
FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

This foreword should perhaps be headed ‘Directions for Use’. Not
because I feel that the reader cannot be trusted – he is, of course, free to
make what he will of the book he has been kind enough to read. What
right have I, then, to suggest that it should be used in one way rather
than another? When I was writing it there were many things that were
not clear to me: some of these seemed too obvious, others too obscure.
So I said to myself: this is how my ideal reader would have approached
my book, if my intentions had been clearer and my project more ready
to take form.

1. He would recognize that it was a study of a relatively neglected
field. In France at least, the history of science and thought gives pride
of place to mathematics, cosmology, and physics – noble sciences,
rigorous sciences, sciences of the necessary, all close to philosophy:
one can observe in their history the almost uninterrupted emergence
of truth and pure reason. The other disciplines, however – those, for
example, that concern living beings, languages, or economic facts – are
considered too tinged with empirical thought, too exposed to the
vagaries of chance or imagery, to age-old traditions and external
events, for it to be supposed that their history could be anything other
than irregular. At most, they are expected to provide evidence of a state
of mind, an intellectual fashion, a mixture of archaism and bold
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conjecture, of intuition and blindness. But what if empirical know-
ledge, at a given time and in a given culture, did possess a well-defined
regularity? If the very possibility of recording facts, of allowing oneself
to be convinced by them, of distorting them in traditions or of making
purely speculative use of them, if even this was not at the mercy of
chance? If errors (and truths), the practice of old beliefs, including not
only genuine discoveries, but also the most naïve notions, obeyed, at a
given moment, the laws of a certain code of knowledge? If, in short,
the history of non-formal knowledge had itself a system? That was my
initial hypothesis – the first risk I took.

2. This book must be read as a comparative, and not a symptomato-
logical, study. It was not my intention, on the basis of a particular type
of knowledge or body of ideas, to draw up a picture of a period, or to
reconstitute the spirit of a century. What I wished to do was to present,
side by side, a definite number of elements: the knowledge of living
beings, the knowledge of the laws of language, and the knowledge of
economic facts, and to relate them to the philosophical discourse that
was contemporary with them during a period extending from the
seventeenth to the nineteenth century. It was to be not an analysis of
Classicism in general, nor a search for a Weltanschauung, but a strictly
‘regional’ study.1

But, among other things, this comparative method produces results
that are often strikingly different from those to be found in single-
discipline studies. (So the reader must not expect to find here a history
of biology juxtaposed with a history of linguistics, a history of political
economy, and a history of philosophy.) There are shifts of emphasis:
the calendar of saints and heroes is somewhat altered (Linnaeus is
given more space than Buffon, Destutt de Tracy than Rousseau; the
Physiocrats are opposed single-handed by Cantillon). Frontiers are
redrawn and things usually far apart are brought closer, and vice versa:
instead of relating the biological taxonomies to other knowledge of the
living being (the theory of germination, or the physiology of animal
movement, or the statics of plants), I have compared them with what
might have been said at the same time about linguistic signs, the forma-

1 I sometimes use terms like ‘thought’ or ‘Classical science’, but they refer practically
always to the particular discipline under consideration.
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tion of general ideas, the language of action, the hierarchy of needs,
and the exchange of goods.

This had two consequences: I was led to abandon the great divisions
that are now familiar to us all. I did not look in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries for the beginnings of nineteenth-century biology
(or philosophy or economics). What I saw was the appearance of
figures peculiar to the Classical age: a ‘taxonomy’ or ‘natural history’
that was relatively unaffected by the knowledge that then existed in
animal or plant physiology; an ‘analysis of wealth’ that took little
account of the assumptions of the ‘political arithmetic’ that was con-
temporary with it; and a ‘general grammar’ that was quite alien to the
historical analyses and works of exegesis then being carried out.
Epistemological figures, that is, that were not superimposed on the
sciences as they were individualized and named in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Moreover, I saw the emergence, between these different figures,
of a network of analogies that transcended the traditional proximities:
between the classification of plants and the theory of coinage, between
the notion of generic character and the analysis of trade, one finds in
the Classical sciences isomorphisms that appear to ignore the extreme
diversity of the objects under consideration. The space of knowledge
was then arranged in a totally different way from that systematized in
the nineteenth century by Comte or Spencer. The second risk I took
was in having wished to describe not so much the genesis of our
sciences as an epistemological space specific to a particular period.

3. I did not operate, therefore, at the level that is usually that of the
historian of science – I should say at the two levels that are usually his.
For, on the one hand, the history of science traces the progress of
discovery, the formulation of problems, and the clash of controversy; it
also analyses theories in their internal economy; in short, it describes
the processes and products of the scientific consciousness. But, on the
other hand, it tries to restore what eluded that consciousness: the influ-
ences that affected it, the implicit philosophies that were subjacent to
it, the unformulated thematics, the unseen obstacles; it describes the
unconscious of science. This unconscious is always the negative side of
science – that which resists it, deflects it, or disturbs it. What I would
like to do, however, is to reveal a positive unconscious of knowledge: a level
that eludes the consciousness of the scientist and yet is part of scientific
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discourse, instead of disputing its validity and seeking to diminish
its scientific nature. What was common to the natural history, the
economics, and the grammar of the Classical period was certainly
not present to the consciousness of the scientist; or that part of it
that was conscious was superficial, limited, and almost fanciful
(Adanson, for example, wished to draw up an artificial denomina-
tion for plants; Turgot compared coinage with language); but, un-
known to themselves, the naturalists, economists, and grammarians
employed the same rules to define the objects proper to their own
study, to form their concepts, to build their theories. It is these
rules of formation, which were never formulated in their own right,
but are to be found only in widely differing theories, concepts, and
objects of study, that I have tried to reveal, by isolating, as their
specific locus, a level that I have called, somewhat arbitrarily per-
haps, archaeological. Taking as an example the period covered in this
book, I have tried to determine the basis or archaeological system
common to a whole series of scientific ‘representations’ or ‘products’
dispersed throughout the natural history, economics, and philosophy
of the Classical period.

4. I should like this work to be read as an open site. Many questions
are laid out on it that have not yet found answers; and many of the
gaps refer either to earlier works or to others that have not yet been
completed, or even begun. But I should like to mention three
problems.

The problem of change. It has been said that this work denies the
very possibility of change. And yet my main concern has been with
changes. In fact, two things in particular struck me: the suddenness and
thoroughness with which certain sciences were sometimes reorgan-
ized; and the fact that at the same time similar changes occurred in
apparently very different disciplines. Within a few years (around
1800), the tradition of general grammar was replaced by an essentially
historical philology; natural classifications were ordered according to
the analyses of comparative anatomy; and a political economy was
founded whose main themes were labour and production. Confronted
by such a curious combination of phenomena, it occurred to me that
these changes should be examined more closely, without being
reduced, in the name of continuity, in either abruptness or scope. It
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seemed to me at the outset that different kinds of change were taking
place in scientific discourse – changes that did not occur at the same
level, proceed at the same pace, or obey the same laws; the way in
which, within a particular science, new propositions were produced,
new facts isolated, or new concepts built up (the events that make up
the everyday life of a science) did not, in all probability, follow the
same model as the appearance of new fields of study (and the fre-
quently corresponding disappearance of old ones); but the appearance
of new fields of study must not, in turn, be confused with those
overall redistributions that alter not only the general form of a sci-
ence, but also its relations with other areas of knowledge. It seemed to
me, therefore, that all these changes should not be treated at the same
level, or be made to culminate at a single point, as is sometimes done,
or be attributed to the genius of an individual, or a new collective
spirit, or even to the fecundity of a single discovery; that it would be
better to respect such differences, and even to try to grasp them in
their specificity. In this way I tried to describe the combination of
corresponding transformations that characterized the appearance of
biology, political economy, philology, a number of human sciences,
and a new type of philosophy, at the threshold of the nineteenth
century.

The problem of causality. It is not always easy to determine what has
caused a specific change in a science. What made such a discovery
possible? Why did this new concept appear? Where did this or that
theory come from? Questions like these are often highly embarrassing
because there are no definite methodological principles on which to
base such an analysis. The embarrassment is much greater in the case of
those general changes that alter a science as a whole. It is greater still in
the case of several corresponding changes. But it probably reaches its
highest point in the case of the empirical sciences: for the role of
instruments, techniques, institutions, events, ideologies, and interests
is very much in evidence; but one does not know how an articulation
so complex and so diverse in composition actually operates. It seemed
to me that it would not be prudent for the moment to force a solution
I felt incapable, I admit, of offering: the traditional explanations –
spirit of the time, technological or social changes, influences of
various kinds – struck me for the most part as being more magical than
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effective. In this work, then, I left the problem of causes to one side;1 I
chose instead to confine myself to describing the transformations
themselves, thinking that this would be an indispensable step if, one
day, a theory of scientific change and epistemological causality was to
be constructed.

The problem of the subject. In distinguishing between the episte-
mological level of knowledge (or scientific consciousness) and the
archaeological level of knowledge, I am aware that I am advancing in a
direction that is fraught with difficulty. Can one speak of science and its
history (and therefore of its conditions of existence, its changes, the
errors it has perpetrated, the sudden advances that have sent it off on a
new course) without reference to the scientist himself – and I am
speaking not merely of the concrete individual represented by a proper
name, but of his work and the particular form of his thought? Can a
valid history of science be attempted that would retrace from begin-
ning to end the whole spontaneous movement of an anonymous body
of knowledge? Is it legitimate, is it even useful, to replace the tradi-
tional ‘X thought that . . . ’ by a ‘it was known that . . . ’? But this is not
exactly what I set out to do. I do not wish to deny the validity of
intellectual biographies, or the possibility of a history of theories, con-
cepts, or themes. It is simply that I wonder whether such descriptions
are themselves enough, whether they do justice to the immense den-
sity of scientific discourse, whether there do not exist, outside their
customary boundaries, systems of regularities that have a decisive role
in the history of the sciences. I should like to know whether the sub-
jects responsible for scientific discourse are not determined in their
situation, their function, their perceptive capacity, and their practical
possibilities by conditions that dominate and even overwhelm them. In
short, I tried to explore scientific discourse not from the point of view
of the individuals who are speaking, nor from the point of view of the
formal structures of what they are saying, but from the point of view of
the rules that come into play in the very existence of such discourse:
what conditions did Linnaeus (or Petty, or Arnauld) have to fulfil, not
to make his discourse coherent and true in general, but to give it, at the

1 I had approached this question in connection with psychiatry and clinical medicine in
two earlier works.
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time when it was written and accepted, value and practical application
as scientific discourse – or, more exactly, as naturalist, economic, or
grammatical discourse?

On this point, too, I am well aware that I have not made much
progress. But I should not like the effort I have made in one direction to
be taken as a rejection of any other possible approach. Discourse in
general, and scientific discourse in particular, is so complex a reality
that we not only can, but should, approach it at different levels and
with different methods. If there is one approach that I do reject,
however, it is that (one might call it, broadly speaking, the phenomeno-
logical approach) which gives absolute priority to the observing
subject, which attributes a constituent role to an act, which places its
own point of view at the origin of all historicity – which, in short,
leads to a transcendental consciousness. It seems to me that the histor-
ical analysis of scientific discourse should, in the last resort, be subject,
not to a theory of the knowing subject, but rather to a theory of
discursive practice.

5. This last point is a request to the English-speaking reader. In
France, certain half-witted ‘commentators’ persist in labelling me a
‘structuralist’. I have been unable to get it into their tiny minds
that I have used none of the methods, concepts, or key terms that
characterize structural analysis.

I should be grateful if a more serious public would free me from a
connection that certainly does me honour, but that I have not deserved.
There may well be certain similarities between the works of the struc-
turalists and my own work. It would hardly behove me, of all people, to
claim that my discourse is independent of conditions and rules of
which I am very largely unaware, and which determine other work that
is being done today. But it is only too easy to avoid the trouble of
analysing such work by giving it an admittedly impressive-sounding,
but inaccurate, label.
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PREFACE

This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that
shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my
thought – our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and
our geography – breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes
with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing
things, and continuing long afterwards to disturb and threaten with
collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other. This
passage quotes a ‘certain Chinese encyclopaedia’ in which it is written
that ‘animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b)
embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g)
stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j)
innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera,
(m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off
look like flies’. In the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we
apprehend in one great leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is
demonstrated as the exotic charm of another system of thought, is the
limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of thinking that.

But what is it impossible to think, and what kind of impossibility are
we faced with here? Each of these strange categories can be assigned a
precise meaning and a demonstrable content; some of them do
certainly involve fantastic entities – fabulous animals or sirens – but,



precisely because it puts them into categories of their own, the Chinese
encyclopaedia localizes their powers of contagion; it distinguishes care-
fully between the very real animals (those that are frenzied or have just
broken the water pitcher) and those that reside solely in the realm of
imagination. The possibility of dangerous mixtures has been exorcized,
heraldry and fable have been relegated to their own exalted peaks: no
inconceivable amphibious maidens, no clawed wings, no disgusting,
squamous epidermis, none of those polymorphous and demoniacal
faces, no creatures breathing fire. The quality of monstrosity here does
not affect any real body, nor does it produce modifications of any kind
in the bestiary of the imagination; it does not lurk in the depths of any
strange power. It would not even be present at all in this classification
had it not insinuated itself into the empty space, the interstitial blanks
separating all these entities from one another. It is not the ‘fabulous’
animals that are impossible, since they are designated as such, but the
narrowness of the distance separating them from (and juxtaposing
them to) the stray dogs, or the animals that from a long way off look
like flies. What transgresses the boundaries of all imagination, of all
possible thought, is simply that alphabetical series (a, b, c, d) which
links each of those categories to all the others.

Moreover, it is not simply the oddity of unusual juxtapositions that
we are faced with here. We are all familiar with the disconcerting effect
of the proximity of extremes, or, quite simply, with the sudden vicinity
of things that have no relation to each other; the mere act of enumer-
ation that heaps them all together has a power of enchantment all its
own: ‘I am no longer hungry,’ Eusthenes said. ‘Until the morrow, safe
from my saliva all the following shall be: Aspics, Acalephs, Acan-
thocephalates, Amoebocytes, Ammonites, Axolotls, Amblystomas,
Aphislions, Anacondas, Ascarids, Amphisbaenas, Angleworms,
Amphipods, Anaerobes, Annelids, Anthozoans. . . .’ But all these
worms and snakes, all these creatures redolent of decay and slime are
slithering, like the syllables which designate them, in Eusthenes’ saliva:
that is where they all have their common locus, like the umbrella and the
sewing-machine on the operating table; startling though their propin-
quity may be, it is nevertheless warranted by that and, by that in, by that
on whose solidity provides proof of the possibility of juxtaposition. It
was certainly improbable that arachnids, ammonites, and annelids
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should one day mingle on Eusthenes’ tongue, but, after all, that wel-
coming and voracious mouth certainly provided them with a feasible
lodging, a roof under which to coexist.

The monstrous quality that runs through Borges’s enumeration con-
sists, on the contrary, in the fact that the common ground on which
such meetings are possible has itself been destroyed. What is impos-
sible is not the propinquity of the things listed, but the very site on
which their propinquity would be possible. The animals ‘(i) frenzied,
(j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush’ – where
could they ever meet, except in the immaterial sound of the voice
pronouncing their enumeration, or on the page transcribing it? Where
else could they be juxtaposed except in the non-place of language? Yet,
though language can spread them before us, it can do so only in an
unthinkable space. The central category of animals ‘included in the
present classification’, with its explicit reference to paradoxes we are
familiar with, is indication enough that we shall never succeed in defin-
ing a stable relation of contained to container between each of these
categories and that which includes them all: if all the animals divided
up here can be placed without exception in one of the divisions of this
list, then aren’t all the other divisions to be found in that one division
too? And then again, in what space would that single, inclusive division
have its existence? Absurdity destroys the and of the enumeration by
making impossible the in where the things enumerated would be divi-
ded up. Borges adds no figure to the atlas of the impossible; nowhere
does he strike the spark of poetic confrontation; he simply dispenses
with the least obvious, but most compelling, of necessities; he does
away with the site, the mute ground upon which it is possible for
entities to be juxtaposed. A vanishing trick that is masked or, rather,
laughably indicated by our alphabetical order, which is to be taken as
the clue (the only visible one) to the enumerations of a Chinese
encyclopaedia. . . . What has been removed, in short, is the famous
‘operating table’; and rendering to Roussel1 a small part of what is still
his due, I use that word ‘table’ in two superimposed senses: the nickel-
plated, rubbery table swathed in white, glittering beneath a glass sun

1 Raymond Roussel, the French novelist. Cf. Michel Foucault’s Raymond Roussel (Paris,
1963). [Translator’s note.]
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devouring all shadow – the table where, for an instant, perhaps forever,
the umbrella encounters the sewing-machine; and also a table, a tabula,
that enables thought to operate upon the entities of our world, to put
them in order, to divide them into classes, to group them according to
names that designate their similarities and their differences – the table
upon which, since the beginning of time, language has intersected space.

That passage from Borges kept me laughing a long time, though not
without a certain uneasiness that I found hard to shake off. Perhaps
because there arose in its wake the suspicion that there is a worse kind
of disorder than that of the incongruous, the linking together of things
that are inappropriate; I mean the disorder in which fragments of a
large number of possible orders glitter separately in the dimension,
without law or geometry, of the heteroclite; and that word should be
taken in its most literal, etymological sense: in such a state, things are
‘laid’, ‘placed’, ‘arranged’ in sites so very different from one another
that it is impossible to find a place of residence for them, to define a
common locus beneath them all. Utopias afford consolation: although they
have no real locality there is nevertheless a fantastic, untroubled region
in which they are able to unfold; they open up cities with vast avenues,
superbly planted gardens, countries where life is easy, even though the
road to them is chimerical. Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because
they secretly undermine language, because they make it impossible to
name this and that, because they shatter or tangle common names,
because they destroy ‘syntax’ in advance, and not only the syntax with
which we construct sentences but also that less apparent syntax which
causes words and things (next to and also opposite one another) to
‘hold together’. This is why utopias permit fables and discourse: they
run with the very grain of language and are part of the fundamental
dimension of the fabula; heterotopias (such as those to be found so
often in Borges) desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks, contest
the very possibility of grammar at its source; they dissolve our myths
and sterilize the lyricism of our sentences.

It appears that certain aphasiacs, when shown various differently
coloured skeins of wool on a table top, are consistently unable to
arrange them into any coherent pattern; as though that simple rect-
angle were unable to serve in their case as a homogeneous and neutral
space in which things could be placed so as to display at the same time
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the continuous order of their identities or differences as well as the
semantic field of their denomination. Within this simple space in
which things are normally arranged and given names, the aphasiac will
create a multiplicity of tiny, fragmented regions in which nameless
resemblances agglutinate things into unconnected islets; in one corner,
they will place the lightest-coloured skeins, in another the red ones,
somewhere else those that are softest in texture, in yet another place
the longest, or those that have a tinge of purple or those that have been
wound up into a ball. But no sooner have they been adumbrated than
all these groupings dissolve again, for the field of identity that sustains
them, however limited it may be, is still too wide not to be unstable;
and so the sick mind continues to infinity, creating groups then disper-
sing them again, heaping up diverse similarities, destroying those that
seem clearest, splitting up things that are identical, superimposing dif-
ferent criteria, frenziedly beginning all over again, becoming more and
more disturbed, and teetering finally on the brink of anxiety.

The uneasiness that makes us laugh when we read Borges is certainly
related to the profound distress of those whose language has been
destroyed: loss of what is ‘common’ to place and name. Atopia, apha-
sia. Yet our text from Borges proceeds in another direction; the myth-
ical homeland Borges assigns to that distortion of classification that
prevents us from applying it, to that picture that lacks all spatial coher-
ence, is a precise region whose name alone constitutes for the West a
vast reservoir of utopias. In our dreamworld, is not China precisely this
privileged site of space? In our traditional imagery, the Chinese culture is
the most meticulous, the most rigidly ordered, the one most deaf to
temporal events, most attached to the pure delineation of space; we
think of it as a civilization of dikes and dams beneath the eternal face of
the sky; we see it, spread and frozen, over the entire surface of a
continent surrounded by walls. Even its writing does not reproduce the
fugitive flight of the voice in horizontal lines; it erects the motionless
and still-recognizeable images of things themselves in vertical columns.
So much so that the Chinese encyclopaedia quoted by Borges, and the
taxonomy it proposes, lead to a kind of thought without space, to
words and categories that lack all life and place, but are rooted in a
ceremonial space, overburdened with complex figures, with tangled
paths, strange places, secret passages, and unexpected communications.
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There would appear to be, then, at the other extremity of the earth we
inhabit, a culture entirely devoted to the ordering of space, but one that
does not distribute the multiplicity of existing things into any of the
categories that make it possible for us to name, speak, and think.

When we establish a considered classification, when we say that a cat
and a dog resemble each other less than two greyhounds do, even if
both are tame or embalmed, even if both are frenzied, even if both have
just broken the water pitcher, what is the ground on which we are able
to establish the validity of this classification with complete certainty?
On what ‘table’, according to what grid of identities, similitudes, ana-
logies, have we become accustomed to sort out so many different and
similar things? What is this coherence – which, as is immediately
apparent, is neither determined by an a priori and necessary concatena-
tion, nor imposed on us by immediately perceptible contents? For it is
not a question of linking consequences, but of grouping and isolating,
of analysing, of matching and pigeon-holing concrete contents; there
is nothing more tentative, nothing more empirical (superficially, at
least) than the process of establishing an order among things; nothing
that demands a sharper eye or a surer, better-articulated language;
nothing that more insistently requires that one allow oneself to be
carried along by the proliferation of qualities and forms. And yet an eye
not consciously prepared might well group together certain similar
figures and distinguish between others on the basis of such and such a
difference: in fact, there is no similitude and no distinction, even for
the wholly untrained perception, that is not the result of a precise
operation and of the application of a preliminary criterion. A ‘system
of elements’ – a definition of the segments by which the resemblances
and differences can be shown, the types of variation by which those
segments can be affected, and, lastly, the threshold above which there
is a difference and below which there is a similitude – is indispensable
for the establishment of even the simplest form of order. Order is, at
one and the same time, that which is given in things as their inner law,
the hidden network that determines the way they confront one
another, and also that which has no existence except in the grid created
by a glance, an examination, a language; and it is only in the blank
spaces of this grid that order manifests itself in depth as though already
there, waiting in silence for the moment of its expression.

preface xxi



The fundamental codes of a culture – those governing its language,
its schemas of perception, its exchanges, its techniques, its values, the
hierarchy of its practices – establish for every man, from the very first,
the empirical orders with which he will be dealing and within which
he will be at home. At the other extremity of thought, there are the
scientific theories or the philosophical interpretations which explain
why order exists in general, what universal law it obeys, what principle
can account for it, and why this particular order has been established
and not some other. But between these two regions, so distant from
one another, lies a domain which, even though its role is mainly an
intermediary one, is nonetheless fundamental: it is more confused,
more obscure, and probably less easy to analyse. It is here that a culture,
imperceptibly deviating from the empirical orders prescribed for it by
its primary codes, instituting an initial separation from them, causes
them to lose their original transparency, relinquishes its immediate
and invisible powers, frees itself sufficiently to discover that these
orders are perhaps not the only possible ones or the best ones; this
culture then finds itself faced with the stark fact that there exists, below
the level of its spontaneous orders, things that are in themselves capable
of being ordered, that belong to a certain unspoken order; the fact, in
short, that order exists. As though emancipating itself to some extent
from its linguistic, perceptual, and practical grids, the culture super-
imposed on them another kind of grid which neutralized them, which
by this superimposition both revealed and excluded them at the same
time, so that the culture, by this very process, came face to face with
order in its primary state. It is on the basis of this newly perceived
order that the codes of language, perception, and practice are criticized
and rendered partially invalid. It is on the basis of this order, taken as a
firm foundation, that general theories as to the ordering of things, and
the interpretation that such an ordering involves, will be constructed.
Thus, between the already ‘encoded’ eye and reflexive knowledge there
is a middle region which liberates order itself: it is here that it appears,
according to the culture and the age in question, continuous and
graduated or discontinuous and piecemeal, linked to space or consti-
tuted anew at each instant by the driving force of time, related to a
series of variables or defined by separate systems of coherences, com-
posed of resemblances which are either successive or corresponding,
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organized around increasing differences, etc. This middle region, then,
in so far as it makes manifest the modes of being of order, can be
posited as the most fundamental of all: anterior to words, perceptions,
and gestures, which are then taken to be more or less exact, more or
less happy, expressions of it (which is why this experience of order in
its pure primary state always plays a critical role); more solid, more
archaic, less dubious, always more ‘true’ than the theories that attempt
to give those expressions explicit form, exhaustive application, or
philosophical foundation. Thus, in every culture, between the use of
what one might call the ordering codes and reflections upon order
itself, there is the pure experience of order and of its modes of being.

The present study is an attempt to analyse that experience. I am
concerned to show its developments, since the sixteenth century, in the
mainstream of a culture such as ours: in what way, as one traces –
against the current, as it were – language as it has been spoken, natural
creatures as they have been perceived and grouped together, and
exchanges as they have been practised; in what way, then, our culture
has made manifest the existence of order, and how, to the modalities of
that order, the exchanges owed their laws, the living beings their con-
stants, the words their sequence and their representative value; what
modalities of order have been recognized, posited, linked with space
and time, in order to create the positive basis of knowledge as we find
it employed in grammar and philology, in natural history and biology,
in the study of wealth and political economy. Quite obviously, such an
analysis does not belong to the history of ideas or of science: it is rather
an inquiry whose aim is to rediscover on what basis knowledge and
theory became possible; within what space of order knowledge was
constituted; on the basis of what historical a priori, and in the element of
what positivity, ideas could appear, sciences be established, experience
be reflected in philosophies, rationalities be formed, only, perhaps, to
dissolve and vanish soon afterwards. I am not concerned, therefore, to
describe the progress of knowledge towards an objectivity in which
today’s science can finally be recognized; what I am attempting to
bring to light is the epistemological field, the episteme in which know-
ledge, envisaged apart from all criteria having reference to its rational
value or to its objective forms, grounds its positivity and thereby mani-
fests a history which is not that of its growing perfection, but rather
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that of its conditions of possibility; in this account, what should appear
are those configurations within the space of knowledge which have
given rise to the diverse forms of empirical science. Such an enterprise
is not so much a history, in the traditional meaning of that word, as an
‘archaeology’.1

Now, this archaeological inquiry has revealed two great discontinu-
ities in the episteme of Western culture: the first inaugurates the Classical
age (roughly half-way through the seventeenth century) and the sec-
ond, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, marks the beginning
of the modern age. The order on the basis of which we think today
does not have the same mode of being as that of the Classical thinkers.
Despite the impression we may have of an almost uninterrupted devel-
opment of the European ratio from the Renaissance to our own day,
despite our possible belief that the classifications of Linnaeus, modified
to a greater or lesser degree, can still lay claim to some sort of validity,
that Condillac’s theory of value can be recognized to some extent in
nineteenth-century marginalism, that Keynes was well aware of the
affinities between his own analyses and those of Cantillon, that the
language of general grammar (as exemplified in the authors of Port-Royal
or in Bauzée) is not so very far removed from our own – all this quasi-
continuity on the level of ideas and themes is doubtless only a surface
appearance; on the archaeological level, we see that the system of posi-
tivities was transformed in a wholesale fashion at the end of the eight-
eenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. Not that reason made
any progress: it was simply that the mode of being of things, and of the
order that divided them up before presenting them to the understand-
ing, was profoundly altered. If the natural history of Tournefort,
Linnaeus, and Buffon can be related to anything at all other than itself,
it is not to biology, to Cuvier’s comparative anatomy, or to Darwin’s
theory of evolution, but to Bauzée’s general grammar, to the analysis
of money and wealth as found in the works of Law, or Véron de
Fortbonnais, or Turgot. Perhaps knowledge succeeds in engendering
knowledge, ideas in transforming themselves and actively modifying
one another (but how? – historians have not yet enlightened us on this

1 The problems of method raised by such an ‘archaeology’ will be examined in a later
work.
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point); one thing, in any case, is certain: archaeology, addressing
itself to the general space of knowledge, to its configurations, and to
the mode of being of the things that appear in it, defines systems of
simultaneity, as well as the series of mutations necessary and sufficient
to circumscribe the threshold of a new positivity.

In this way, analysis has been able to show the coherence that
existed, throughout the Classical age, between the theory of representa-
tion and the theories of language, of the natural orders, and of wealth
and value. It is this configuration that, from the nineteenth century
onward, changes entirely; the theory of representation disappears as
the universal foundation of all possible orders; language as the spon-
taneous tabula, the primary grid of things, as an indispensable link
between representation and things, is eclipsed in its turn; a profound
historicity penetrates into the heart of things, isolates and defines them
in their own coherence, imposes upon them the forms of order
implied by the continuity of time; the analysis of exchange and money
gives way to the study of production, that of the organism takes prece-
dence over the search for taxonomic characteristics, and, above all,
language loses its privileged position and becomes, in its turn, a his-
torical form coherent with the density of its own past. But as things
become increasingly reflexive, seeking the principle of their intelligi-
bility only in their own development, and abandoning the space of
representation, man enters in his turn, and for the first time, the field of
Western knowledge. Strangely enough, man – the study of whom is
supposed by the naïve to be the oldest investigation since Socrates – is
probably no more than a kind of rift in the order of things, or, in any
case, a configuration whose outlines are determined by the new pos-
ition he has so recently taken up in the field of knowledge. Whence all
the chimeras of the new humanisms, all the facile solutions of an
‘anthropology’ understood as a universal reflection on man, half-
empirical, half-philosophical. It is comforting, however, and a source of
profound relief to think that man is only a recent invention, a figure not
yet two centuries old, a new wrinkle in our knowledge, and that he will
disappear again as soon as that knowledge has discovered a new form.

It is evident that the present study is, in a sense, an echo of my
undertaking to write a history of madness in the Classical age; it has the
same articulations in time, taking the end of the Renaissance as its

preface xxv



starting-point, then encountering, at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, just as my history of madness did, the threshold of a modern-
ity that we have not yet left behind. But whereas in the history of
madness I was investigating the way in which a culture can determine
in a massive, general form the difference that limits it, I am concerned
here with observing how a culture experiences the propinquity of
things, how it establishes the tabula of their relationships and the order
by which they must be considered. I am concerned, in short, with a
history of resemblance: on what conditions was Classical thought able
to reflect relations of similarity or equivalence between things, rela-
tions that would provide a foundation and a justification for their
words, their classifications, their systems of exchange? What historical
a priori provided the starting-point from which it was possible to define
the great checkerboard of distinct identities established against the con-
fused, undefined, faceless, and, as it were, indifferent background of
differences? The history of madness would be the history of the Other –
of that which, for a given culture, is at once interior and foreign,
therefore to be excluded (so as to exorcize the interior danger) but by
being shut away (in order to reduce its otherness); whereas the history
of the order imposed on things would be the history of the Same – of
that which, for a given culture, is both dispersed and related, therefore
to be distinguished by kinds and to be collected together into identities.

And if one considers that disease is at one and the same time dis-
order – the existence of a perilous otherness within the human body, at
the very heart of life – and a natural phenomenon with its own con-
stants, resemblances, and types, one can see what scope there would be
for an archaeology of the medical point of view. From the limit-
experience of the Other to the constituent forms of medical knowledge,
and from the latter to the order of things and the conceptions of
the Same, what is available to archaeological analysis is the whole of
Classical knowledge, or rather the threshold that separates us from
Classical thought and constitutes our modernity. It was upon this
threshold that the strange figure of knowledge called man first appeared
and revealed a space proper to the human sciences. In attempting to
uncover the deepest strata of Western culture, I am restoring to our
silent and apparently immobile soil its rifts, its instability, its flaws; and
it is the same ground that is once more stirring under our feet.
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