the scene of the obituary address given by Deleuze
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at the Salpetrière would also suggest the relevance of Deleuze’s obituary writings
on Foucault, in Foucault (1986) and in Negotiations (1995).1 Deleuze locates in
the final period of Foucault’s work the discovery of subjectivation as a way out of
the potential impasse for difference, for thinking and living otherwise, which
results from the analysis of power. Furthermore, in the remarkable text ‘Desire
and Pleasure’ (1996) Deleuze elaborates a critique of Foucault’s notion of
pleasure (as in ‘bodies and pleasures’) which figures it not as resistance but as a
re-territorialization. It would seem that pleasure in Foucault’s sense is still, for
Deleuze, too linked to a transcendental notion of subjectivity. To counter this,
Deleuze offers ‘life’ (the ‘a life’ of his final article [1997]) as a plane of imma-
nence. In this light, we should note Deleuze’s qualification of subjectivation as a
concept in Foucault’s work which offers a line of flight or an escape route out
from under the ubiquitous net of power thrown in Surveiller et punir and La volonté
de savoir. In Negotiations Deleuze specifies what he means by the term: ‘Subjecti-
fication [sic.] was not for Foucault a theoretical return to the subject but a
practical search for another way of life, a new style’ (1995, p. 106), and ‘Nothing
excites so many stupid reactions as this simple, precise, and grand theme in
Nietzsche and Foucault. The third common point, finally, has to do with proc-
esses of subjectification: once again, this is nothing to do with constituting a
subject, its about creating ways of existing, what Nietzsche called inventing new
possibilities of life’ (1995, p. 118). Subjectivation, as Deleuze notes, has little
to do with subjectivity, it does not designate a ‘return’ or the recognition of
anything like an authentic ‘self’ or a truth of oneself. Truth in this sense always
serves power. The doubling of subjectivation is rather a disengagement from lines
of power and from games of truth, and the invention of ‘facultative’ (rather than
essential) criteria for living, rules recognized as relative and to be abandoned as
soon as they become subject to knowledge and to power. Subjectivation is
localized and punctual; it does not operate according to the matrix of transgres-
sion which would see a different life on the other side of a line, but straddles the
line and follows it, acknowledging the risks of such a position:

The time comes once we’ve worked through knowledge and power; it’s that
work forces us to frame the new question, it couldn’t have been framed
before. Subjectivity is in no sense a knowledge formation or power function
that Foucault hadn’t previously recognized; subjectification is an artistic
activity distinct from, and lying outside, knowledge and power. In this
respect Foucault’s a Nietzschean, discovering an artistic will out on the final
line. Subjectification, that’s to say the process of folding the line outside,
mustn’t be seen as just a way of protecting one’s self, taking shelter. It’s
rather the only way of confronting the line, riding it: you may be heading
for death, suicide, but as Foucault says in a strange conversation with
Schroeter, suicide then becomes an art it takes a lifetime to learn.

(Deleuze 1995, p. 114)
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In this account, subjectivation becomes something like a pragmatics of difference
within the everyday, rather than a utopian strategy of orientation towards the
other place. It designates a strange kind of turning inside out, an alignment of
‘oneself’ with the dimension of the outside, as suggested in the final words of
Deleuze’s Foucault:

The most distant point becomes interior, by being converted into the
nearest: life within the folds. This is the central chamber, which one need no
longer feel is empty since one fills it with oneself. Here one becomes a
master of one’s speed and, relatively speaking, a master of one’s molecules
and particular features, in this zone of subjectivation: the boat as interior of
the exterior.

(1988, p. 123)

In this Baconesque involution (cf. Deleuze 2003), becoming a ‘master of one’s
speeds’ resonates for me with the Barthesian notion of the singular rhythm I
pointed to earlier, with an idiorrythmics. Is this to say that Barthes’ desire for an
everyday, domestic utopia and Foucault’s heterotopias first in terms of pleasure
then as annihilation, then, as read by Deleuze, subjectivation, finally resolve their
internal differences in the figure of singularity? The task would then be to re-think
the community of singularities, the everyday sociality of the singular.

Notes

1 I have written more extensively on Deleuze’s take on Foucault, specifically on
the notion of ‘Life as a work of art’ in an article with that title in Gratton and
Sheringham’s The Art of the Project (Berghahn, forthcoming).
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