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  Foreword   

  On April 23, 2015,  The New Yorker  magazine published exclu-
sive  security-camera video footage from inside Rikers Island, New 
York City’s sprawling 400-acre jail.  1   In the granular video, dated 
September 23, 2012, a young prisoner in an orange jumpsuit— 
shackled with his arms behind his back—is seen being escorted out 
of his solitary cell by a jail guard. As they make their way down the 
corridor, within moments, the guard violently trips and pushes the 
young man down, body slams his head to the ground, jumps him, and 
smothers his face into the concrete f loor. Two other guards are seen 
rushing up the stairwell; one piles on the prisoner, while the other 
shackles his ankles. 

 The young man in the video, Kalief Browder, spent three years at 
Rikers awaiting trial. He’d been arrested and incarcerated when he was 
only 16 years old, a mere sophomore in high school accused of steal-
ing a backpack. He would spend about two of those three long years 
in solitary confinement in Rikers’ Central Punitive Segregation Unit, 
what’s called “the Bing.” Eventually, a prosecutor would dismiss his 
case. Another video, published the same day by  The New Yorker , shows 
Browder being brutally assaulted and beat down by about ten other 
young inmates. The scenes are utterly brutal. 

 On June 8, 2015, a few years after being released from Rikers Island, 
Kalief Browder wrapped a cord around his neck and took his life. 

 Seeing inside the prison is shocking. Hearing from the prison is 
harrowing. Knowing the prison is haunting. Being inside the prison is 
traumatic. Walking out of the prison leaves you with a gut-wrenching 
feeling that stays with you forever. 

 Nothing is more important, today, than exposing life in our total 
institutions in this age of mass incarceration born only a few decades ago 
in the early 1970s—a time, today, when more than 2.2 million fellow 
human beings are behind bars, a time when one out of nine young adult 
African American men between the ages of 20 and 34 are incarcerated, 



xvi  ●  Foreword

a time when women (especially women of color) are the fastest growing 
group of incarcerated inmates populating the criminal punishment sys-
tem and immigration detention facilities.  2   Nothing is more important 
today than to see into the prison, to hear from the prison, to know the 
prison—and to walk out of prison. 

 The Prisons Information Group (“GIP”) started to beat this path for 
us back in February 1971. “Let the prisoners speak and be heard”—“ La 
parole aux d é tenus ”: That was the rallying call of the GIP.  3   The social 
movement was a deliberate attempt to give voice to prisoners—to allow 
their discourse to be heard. It was intended to have no leaders, no van-
guard, no spokespersons, but instead to be a rallying point for prison-
ers, activists, family members, lawyers, doctors, nurses, psychiatrists, 
and thinkers of all ideological stripes, to speak about the conditions 
of confinement and the problem of incarceration.  4   “There was no cen-
tral organizing committee or symbolic figure, no charter, no statutes, 
no members, just activists.”  5   The GIP was started specifically to allow 
voices to be heard that were not and could not be heard. It was a model 
of activism crafted explicitly as an alternative to other forms of resis-
tance—popular tribunals, accusatory commissions, vanguard politics.  6   
The idea was to create an opening into the prison to see and hear and 
let speak. 

 An eclectic group of thinkers rallied around the project, helping to 
distribute and compile prisoner surveys, voice prisoner demands, and 
write a series of tracts called the inquiries: “ Intol é rable. ” The group 
included H é l è ne Cixous, Daniel Defert, Gilles Deleuze, Jean-Marie 
Domenach, Michel Foucault, Jean Genet, Danielle Ranci è re, Jean-Paul 
Sartre, and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. The experience would be formative 
for many of them—not only the logical outcome of their intellectual 
journeys, but also formative of their writings to come. The imprint 
of the GIP, for instance, permeates the lecture courses that Foucault 
would deliver contemporaneously at the Coll è ge de France, especially 
 Penal Theories and Institutions  in 1972 and  The Punitive Society  in 
1973, and would inform his book on the panoptic society of 1975—as 
it would Deleuze’s writings on schizoanalysis with F é lix Guattari. As 
Foucault himself would write in  Discipline and Punish , referencing the 
prison riots that accompanied the GIP: “That punishment in general 
and the prison in particular belong to a political technology of the 
body is a lesson that I have learnt not so much from history as from 
the present.”  7   

 For many activists and thinkers in France at the time, there was 
a burning sense of urgency. Militants were being imprisoned by the 
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hundreds under new anti-riot measures, political censorship, and the 
crackdowns following May 1968. “Today, for reasons I do not really 
understand,” Foucault exclaimed, “we are returning to a sort of general, 
undifferentiated confinement.”  8   Walking out of Attica Prison after a 
visit in April 1972—seven months after the fatal riots there—Foucault 
would already identify the “function of massive elimination in the 
American prison.”  9   The urgency could be felt across France, as the GIP 
would precipitate a series of revolts in prisons and jails, including those 
at the Ney prison of Toul in December 1971, at the Charles-III jail of 
Nancy on January 15, 1972, as well as those at the prisons of N î mes, 
Amiens, Loos, Fleury-M é rogis, and others.  10   

 The GIP was only one of many movements at the time that would 
challenge the early prison momentum—a momentum, tragically, that 
ultimately led to mass incarceration today. The GIP itself would cede 
its space, after only a few years, to the first prisoners’ organization in 
France, the Comit é  d’action des prisonniers (CAP), formed by the pris-
oners themselves.  11   

 Perry Zurn and Andrew Dilts have assembled leading critical think-
ers to explore the legacy and future of the critique of the prison. The 
volume ranges across the disciplines, bringing together philosophers, 
political theorists, sociologists, historians, and activists, on both the 
inside and outside. It both looks back to the history and trajectory of 
the GIP, and forward to active intolerance, and ultimately to the future 
of abolition. 

 “A book of ethics”: That’s how Foucault described another book 
project that coincided with the GIP—Deleuze and Guattari’s  Anti-
Oedipus , published in 1972.  12   A “book of ethics” that could accompany 
us in our tactical, strategic struggles against fascisms of all kinds, “the 
fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behavior, the fascism 
that causes us to love power, to desire the very thing that dominates 
and exploits us.”  13   Foucault retitled the book an  Introduction to the 
Non-Fascist Life  and used it to draw a few important maxims—the last 
of which: “Do not become enamored of power.”  14   

 I am left with the same feeling, with similar thoughts, and with the 
same sense of urgency, reading this volume. 

 Bernard Harcourt  
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     Active Intolerance: An Introduction   

    Perry   Zurn  and  Andrew   Dilts    

   At a press conference on February 8, 1971, Michel Foucault announced 
the creation of  Le Groupe d’information sur les  prisons  (the Prisons 
Information Group [GIP]). Reading aloud what would retrospectively 
be dubbed the GIP manifesto, Foucault presented the GIP as an activist 
organization committed to amplifying the voices of those with first-
hand knowledge of the prison, thereby creating a space for articulations 
and assessments  from below . As the manifesto states:

  We plan to make known what the prison is: who goes there, how and 
why they go there, what happens, what life is like for the prisoners and, 
equally, for the supervisory staff, what the buildings, diet, and hygiene 
are like, how internal regulation, medical supervision, and the work-
shops function; how one gets out and what it is, in our society, to be one 
of those who has gotten out.  1     

 The GIP planned to do this by letting “those who have an experience of 
prison speak.”  2   It was the GIP’s mission to honor and circulate subju-
gated knowledge about the prison. 

 According to this initial declaration, the GIP sought to “make the 
reality known,” through the collection and dissemination of informa-
tion from prisoners about prisons. As its statement published a month 
later in  J’accuse  indicates, however, the GIP did more than work for 
transparency. It also aimed to assess and resist the realities it brought 
to light, realities it marked with a simple, devastating term: the 
intolerable.  

  Let what is intolerable—imposed, as it is, by force and by silence—
cease to be accepted. We do not make our inquiry in order to accumu-
late knowledge, but to heighten our intolerance and  make it an active 
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intolerance . Let us become people intolerant of prisons, the legal system, 
the hospital system, psychiatric practice, military service, etc.  3     

 The purpose of the GIP’s information gathering and dissemination was 
not to collect knowledge for its own sake. Instead, the GIP was driven by 
a conviction that the site of the prison—as a site of symbolic and mate-
rial struggle, of calculative curiosity, and of crushing indifference—
was intolerable. For members of the GIP, the only appropriate response 
to such an intolerable reality was active intolerance. This intolerance, 
moreover, as a series of political strategies and tactics, was directed not 
simply at the prison, but at all those sites where discipline and oppres-
sion effectively silence and subjugate. 

 This book is a critical interrogation of the Prisons Information 
Group and its legacy. As such, it is a sustained ref lection on the inter-
play between the intolerable and active intolerance, between informa-
tion and action, and between theory and practice. It is first concerned, 
then, with what the GIP thought. It delves into the GIP’s diagnosis of 
the prison system as intolerable, focusing particularly on the intolerable 
treatment of incarcerated bodies and imprisoned voices. It also explores 
the GIP’s theoretical debts. Here, our primary pathway is the work of 
Michel Foucault, the GIP’s noted cofounder. While we allow his work 
to illuminate the GIP, however, we do not mistake one for the other. 
Second, this book is concerned with what the GIP did. Its members 
were not reformers (in the sense of trying to “fix” the prison), nor were 
they outright abolitionists (lobbying to dismantle the prison). And yet, 
insofar as they worked against the silencing, isolation, and violence of 
the prison, they engaged in abolitionist praxis, intent on tearing down 
prison walls. Third, this book unites these dual concerns by investi-
gating how the GIP’s assessment of the intolerable is itself  a series of 
practices . Likewise, it seeks to understand what active intolerance to 
intolerable things might entail as  a habit of thinking , replete with dis-
cursive analysis and analytic methods. Finally, this book attends to the 
wellsprings of thought and praxis. For the GIP, when we ask where 
information and action begin, it is not with intellectuals or practitio-
ners, but with those most directly affected by any given system. If, then, 
“none of us is sure to escape prison”—that is, if the carceral system is 
constitutive of our contemporary social milieu—then active intolerance 
for all of us begins with attending to those who know the prison best: 
those who have lived there and those who have died there.  4   

 In the introductory remarks that follow, we offer a brief history of 
the GIP, we ref lect on a variety of interpretive reductions of the GIP, 
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and we delineate how  Active Intolerance  presses us beyond these reduc-
tions by attending to the complexity of the GIP’s history in light of our 
present. Ultimately, we stage this eminently historical work as a contri-
bution to the future of prison abolitionist thought and practice.  

  I   History of the GIP 

 The roots of the GIP can be traced to the political turbulence of May 
1968 in France, marked by relentless demonstrations, protests, strikes, 
and occupations. This Marxist, anti-capitalist, and anti-institutional 
movement found its first and staunchest home in the universities. As 
the French government cracked down on the movement, a number of 
students and intellectuals were incarcerated. In September 1970, 29 of 
them initiated a hunger strike, insisting that, as political prisoners, they 
should be treated as such and granted political status (in contrast to 
common law prisoners).  5   They reinitiated the hunger strike in January 
1971, when they garnered the support of people on the outside, espe-
cially the Organization of Political Prisoners (OPP). Several people 
approached Michel Foucault to suggest he get involved in the OPP. He 
confided to his partner, Daniel Defert, that he was really excited at the 
prospect because it meant attending to otherwise silenced voices (i.e., 
prisoners’ voices), a practice very important to his scholarly work.  6   It 
was Foucault who suggested the OPP become Le Groupe d’information 
sur les prisons (Prisons Information Group [GIP]). The GIP would not 
publicly antagonize the French government on behalf of political prison-
ers; rather, they would surreptitiously collect and disseminate descrip-
tions of prison conditions from prisoners themselves. On the final day 
of the second hunger strike, February 8, 1971, Foucault delivered the 
“GIP manifesto.” The GIP would aim not to shed light on the prison—
this “black box” of our social system—but to let the open mouths of 
prisoners illuminate that box from within.  7   

 Although the GIP’s primary address, 285 Rue Vaugirard, was 
Foucault’s own apartment and he shouldered the brunt of the com-
munication responsibilities, he shared leadership of the GIP with 
Jean-Marie Domenach, editor of  Esprit , and historian Pierre Vidal-
Naquet.  8   Both Domenach and Vidal-Naquet were active leftists and 
vociferous opponents of the French military tactics (especially impris-
onment and torture) used during the Algerian War (1954–1962). 
The GIP quickly became an object of wide interest among French 
intellectuals, including H é l è ne Cixous, Gilles Deleuze, and Jacques 
Ranci è re. In its early stages, the GIP benefited from the attentions of 
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Jean-Paul Sartre and especially Simone de Beauvoir, who worked tire-
lessly in the campaign for political prisoners.  9   Danielle Ranci è re—a 
Maoist leader and an expert in the  development of inquiries into 
labor conditions—was, moreover, critical to the formation of GIP 
questionnaires and “intolerance-investigations.”  10   But the GIP pulled 
from an even larger swath, attracting doctors, lawyers, magistrates, 
journalists, psychologists, psychiatrists, activists, prison staff, pris-
oners, ex-prisoners, and their families. As Foucault and Vidal-Naquet 
recall, it was “a real bushfire.”  11   Most of the prisoners, ex-prisoners, 
and their families worked anonymously for their own protection; as 
such, they will remain unnamed although not unmarked in perpetu-
ity. Nevertheless, it is crucial to understand that, on principle, the 
GIP was not a platform for academic personalities interested in the 
question of punishment. Rather, it was an umbrella organization 
dedicated to sustaining the voices of those who had direct experience 
of the prison itself. 

 As the group developed, it joined forces with like-minded move-
ments, including Lotta Continua, a radical leftist Italian organization 
of students and immigrants, often targeted for gratuitous incarceration. 
Jacques Donzelot served as the GIP’s liaison. Then there was the Black 
Panther Party (BPP), a Black nationalist and socialist organization with 
deep prison abolitionist roots. Catherine van Bulow and Jean Genet 
built strong bridges with the BPP and initiated collaboration on the 
GIP’s later publications.  12   However, the GIP’s debts were not limited 
to global connections as it also worked closely with local groups such 
as the Women’s Liberation Movement, the Homosexual Revolutionary 
Action Front, the Asylums Information Group, and the Immigrants 
Information and Support Group.  13   One branch of the GIP, begun by 
Claude Rouault, investigated the women’s prison of La Roquette in an 
effort to understand the specific issues faced by incarcerated women. 
As Defert recalls, while the GIP first linked up with Marxist revolu-
tionaries, it allied itself  more and more with feminist, gay, immigrant, 
Black, and mental health activists.  14   It did so with the understanding 
that different social groups are differentially criminalized and that this 
criminalization is directly related to the egregious rates and character of 
incarceration. This insight, which Foucault is perhaps best known for 
expanding at length in his subsequent lectures at the Coll è ge de France 
and in  Discipline and Punish , finds its roots here. 

 From this seething pot of intellectual, social, and transnational col-
laboration with incarcerated people, the GIP produced a rich variety 
of initiatives. As an information group, the GIP had a threefold mis-
sion: (1)  donner la parole  or to give prisoners the f loor,  15   (2) to publicize 
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their identification of  l’ intol é rable , the insuperable living conditions in 
French prisons,  16   and (3) to serve as  un relais  or a relay station, between 
prisoners and so-called free citizens, as well as between GIP chapters 
and other activist organizations across France.  17   The GIP pursued these 
interrelated goals in a number of ways. It collected information through 
smuggled prison questionnaires and then published it in booklets and 
leaf lets. Some of these booklets formed the  Intolerable  series. The GIP 
also publicized this information, including in particular each prison’s 
list of demands, through press releases and press conferences. The GIP 
developed a prison documentary, titled  Les Prisons aussi , and it staged 
a play on the Nancy prison revolt:  Le Proc è s de la mutinerie de Nancy . 
In fact, moving beyond mere information-gathering, the GIP catalyzed 
several revolts and prison resistance efforts as it progressed on its path, 
most famously those that occurred at Clairveaux, Nancy, and Toul. 
Finally, although the GIP described its primary aim as informational, 
and its members refused to provide a “recipe”  18   for prison reform—
fearing such efforts would merely entrench the prison as a social 
 institution—the GIP nevertheless did facilitate a number of minor 
reforms directly focused on improving the conditions for incarcerated 
people. These included the introduction of newspapers into prisons and 
the reinstatement of rights to Christmas packages. Ultimately, the GIP’s 
collection and dissemination tactics constituted the work of active cri-
tique, refusing any clean divide between theory and praxis. 

 The  Intolerable  series included four booklets, each dedicated to inter-
rogating intolerable realities of the prison system. The first,  Investigation 
into 20 Prisons , coedited by Defert, Christine Martineau, and Danielle 
Ranci è re, collected responses to the initial GIP questionnaires. Those 
responses described a place of filth, isolation, malnutrition, censorship, 
beatings, slave-like conditions, and capricious governance. The second, 
 Investigation into a Model Prison: Fleury-M é rogis , undertaken by Jacques-
Alain Miller and Fran ç ois Regnault, collected various reports from the 
supposedly most progressive prison in France. These reports indicate 
that Fleury-M é rogis was not a more humane prison, but rather a more 
masterful, calculative one. The third, developed by Jean Genet and 
titled  The Assassination of George Jackson , collected material on the BPP 
as a movement, George Jackson’s role therein, and the media cover-up 
of his death. The fourth,  Prison Suicides , a collaborative effort between 
Defert and Deleuze, was a report on the suicide epidemic in French 
prisons. The booklet highlighted the experience of incarcerated gay 
men in particular and the steep price of institutionalized homophobia. 
Finally, a companion booklet, coedited by Cixous and Jean Gattegno 
and titled  Lists of Demands , gathered together the demands from recent 
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prison revolts at Toul, Loos-L è s-Lille, Melun, Nancy, Fresnes, N î mes, 
among others.  19   These demands indicated, as did the  Intolerable  series 
as a whole, both the brokenness of prison and the anger, insight, and 
resilience of prisoners. 

 Narrating the GIP’s story, Defert marks the sometimes suffocating 
role of intellectuals in a movement purportedly focused on the subal-
tern.  20   He claims that the effort of intellectuals involved in the GIP to 
subvert their own position of knowledge and power was ultimately “a 
failure [ un  é chec ].”  21   The only one to have succeeded, he suggests, was 
Dr. Edith Rose, a Toul psychiatrist eventually fired for daring to reveal 
the torturous methods of prison health care personnel.  22   Nevertheless, 
as the GIP gained traction, its previously incarcerated members grew 
in both number and strength. By the end of 1972, and led by Serge 
Livrozet,  23   they formed their own organization: Comit é  d’action des 
prisonniers (the Prisoners Action Committee [CAP]). Having under-
stood itself as essentially provisional, the GIP disbanded in favor of 
the CAP. Unsurprisingly, the CAP worked differently. While the 
GIP expressly rejected reform, the CAP insisted on abolishing crimi-
nal records, life sentences, and censorship, as well as providing proper 
health care and legal support. Simultaneously, they demanded the abo-
lition of prison and the death penalty, the latter of which was secured 
in 1981. Still, once the intellectual face of the GIP had vanished—and 
despite the publication of  Le journal du CAP  from 1972 to 1980—pub-
lic attention lagged. Perhaps the more vibrant afterlife of the GIP was 
not the CAP at all, but rather Foucault’s  Discipline and Punish  (1975), 
which has arguably overshadowed (and overdetermined) the memory of 
the GIP. 

 With its short life—as brief, perhaps, as it was effective—the GIP 
provides a poignant image of collaboration, the extent and limits of 
intellectual labor, and the raw force of resistance at the margins.  

  II   Resisting Reductions of the GIP 

 The GIP provides a rich terrain for academic and activist ref lection. 
Perhaps the most obvious nodes of exploration are the following: the 
figure of Foucault, the status of information, and the GIP’s unique 
tactical strategies. In fact, most scholarly engagements with the GIP 
have focused expressly on these three elements. To limit our attention 
exclusively to Foucault as the GIP’s primary actor, information as its 
chief occupation, or the discreteness of the GIP enterprise, however, 
does a disservice to the GIP’s complex legacy. The GIP passed in and 
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out of existence amid intense collaborations and a spirit of invention 
that outlived it. The chapters in this volume, then, set out not only to 
engage deeply with Foucault scholarship, information activism, and the 
literature on the GIP, but also to press beyond them toward the collec-
tive practice of abolition. 

 First, in the United States, if the GIP is known at all, it is pri-
marily through Foucault’s association with it. From this perspective, 
the GIP becomes little more than a footnote to Foucault’s corpus,  24   
a moment in his biography, and an interesting, but not philosophi-
cally central, frame through which to read  Discipline and Punish.   25   The 
self-consciously collective nature of the GIP is lost both literally (with 
collective statements by the GIP being attributed solely to Foucault) 
and theoretically (with the GIP and Foucault’s thought being taken 
as identical). There are material reasons for this interpretive tendency. 
Only a limited archive of GIP documents is presently available in 
English translation.  26   Moreover, until the 2003 publication of GIP 
archival material, the vast majority of GIP documents available were 
to be found in Foucault’s collected works,  Dits et  É crits.   27   Yet, even 
where GIP texts were available (and in English translation), the ten-
dency has been to read them as expressions of Foucault’s early thoughts 
on the prison and prison struggles, and not as the product of collective 
authorship. The danger here is not simply one of misattribution, but of 
eliding the GIP’s central project of acting as a “relay station,” a funda-
mentally collaborative organization. Allowing Foucault’s connection to 
the GIP to overdetermine GIP scholarship, in fact, (ironically) imposes 
the author-function in a way antithetical both to the GIP’s mission 
and to Foucault’s own practice of writing and speaking.  28   To honor 
the GIP, scholarship should dramatically shift its attention to include 
other thinkers and actors, especially when those people are currently, 
or formerly had been, incarcerated. 

 Nevertheless, there is still much work to be done to understand the 
role of the GIP in Foucault’s intellectual development. A critical inter-
pretation of the GIP allows us to recenter Foucault as both a collaborator 
and an abolitionist. Overwhelmingly, Foucault’s collaborative projects 
have received little attention in comparison to his individual efforts. If 
we take seriously Foucault’s role as a member of the GIP, not in order 
to understand only the contours of his thought but also the nature of 
collaborative thought itself, we can find better models for how intel-
lectual labor and abolitionist politics can work in concert and resist a 
theory-practice divide. As Foucault states, “The intellectual’s role is no 
longer to place himself ‘somewhat ahead and to the side’ . . . ; rather it is 
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to struggle against the forms of power that transform him into its object 
and instrument . . . In this sense theory does not express, translate, or 
serve to apply practice:  it is practice. ”  29   Foucault’s claim here rests not 
simply on rejecting the theory-practice divide, but also recognizing the 
collaborative and intersubjective nature of the practice of theory. The 
“intellectual” becomes an accomplice.  30   Furthermore, we must consider 
Foucault as a practical abolitionist. To a degree, it is puzzling to have to 
make this case. While the language of “prison abolition” appears only 
brief ly in Foucault’s corpus,  31   there are numerous statements, lectures, 
interviews, and newspaper contributions in which Foucault actively 
resists the notion of a “model” prison, of “alternatives” to the prison, 
and the desire to identify “replacement” penalties.  32   In each of these 
statements, Foucault’s broader critique of the prison and the peniten-
tiary technique pushes toward a recognizably abolitionist framework, 
concerned primarily with addressing and undermining the conditions 
that make the prison possible, thinkable, and “self-evident,” rather than 
attempting to “fix” or “correct” the prison or penal techniques. 

 Second, when interpreted on its own terms, the GIP is typically read 
as merely an “information group” and not also as a political force, active 
in the project of abolishing prisons in France. Attending to the GIP’s 
insistence that it aimed only to facilitate the circulation of informa-
tion, commentators repeatedly assert that the GIP was not a reform 
group. It did not try to change the prison. It merely meant to gather 
information. It did not aim to unsettle the prison in any radical way. 
It was a provisional enterprise. This interpretation is a failure in two 
senses: first, it over-emphasizes some claims of the GIP over others and, 
second, it misunderstands the radical nature of “information gather-
ing” as the GIP conceived it. While many accounts categorize prison 
resistance efforts along a continuum of radicality—from information 
gathering, to reform projects, and ultimately prison abolition—the GIP 
refused any simple distinction between “information” and “action.” 
In the first  Intolerable  booklet, they write that their “intolerance-
investigations” should be read as “a political act,” “the first episode of 
a struggle,” and as “an attack front.”  33   The GIP’s particular form of 
political action through information gathering was itself abolitionist in 
nature, focused on disrupting the epistemology and therefore the opera-
tion of the prison. Insofar as the prison system relies on the restriction 
of information f lows both between prisons and between prisoners and 
the public at large, to facilitate these f lows is inherently disruptive to 
the prison. To cultivate active intolerance through the dissemination of 
information was to, explicitly or not, call for a world without prisons. 
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“It is imperative,” the GIP wrote, “that no part of the prison be left 
in peace.”  34   

 A critical interpretation of the GIP allows us not merely to note the 
details that were collected or the information that was amassed, but 
to attend to the legacy of the GIP in contemporary prison struggles. 
The GIP focused its attention on prison uprisings, including those at 
Toul, Nancy, and Attica as well as the aftermath of the “political assas-
sination” of George Jackson.  35   Such prison struggles were central to 
the GIP’s project and its call to attend to the acts of resistance and 
refusal taken up by incarcerated persons and not merely the public 
intellectuals and supporters who work with them. “Jackson’s death,” 
they wrote, “is at the origin of the revolts that exploded in the pris-
ons, from Attica to Ashkelon. Prison struggle has now become a new 
front of the revolution.”  36   Our own attention should also be focused 
on the way the GIP’s practice (of disseminating information about the 
intolerable conditions of incarerated bodies and imprisoned voices) is 
mirrored in prison struggles in the United States today. From the coor-
dinated mass hunger strikes that originated at Pelican Bay State Prison, 
a supermax prison in California (which demanded an end to indefinite 
solitary confinement and specific improvements in living conditions; 
at the high point in 2013, roughly 30,000 incarcerated persons were 
refusing meals across the state prison system),  37   to the work stoppages 
and strikes that occurred throughout Georgia prisons in 2010,  38   to 
the launching of the Free Alabama Movement in 2013 (documenting 
and broadcasting inhumane prison conditions with contraband mobile 
phone cameras),  39   to hunger strikes in immigration detention centers in 
2014 and 2015 (organized especially by mothers and other persons held 
in women’s facilities),  40   and to the ongoing uprisings across the United 
States from Ferguson to Baltimore in response to police murders of 
African Americans, each of these examples demonstrate that the prison 
continues to be a location of the struggle against marginalization and 
oppression. These are instances of the same kind of self-organization 
and radical mobilization, which, while lacking any direct genealogy to 
the GIP, nevertheless cultivate an active intolerance to what is intoler-
able. They demand our attention. 

 Third, most scholarship concerning the GIP focuses on it as a short-
lived social movement, with unique tactics, a relatively closed archive, 
and a short time frame. In some cases, the GIP has been read as a shin-
ing moment of organized struggle on the French left in the post-1968 
period, overshadowing many other important moments in the French 
prison resistance movement.  41   In doing so, scholarship obscures both 
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the generalized grounds for resistance that the GIP established and its 
successor, the Prisoners Action Committee (CAP).  42   The ex-prisoners 
who formed the CAP were, by and large, nonrepresentative of the prison 
population.  43   They were already politicized, already activists, insisting 
that the prison is a tool of the bourgeois to suppress poor and other-
wise marginalized groups.  44   “All that we ask is absolute reform,”  45   they 
said, including the abolition of criminal records, travel bands, debtors’ 
prison, the death penalty, life without parole, and the prison itself.  46   
Through its efforts, not least of which was  Le Journal du CAP   ,  47   a 
broader, even more collaborative and diverse movement than the GIP 
was born. Preferring to analyze the GIP rather than the CAP obscures 
the GIP’s legacy, misses the GIP’s motto, privileges academic legacies 
of GIP intellectuals, and again uses an individualistic rather than 
 collaborative lens. 

 A critical interpretation of the GIP, insofar as it takes the GIP’s 
motto ( donner la parole ) to heart, must retool our analyses of incarcera-
tion, detention, and confinement to think with prisoners rather than 
about them.  48   Such a shift in the epistemological register is itself a part 
of prison abolition and projects of building abolition-democracy.  49   It 
requires following the thread of prisoners’ voices and prisoners’ actions 
in a larger social movement.  50   To think with prisoners honestly and 
without fear is an abolitionist act; for, it opens up the future in ways that 
are not yet known and dismantles the social stratifications and forms 
of moral differentiation that undergird the prison.  51   As Foucault put it 
in a conversation with students in 1971, “Our action . . . isn’t concerned 
with the soul of the man  behind  the convict, but it seeks to obliterate the 
deep division that lies between innocence and guilt.”  52   The GIP offers 
us a model for this work: to give prisoners the f loor as a part of think-
ing. The experiences of prison struggles, riots, uprisings, strikes, and 
actions are of philosophical substance, as are ref lections and analyses 
of confinement offered by those who are presently or had been formerly 
confined. This is a requirement not simply of doing critical theory and 
philosophy of prisons and punishment, but of doing critical theory 
and philosophy more generally. This is, in part, because contemporary 
academic philosophy functions through the exclusion of incarcerated 
philosophers, defining itself as an academic discipline predicated on 
a distinction between prisons and universities.  53   As the incarcerated 
philosopher Andre Pierce puts it:

  In order to keep our truth alive and honest, we need to tell our story 
with uncensored gore. Where our story is ugly, we need to tell it with-
out cosmetic surgery. We need to boldly speak directly in the face of 
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those oppressive elements in society and show them the products of their 
destruction . . . The danger in allowing others to tell our story is that the 
narration risks distortion.  54     

 Thankfully, an increasing number of works in recent years have taken 
this claim seriously and resist reifying distinctions between thinkers on 
the inside and outside.  55   Nevertheless, much remains to be done. 

 This volume aims to contribute to GIP literature, Foucault studies, 
and the projects of information activism and prison abolition. More 
generally, however, it aims to develop a self-ref lective analysis of the 
GIP and, in doing so, to illuminate our own current moment of racial-
ized mass incarceration in the United States. We therefore attend to 
the GIP as an inherently collaborative abolitionist effort, trained on 
subjugated knowledges and generative beyond itself, both temporally 
and geographically. This is one way we understand the work of  active 
intolerance.  Such an interpretive approach does not entertain Foucault, 
information, or the GIP reductively, but expansively, in a way that 
allows us to reconfigure how we think about the GIP in concert with 
contemporary political theory, philosophy, and critical prison studies. 

III Legacy of the GIP Today 

 The significance of the GIP in Paris in the early 1970s is uncontested. 
Its legacy today, particularly in the United States, however, remains 
imprecise and underexplored. Ultimately, the chapters in this volume 
seek to rectify this fact. By analyzing the GIP from both historical and 
contemporary perspectives, they reimagine its contributions not sim-
ply to Foucault studies and current prison activism, but also to our 
most basic conceptualizations of embodiment and voice. Ranging from 
Marxism to neoliberalism, from issues of race and immigration to hun-
ger strikes and the aging prison population, as well as addressing the 
status of subjugated knowledge and a variety of academic failures, this 
volume cultivates a rich landscape at the intersections of contemporary 
political theory, critical prison philosophy, and the project of prison 
abolition. 

 Part I (History: The GIP and Foucault in Context) sets the stage by 
analyzing the significance of the GIP for Foucault studies. Resisting the 
temptation to allow Foucault studies to overdetermine our interpreta-
tion of the GIP, this section reads Foucault and the GIP antagonistically 
together in order to better understand both. Chronologically, the GIP 
sits squarely at the center of Foucault’s methodological arch: archeology, 
genealogy, and ethics. As such, it mobilizes his concerns with power, 
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knowledge, and resistance in the context of marginalization. This sec-
tion contends that the GIP was not a tangential activity for Foucault, 
but one that simultaneously ref lected and affected the development 
of his thought. In “The Abolition of Philosophy” ( chapter 1 ), Ladelle 
McWhorter argues that Foucault’s rejection of academic philosophy in 
favor of political activism through the GIP directly informed his later 
reconceptualization of philosophy as a practice of freedom, publicly 
engaged in a critique of the present. In “The Untimely Speech of the 
GIP Counter-Archive” ( chapter 2 ), Lynne Huffer models her encounter 
with the GIP archive on Foucault’s encounter in  History of Madness ; 
in both cases, she argues, the archive of marginalized voices is mobi-
lized as a present event, jamming “the rational machinery of present-
day carceral power-knowledge.” In “Conduct and Power: Foucault’s 
Methodological Expansions in 1971” ( chapter 3 ), Colin Koopman ana-
lyzes the GIP as a politicizing force that contributed to not only the 
expansion of Foucault’s overtly political interests but also his politi-
cal method of genealogy; both, Koopman insists, emphasize the criti-
cal salience of struggle. In “Work and Failure: Assessing the Prisons 
Information Group” ( chapter 4 ), Perry Zurn conducts an internal cri-
tique of the GIP. After identifying criteria of failure implicit in the GIP 
and Foucault’s critique of the prison, Zurn explores the significance of 
failures shared by the GIP and the prison. 

 Part II (Body: Resistance and the Politics of Care) analyzes the 
prison as a particular technique of embodiment. While power is enacted 
upon the body, resistance is also enacted through the body. The chap-
ters in this section trace both functions. They give special attention to 
the hunger strikes and prison suicides that mobilized the GIP, but they 
also analyze the place of medicine, psychiatry, eldercare, and disability 
care. Throughout, the aim of this section is to understand not only the 
disciplined body but the resistant body, producing as it does diagonal 
lines of force within the social fabric. In “Breaking the Conditioning: 
The Relevance of the Prisons Information Group” ( chapter 5 ), Steve 
Champion (Adisa Kamara) explores how organizations like the GIP 
can support practices of resistance against the mental and physical 
conditioning of the prison. In “Between Discipline and Caregiving: 
Changing Prison Population Demographics and Possibilities for 
Self-Transformation” ( chapter 6 ), Dianna Taylor explores the Gold 
Coats Program at the California Men’s Colony (CMC) in San Luis 
Obispo, California, where inmates care for their aging and cognitively 
impaired fellows. She argues that caregiving facilitates possibilities for 
inmate caregivers to constitute, understand, and relate to themselves 
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as other than delinquents. In “Unruliness without Rioting: Hunger 
Strikes in Contemporary Politics” (  chapter 7 ), Falguni Sheth explores 
the hunger strike—as used by the GIP, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova 
(a member of the Russian punk band Pussy Riot), and detainees in 
Guantánamo Bay—as a technology of political resistance. She argues 
that, in order for the hunger strike to deploy the body’s “life” as a cur-
rency, the strike must engender an element of publicity, whose trajec-
tory inf luences but does not necessarily determine the outcome of the 
contestation. 

 Part III (Voice: Prisoners and the Public Intellectual) turns from 
questions of the body to questions of voice and discourse. Much like 
the body, the voice is a target of disciplinary power and a locale of 
resistance. The GIP was a battle of voices and information, speaking 
and hearing, reverberations and relays. The chapters in this part ask 
the question of who gets to have a voice? And what is at stake in hav-
ing or giving a voice? In “Disrupted Foucault: Los Angeles’ Coalition 
Against Police Abuse (CAPA) and the Obsolescence of White Academic 
Raciality” ( chapter 8 ), Dylan Rodr í guez analyzes the GIP’s deep roots 
in the European academy and therefore its complicity in white suprema-
cist interpretations of the carceral system. Rodr í guez then contrasts the 
GIP with the CAPA, a Black, poor and working-class grassroots orga-
nization in Los Angeles that decenters whiteness. In “Investigations 
from Marx to Foucault” ( chapter 9 ), Marcelo Hoffman rebuts the 
accusation that the GIP—Foucault in particular—constrained the 
voices of prisoners. By analyzing the GIP’s Marxist (and Maoist) roots, 
Hoffman argues that its investigations were never intended to neutrally 
represent prisoners’ voices but to expressly politicize them. In “The 
GIP as a Neoliberal Intervention: Trafficking in Illegible Concepts” 
( chapter 10 ), Shannon Winnubst contends that the GIP’s question-
naires, insofar as they traffic in banal details, cut against human-
ist ideology by blurring the boundary between innocence and guilt, 
ultimately frustrating neoliberal tendencies. In “The Disordering of 
Discourse: Voice and Authority in the GIP” ( chapter 11 ), Nancy Luxon 
argues that the GIP probed the intersection of regimes of jurisdiction 
and veridiction by initiating a new genre of “seized speech” that might 
counter anonymous habit, so as to make visible struggles around voice, 
authorization, and publicity. 

 Part IV (Present: The Prison and Its Future[s]) addresses prison activ-
ism and abolition in the present moment. Given that the GIP fashioned 
itself in direct response to penal issues in 1970s France, what, therefore, 
are the restrictions of its use and the extrapolations that can be made 
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today? What lessons can be culled from the GIP’s (and Foucault’s) activ-
ist and philosophical practices for contemporary questions of prison 
theory and anti-prison praxis? In particular, we ask what changes with 
the introduction of contemporary US prison issues like mass/hyper 
incarceration, the death penalty, and prison abolition movements, as 
well as along axes of oppression like race, gender, sexuality, and dis-
ability. In “Beyond Guilt and Innocence: The Creaturely Politics of 
Prisoner Resistance Movements” ( chapter 12 ), Lisa Guenther conducts a 
comparative study of the GIP and the Pelican Bay SHU Short Corridor 
Collective, arguing that effective resistance to carceral power demands 
an affirmation of the creaturely needs, desires, and capacities that 
motivate and sustain political life. In “Resisting ‘Massive Elimination’: 
Foucault, Immigration, and the GIP” ( chapter 13 ), Natalie Cisneros 
shows that “massive elimination,” or immigrant detention and deporta-
tion practices, is a function of modern racism and deeply embedded in 
the Prison Industrial Complex. In “‘Can They Ever Escape?’ Foucault, 
Black Feminism, and the Intimacy of Abolition” ( chapter 14 ), Steve 
Dillon reads the GIP documents alongside the writings of imprisoned 
revolutionary Black women in the 1970s. In doing so, Dillon argues 
that Black feminism provides an important analysis missing from the 
GIP and Foucault’s writings: the intimate forms of anti-Black and het-
eropatriarchal domination produced by the prison regime. 

 At the heart of our analysis and that of the GIP is the identifica-
tion of things that are intolerable, which form the basis of cultivating 
active intolerance. To that end, statements by Abu Ali Abdur’Rahman, 
Derrick Quintero, and Donald Middlebrooks (all currently incarcer-
ated on death row at Riverbend Maximum Security Institution out-
side of Nashville, Tennessee) identify what are, for them, intolerable 
prison realities. From bad breath and too many beans (or not enough), 
to corporate monopoly, administrative violence, and rape—not to men-
tion “the lack of honor and respect amongst those of our incarcerated 
community”—Abdur’Rahman, Quintero, and Middlebrooks canvass 
the sublime and mundane elements of what is, ultimately, an indis-
criminate system of oppression. In doing so, their voices break against 
the prison as much as against our own easy categories of significance. 

 In sum, the contributions to  Active Intolerance  together push the 
boundaries of how we understand the intersections between prison 
theory and prison abolition. They offer a profound reimagination of 
Foucault’s intellectual development, as well as the styles and stakes of 
contemporary prison activism and abolition. And they courageously 
interrogate the consistently difficult issues facing us today, especially 
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related to embodiment and voice. Ultimately, however, these essays 
provide us with insight into the nature of active intolerance as both a 
model of political engagement and a mode of philosophical ref lection. 
Indeed,  Active Intolerance  insists that neither politics nor philosophy 
exist independently of each other or of the distinct creaturely needs of 
those consistently marginalized and hyperpoliced. 

 We write this in search of a different future.  

    Notes 

  1  .   GIP, “(Manifeste du GIP)” (1971), FDE1, no. 86, 1043. Most of the GIP documents 
(like this one) were written collaboratively. We cite their  location in  Dits et  É crits  
for ease of reference, but we emphasize that the ascription of many of these texts to 
Foucault as author is problematic at best and a misattribution at worst.  
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     PART I 

 History: The GIP and Foucault in Context 



  CHAPTER 1 

 The Abolition of Philosophy   

    Ladelle   McWhorter    

   As early as 1967 and as late as 1980, Foucault made statements calling 
academic philosophy into question and suggesting that it has little if 
any value in contemporary society. Nowhere is his aversion to the dis-
cipline more adamantly manifest, however, than in the interview titled 
“The Great Confinement,” which he gave in 1972 to the German peri-
odical  Tages Anzeiger Magazin . Among other disparaging comments, 
Foucault, in the interview, characterizes philosophy as “no more than a 
vague little university discipline” and accuses professional philosophers 
of doing no real work and of distancing themselves from reality. “If 
I occupy myself with the GIP,” he asserts, “it is only because I prefer 
effective work to university yacking and book scribbling.”  1   

 When we encounter any one of these scattered statements, it is easy to 
dismiss them as hyperbole, irritation with an interviewer, or sometimes 
a limited political maneuver. But taken together, in their persistence 
over the course of at least 13 years, we might suspect that they signify 
something deeper. This chapter’s aim is to take these comments very 
seriously to see what light they might shed on Foucault’s conception and 
practice of both philosophy and political activism and what they might 
suggest about the value of philosophy in the twenty-first century. 

 The first task (section I) is to specify the object of Foucault’s rancor. 
After all, we cannot assume that the meaning of “philosophy” in his 
assertions is self-evident. We must reconstruct the object on the basis of 
Foucault’s own discourse, which is the subject of the first major section 
of this chapter. Section II examines Foucault’s efforts to deal with this 
object over the course of his career as an author and a university profes-
sor, as well as an activist. In section III, I suggest that one force that 
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shaped Foucault’s reconceptualization of philosophy was his belief that 
the GIP had failed to make any real difference; in the end, he thought, 
it was not “effective work.” Finally, in section IV I bring Foucault’s 
comments to bear on the issue of the current status and possible future 
of the discipline of philosophy in North America.  

  I   What Is Philosophy? 

 In an interview in 1975, Foucault described the writing he did in 
the 1960s in response to such literary figures as Roussel, Klosowski, 
Blanchot, and Bataille as an attempt to rid himself of or escape from 
philosophy.  2   Literature stood in contrast to philosophy; according to 
Foucault, literature was philosophy’s discursive “outside.”  3   But, by the 
early 1970s, the definitive contrast with philosophy was not literature 
but political action and quite often Foucault’s work with the  Groupe 
d’information sur les prisons  (GIP).  4   It is primarily in the answers to 
interview questions concerning the GIP that he distances himself from 
philosophy and makes his most vitriolic denunciations of it. Compared 
to “political action in favor of prisoners,” philosophy is meaningless;  5   
indeed, writing in general is “bloodless thought.”  6   The university as an 
institutional apparatus is just a machine for social and political repro-
duction without deviation; it is entirely conservative, not the site of 
real change.  7   In fact, academia and therefore academic philosophy may 
well be completely dependent upon the conservation of that order. “Do 
you think that the teaching of philosophy—and its moral code—would 
remain unchanged if the penal system collapsed?” Foucault asks a group 
of lyc é e students.  8   Such statements prefigure the analysis that will later 
fill the pages of  Discipline and Punish , with its exposition of the ways 
in which in the contemporary West the disciplinary technologies that 
the carceral system exemplifies are to be found in varying forms in the 
military, hospitals, asylums, and schools. 

 However, the university as an institution and academic philosophy 
as a discipline are not the only agents of conservatism; Foucault holds 
philosophy as a profession and a collection of individual intellectuals 
to account as well. Philosophers refuse engagement with reality, he 
asserts.  9   They cannot translate their theories into practice,  10   presum-
ably in part because the kinds of theories they produce are not grounded 
in reality in the first place, in addition to the fact that change, which is 
never purely or fundamentally cognitive, cannot originate at the level of 
the purely theoretical. Furthermore, for 2,000 years philosophers have 
attempted to dictate the good, imposing their theories and concepts 
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on others, universally if possible, but they are unwilling and perhaps 
constitutionally unable to do the hard collaborative work of actually 
producing the good.  11   

 By contrast, Foucault’s activism and the GIP itself are essentially 
collaborative, as well as democratic in the sense of allowing others to 
speak on their own behalf and supporting them by listening and pro-
viding channels for dissemination. This activism is embodied, living 
work as opposed to the bloodlessness of written productions. It operates 
outside institutions intent on social control and conservative reproduc-
tion, rendering it free to seek genuine change. For Foucault, these dif-
ferences give political action its precedence over philosophy: “To write 
a sequel today to my  Histoire de la folie , one that would cover material 
up to the present era, is devoid of interest for me. On the other hand, 
a concrete political action in favor of prisoners appears to me charged 
with meaning.”  12   

 What, then, is this object “philosophy”? What is it that Foucault is 
contrasting with his activism, criticizing, and rejecting? Clearly it is 
an institutionalized and bureaucratized academic discipline that main-
tains itself by producing theories with no practical effects except for 
that of reinforcing disciplinary control and reproducing the status quo. 
Moreover, to the extent that it has these conservative and even repres-
sive material effects, it disavows them by shrouding itself in the mantle 
of theoretical objectivity and universal rationality: The GIP seeks leave 
for prisoners to keep radios and receive Christmas gifts, whereas phi-
losophers seek The Truth. Foucault opts for the materiality of human 
contact—technologically mediated though it may have to be—over 
knowledge of any transcendent entity or realm. 

 Foucault was 45 years old when he made the harshest of these state-
ments, a bit long in the tooth to play the part of the angry young man. 
But there is no doubt that he was angry, and most likely not only at the 
injustices he witnessed and heard about inside asylums and prisons. So 
many years later, we cannot know all the sources of that anger and per-
haps it was always impossible to know. What is fairly clear, though, is 
that at this time Foucault’s anger led him to do a very “un-Foucauldian” 
thing: He dichotomized. There was inside, and there was outside. There 
was stasis, and there was change. There was theory, and there was praxis. 
There was philosophy, and there was political activism. And as Foucault 
in his better moments even then very well knew, it is not possible to 
maintain one’s life on one side of a stark binary. “It has always been a 
problem for someone like me, someone who has been teaching for a long 
time,” he told those lyc é e students in 1971, “to decide if I should act 
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outside or inside the university.”  13   In fact he never decided. Most likely 
he rejected the dichotomy, if he ever really believed it existed in the first 
place. At any rate, he simply continued to do both.  14    

  II   Philosophy’s Self-Overcoming in Foucault’s Work 

 Initially, working both inside and outside the academy and institu-
tionalized philosophy must have caused Foucault some anguish, not 
just in terms of time management,  15   but in light of the concomitant 
intensification of his criticism of the very sort of pedagogical and aca-
demic institutions in which he was trained, in which he was a long-time 
prominent member, and which paid his salary. He was surely aware that 
it was the very fact that he had the visibility and respect granted him by 
his academic standing and authorship that he could take the stands he 
took and be widely listened to. As Macey puts it in regard to Foucault’s 
efforts on behalf of North African guerillas in 1973, “He was a profes-
sor at the Coll è ge de France, and was consciously exploiting the prestige 
that conferred on him.”  16   Undoubtedly he recognized the political value 
that his academic position afforded him, but it is hard to believe that he 
did not value his scholarly work itself. 

 Early on, Foucault seems to have dealt with this issue by eschewing 
the label of “philosophy” for his work and “philosopher” for himself. 
He told an interviewer in 1967 that  Les Mots et les choses  was a work 
of history and was accepted by historians as such. The interviewer, 
Raymond Bellour, then states, “You thus situate yourself deliberately 
as an historian,”  17   to which Foucault apparently acquiesces.  18   Through 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, he often casts his work as historical and 
himself as primarily an historian, which is ref lected in the name he gave 
to his chair at the Coll è ge de France, Professor of the History of Systems 
of Thought. A conversation with Giulio Preti published in 1972 can 
serve as an example of this sort of claim: “I speak to you as a historian, 
even if my goal is to be a historian of the present.”  19   

 In addition to nonphilosophical self-labeling, another strategy 
Foucault used to distance his work from philosophy was to character-
ize it as merely provisional and undertaken in the service of political 
action. In a recorded discussion in March of 1972, Deleuze compared 
theory—good theory, at least—to a box of tools: “It must be useful. 
It must function. And not for itself. If no one uses it, beginning with 
the theoretician himself (who then ceases to be a theoretician), then 
the theory is worthless or the moment inappropriate.”  20   Foucault took 
up this characterization of theory and used it to describe his own work 
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at times. In 1974 he told an interviewer that he hoped people would 
use his books as a “tool-box” in their own efforts to make change.  21   
In its essential practicality, Foucault’s work appears as the diametrical 
opposite of philosophy, therefore— if  we accept Foucault’s previous 
assertion that philosophers never venture near anything like the real 
world.  22   

 Foucault was inconsistent in his self-descriptions, as has been amply 
documented, but, in general, prior to the mid-1970s, he seems to have 
preferred to avoid the label “philosopher” if possible.  23   In his discus-
sion with geographers in 1976, however, Foucault made this concession: 
“And for all that I may like to say I’m not a philosopher, nonetheless if 
my concern is with truth then I am still a philosopher.”  24   Philosophy 
has been changing since the late nineteenth century, he asserts: “Since 
Nietzsche this question of truth has been transformed. It is no longer, 
‘What is the surest path to Truth?’ but, ‘What is the hazardous career 
that Truth has followed?’ That was Nietzsche’s question, Husserl’s as 
well, in  The Crisis of the European Sciences. ”  25   His work takes up this 
question in this lineage, Foucault acknowledges, so in that sense it is as 
philosophical as were Nietzsche’s and Husserl’s work. 

 Around this time, Foucault’s negative comments about philoso-
phy become less intense and less frequent. Where there are criticisms, 
they seem to concern primarily political philosophy. In an interview 
in June 1976  26   and also in  The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 , pub-
lished in the fall of that year, he claims that political philosophy is 
still caught up in questions centered on the issue of sovereignty.  27   “In 
political thought and analysis,” he maintains, “we still have not cut off 
the head of the king.”  28   Given his analysis of normalizing disciplinary 
power in  Discipline and Punish  and elsewhere, this statement amounts 
to an accusation that political philosophy is out of touch with reality. 
That would be bad enough on Foucault’s terms, but in his course that 
spring at the Coll è ge de France, he goes further: Political philosophy, 
with sovereignty at its center, is not only out of touch with the real-
ity of a normalizing disciplinary society; it also reinforces disciplinary 
power by shrouding it in obscurity, making articulation and resistance 
difficult. In his January 14 lecture, having first described disciplinary 
power’s ascendance, he says, “This power cannot be described or jus-
tified in terms of the theory of sovereignty. It is radically heteroge-
neous and should logically have led to the complete disappearance of 
the great judicial edifice of the theory of sovereignty.”  29   Yet if it has not 
disappeared—and any survey of political philosophy textbooks will tes-
tify that it has not—there must be a reason. In fact, Foucault suggests 
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two related reasons. One is that such theory was useful for a long time 
as a means of opposing sovereign power to make way for disciplinary 
mechanisms. The other is that, as liberalism developed, it made pos-
sible a concealment of disciplinary power’s “mechanisms and erased the 
element of domination and the techniques of domination involved in 
discipline, and which, finally, guaranteed that everyone could exercise 
his or her own sovereign rights thanks to the sovereignty of the State.” 
He sums up thusly:

  Once disciplinary constraints had to both function as mechanisms of 
domination and be concealed to the extent that they were the mode in 
which power was actually exercised, the theory of sovereignty had to find 
expression in the judicial apparatus and had to be reactivated or comple-
mented by judicial codes.  30     

 Institutionalized political philosophy helped make this happen; it has 
been active in squelching thought and undermining the possibility of 
effective resistance. 

 Condemnatory as this critique is, however, its limited scope suggests 
that Foucault might already have begun to rework his conception of 
philosophy more generally, setting him on the path that he would take 
through the next eight years. This process apparently began with his 
research on Hellenistic philosophy. 

 We do not know exactly when Foucault became acquainted with the 
work of Pierre Hadot, but we do know that by 1980 he was impressed 
enough with it to encourage Hadot to apply for a chair at the Coll è ge 
de France and that he was an enthusiastic supporter of the classicist’s 
candidacy.  31   By that time, Hadot’s work had already had a tremen-
dous impact on Foucault, so much so that Arnold Davidson contends 
that a familiarity with Hadot’s writings is essential to understanding 
Foucault’s work through the 1980s.  32   In particular, Davidson argues, 
Foucault appropriated Hadot’s framework of interpretation when he 
divided morality, the self ’s relationship to itself, into four dimensions: 
ethical substance, mode of subjection, self-forming activity or ethical 
work, and the telos of one’s ethical projects.  33   The third dimension, self-
forming activity or  travail  é thique , can be understood in Hadot’s terms 
as “spiritual exercises.”  34   This was to be Foucault’s focus in his last two 
published monographs,  The Use of Pleasure  and  The Care of the Self . 

 His framework for studying the history of morality was perhaps not 
the aspect of Hadot’s work that Foucault found most exciting, however. 
Hadot insisted in all his work that ancient philosophy could not be 
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understood as a body of doctrines or even a shifting set of methods or 
techniques for pursuing truth:

  During this period, philosophy was a  way of life . This is not only to say 
that it was a specific type of moral conduct . . . Rather, it means that phi-
losophy was a mode of existing-in-the-world, which had to be practiced 
at each instant, and the goal of which was to transform the whole of the 
individual’s life . . . For real wisdom does not merely cause us to know: it 
makes us ‘be’ in a different way.  35     

 On this conception, philosophy is genuinely engaged with the world, 
fundamentally concerned with everyday life. Far from priding itself on 
its abstraction and transcendence, such a philosophy demands attention 
to material existence, both one’s own and that of others. Hadot offers 
the Stoic distinction between discourse about philosophy and philoso-
phy itself as a means of clarifying this idea:

  For the Stoics, the parts of philosophy—physics, ethics, and logic—
were not, in fact, parts of philosophy itself, but rather part of the philo-
sophical  discourse . By this they meant that when it comes to teaching 
philosophy, it is necessary to set forth a theory of logic, a theory of 
physics, and a theory of ethics. The exigencies of discourse, both logical 
and pedagogical, require that these distinctions be made. But philoso-
phy itself—that is, the philosophical way of life—is no longer a theory 
divided into parts, but a unitary act, which consists in  living  logic, phys-
ics, and ethics.  36     

 The theory philosophers generate, therefore, is merely a toolkit for 
philosophical practice—provisional and ultimately dispensable. Here, 
in Hadot’s work, was a conception of philosophy that Foucault need not 
reject. Indeed, it was a conception that he could ethically inhabit.  37   

 Foucault explores this conception of philosophy at great length in his 
1983 lectures, translated and published in English as  The Government of 
Self and Others . In the lecture of February 16, his focus is on Plato:

  It seems to me that Plato raises a question that could be called the 
question of philosophy’s reality. What is the reality of philosophy? 
Where is the reality of philosophy to be found? And straightaway 
we see that the way in which Plato answers the question, or rather, 
the way in which he poses the question proves that for him, at this 
moment at least, the reality of philosophy is not, is no longer, anyway, 
is not merely  logos .  38     
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 Several pages later he says,  

  The text says no more or less than this, which is fundamental neverthe-
less, that the reality of philosophy, the reality of philosophizing, that to 
which the word philosophy refers, is a set of  pragmata  (practices). The 
reality of philosophy is the practices of philosophy.  39     

 Foucault finds even in some currents in Plato’s work, then, a conception 
of philosophy similar to that which Hadot emphasizes in his work on 
Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Cynicism.  40   

 In the lecture of the following week, February 23, Foucault reiterates 
and elaborates:

  Under what conditions can philosophy be other than  logos , than pure 
and simple discourse? When and under what conditions can it affect 
reality? How can it become a real activity in reality? Well, on condition 
that it maintains a certain relationship with politics which is defined by 
the  sumboul ē   (the advice). So what we saw last week was this relation-
ship to politics as the test of reality for philosophy, for philosophical 
discourse.  41     

 Plato’s role as a philosopher was not to give the law but to help the ruler, 
the law-giver, shape himself in relation to truth and therefore govern 
well: “It is not for philosophy to tell power what to do, but it has to exist 
as truth-telling in a certain relation to political action; nothing more, 
nothing less.”  42   And this can entail putting oneself in jeopardy, for it is 
necessary to speak the truth even if the ruler, whether or not he wants 
to hear it and despite the fact that he could at any time exercise his 
power to the philosopher’s detriment. The philosopher takes the politi-
cal action of speaking the truth even where the truth is not welcome and 
speaking it means risking one’s well-being. Philosophy, at least in the 
works that Foucault is examining in these lectures, is both ethical and 
political practice. This truth-speaking, which Foucault at times calls 
 parrhesia , is not the only practice philosophers engage in  qua  philoso-
phers, of course, and many preparatory practices are required to shape 
oneself into a courageous truth-teller. But in  parrhesia  philosophical 
practices are put to the test; only if a philosopher has prepared will they 
have the virtues, the wisdom, and the skills necessary to speak truth and 
make themselves heard—and then to face and endure whatever conse-
quences follow, even unto death. Philosophy is all these practices, and 
so it is and must be not just a professional activity but a way of living 
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every day. Philosophy must be ever self-transforming, a care of oneself 
amid the political realities in which one lives. 

 Obviously this is not the conception of philosophy that operated in 
the academy as Foucault knew it in the second half of the twentieth 
century, nor is it the conception of philosophy prevalent today. But 
that fact did not seem to matter much to Foucault; in an interview 
in 1983 he said, “I am not interested in the academic status of what I 
am doing because my problem is my own transformation.”  43   But some-
time in the late 1970s, Foucault did begin to situate his work within 
an academic philosophical tradition. In his Coll è ge de France lecture 
of January 5, 1983, Foucault asserts that Kant’s work inaugurates not 
only the critical philosophical tradition that becomes an analytic of 
truth, but also a second tradition whose guiding question is not the 
conditions for the possibility of knowledge but rather: “What is present 
reality? What is the present field of our experiences? What is the present 
field of possible experiences? Here it is not a question of the analytic of 
truth but involves what could be called an ontology of the present, of 
present reality, an ontology of modernity, an ontology of ourselves.”  44   
These questions, he suggests, were taken up by Hegel, Nietzsche, and 
the Frankfurt School, and it is this tradition of questioning into which 
he intends to insert himself. Having apparently condemned all of phi-
losophy as out of touch with reality in 1972, in 1983 Foucault traces a 
lineage that he claims for himself, a minority tradition perhaps (even 
in the works of some of the philosophers Foucault cites in support of 
it), but a philosophical tradition nonetheless. In fact, although he may 
not yet have encountered Hadot’s work, Foucault was making assertions 
like this as early as March of 1977: “Philosophy’s question therefore is 
the question as to what we ourselves are. That is why contemporary 
philosophy is entirely political and entirely historical. It is the politics 
imminent in history and the history indispensable for politics.”  45   In just 
five years the tables turned 180 degrees; it is Foucault the activist who is 
the philosopher, while the ivory-tower-ensconced academics who pride 
themselves on abstraction in the pursuit of timeless truth are the ones 
who have lost their way.  

  III   The Lesson of Failure 

 The experience of reading Hadot’s work was of obviously great impor-
tance in Foucault’s reassessment of philosophy and the reconciliation 
he effected between philosophy and political activism in his own life. I 
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want to suggest, however, that there was another—perhaps equally—
significant experience: political failure. GIP veteran Gilles Deleuze 
ref lected years later:

  I think Foucault only remembered the fact that he had lost; he did not 
see in what way he had won. . . . He thought he had lost because every-
thing closed down again. He had the impression that it had been useless. 
Foucault said it was not repression but worse: someone speaks but it is 
as if nothing is said. Three or four years later, things returned to exactly 
the way they had been.  46     

 Although many of those who have documented the GIP’s work dis-
pute Foucault’s negative assessment of its impact, for a time at least 
Foucault must have confronted the possibility that political action of 
the sorts open to ordinary citizens is no more effective at creating mean-
ingful change than is sitting around the ivory tower talking about “an 
entity’s totality, ‘writing,’ the ‘materiality of the signifier,’ and other 
such things.”  47   It cannot have been much comfort to him to think, as 
Deleuze did, that “today something is being said about prisons, by the 
prisoners naturally, but sometimes by non-prisoners, something that 
would previously have been impossible to formulate”;  48   political  action  
in the form of information-gathering, press conferences, protests, pam-
phleteering, interviews, and arrests had produced  more talk . Whatever 
Foucault might have been expecting or hoping for, it surely was more 
than that. 

 As any good community organizer knows, meaningful structural 
change usually takes sustained and measured activity over a long period 
of time. It can be as tedious and gray and require as much patience as 
any genealogical project undertaken in the archive. Effective political 
work is usually slow and frequently boring. The field of action must be 
continually reassessed and strategies and tactics, and sometimes even 
goals, rethought again and again in order to build the capacity for suf-
ficient force to be generated in precisely the right locations at just the 
right times. A network of force relations must be constructed to counter 
the network under contestation and eventually to subvert it. I venture 
to say Foucault’s experience with the GIP taught him this and led him 
to rethink activism along with philosophy.  49   

 In January 1976, three years after the GIP’s dissolution, Foucault 
ref lected—again not without some evident frustration—on his intel-
lectual work up to that point. The occasion was the opening lecture of 
his yearly series at the Coll è ge de France. Without owning the degree to 
which the statement ref lects some of his own past comments, he notes: 
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“In recent years we have often encountered, at least at the superficial 
level, a whole thematic: ‘life, not knowledge,’ ‘the real, not erudition,’ 
‘money, not books.’”  50   But was this thematic really a rejection of knowl-
edge, or was it something different? “It appears to me that beneath this 
whole thematic, through it and even within it, we have seen what might 
be called the insurrection of subjugated knowledges”  51  —that is, not a 
rejection of knowing, learning, conceptualizing, and synthesizing, as it 
might first appear, but a rejection of a certain “already-known” and per-
haps a certain way of knowing and the exclusive investment of knowing 
in certain individuals, practices, and institutions. 

 Foucault identifies two types of subjugated knowledge: (1) those that 
have been disqualified as insufficiently conceptual, na ï ve, or unscien-
tific, including the experiential knowledge had by psychiatric patients, 
nurses, delinquents, and so on, and (2) blocks of knowledge buried 
in obscurity, perhaps at some point intentionally so, in archives.  52   
Although the “already known” holds itself forth as unquestionable, as 
the accretion of objective investigations with no political investments 
or alliances, it can do so only by suppressing, outlawing, or dismiss-
ing “historical knowledge of struggles,”  53   the battles waged to put the 
current epistemic and material regimes in place.  54   Put another way, the 
“already known” is a “power-effect”  55   that denies itself as such and that 
sustains its power through that sustained denial. “If you like,” Foucault 
says to his audience, “we can give the name ‘genealogy’ to this coupling 
together of scholarly erudition and local memories, which allows us to 
constitute a historical knowledge of struggles and to make use of that 
knowledge in contemporary tactics.”  56   Genealogy, which involves the 
coupling together of the voices of prisoners (for example) and archi-
val scholars like Foucault (for example), facilitates the construction of 
that counter-network of force relations. It effects a history of the pres-
ent that is itself effective at bringing into question the unquestionable. 
And unlike the GIP (at least in Foucault’s own estimation), genealogy 
does have destabilizing effects on institutional structures. In response 
to an interviewer who suggests that reading  Discipline and Punish  does 
nothing to destabilize the status quo, Foucault says, “it’s true that cer-
tain people, such as those who work in the institutional setting of the 
prison . . . are not likely to find advice or instructions in my books that 
tell them ‘what is to be done.’ But my project is precisely to bring it 
about that they ‘no longer know what to do,’ so that the acts, gestures, 
discourses which up until then had seemed to go without saying become 
problematic, difficult, dangerous.”  57   In this interview, at least, Foucault 
seems to believe that  Discipline and Punish  did what he wanted it to do; 
the genealogy was effective. 
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 It would seem, then, that the lesson Foucault learned from what he 
saw as the GIP’s failure and from continued meditation on philosophy 
as a discipline and practice was that the political work that he  could  do 
effectively was that of a specific intellectual using his scholarly exper-
tise to make available knowledges of struggles subjugated in obscure 
archives for alliances with the knowledges voiced by those whom the 
dominant knowledge regime discredits.  58   He would remain an activist 
in the commonly understood sense—signing petitions, attending pro-
tests, and so on—but, in addition, his activism would occur as scholar-
ship in the production of histories of the present. Indeed, Foucault lived 
his description of philosophy as “the politics immanent in history and 
the history indispensable for politics.”  59   It was as an activist that he was 
a philosopher and as a philosopher that he was an activist.  

  IV   Philosophy’s Prospects 

 Henry David Thoreau might well have agreed with Foucault’s assess-
ment and redefinition of philosophy as fundamentally a practice insepa-
rable from how one lives one’s politically and historically specific life. 
“There are nowadays many professors of philosophy, but not many 
philosophers,” Thoreau observed in 1854. “To be a philosopher is not 
merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to 
love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, inde-
pendence, magnanimity, and trust.”  60   For Thoreau, as for Foucault, 
philosophizing speaks in the living, not in the diplomas on the wall or 
the words in the journals. While it is hard to imagine Foucault sleeping 
in a hut or baking bread over a camp fire as Thoreau did, it is not hard 
to imagine him going to jail for his political dissent; like Thoreau, he 
did. Moreover, both philosophers made it clear that they were moved to 
action by their experience of the intolerable. For Foucault it was prison 
conditions; for Thoreau it was slavery. Arrest was neither one’s choice, 
but it was the price of refusal, and refusal of the intolerable was where 
their philosophizing, their lives, led them. In this sense, for Foucault, 
philosophy was revitalized, or, perhaps better, its vitality was retrieved 
from French academic obscurity. But what of us? What of philosophy in 
North America in the present day? 

 “There is little life in most professional philosophy today,” John Stuhr 
has written; “philosophy now exists in limbo, alive but comatose.”  61   
Stuhr held out hope for a revival of the discipline through self-critique, 
but 15 years after he offered this diagnosis, physicist Stephen Hawking 
declared the patient past hope. “How can we understand the world in 
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which we find ourselves? How does the universe behave? What is the 
nature of reality? Where did all this come from? Did the universe need a 
creator? . . . Traditionally these are questions for philosophy, but philos-
ophy is dead.”  62   And Hawking has no inclination to mourn this passing, 
because physics (more specifically, Hawking) has picked up the torch. 
Leave the dead to bury their dead; we physicists have work to do! 

 Many academic philosophers have expressed outrage at Hawking’s 
cavalier pronouncement,  63   but the proclamation is hardly original; phi-
losophy has been declared dead over and over again for at least a half 
century—frequently by philosophers themselves and in terms at least 
as harsh as Foucault once used. Lewis Feuer, professor of philosophy 
at University of California at Berkeley, announced its death in 1966 in 
the pages of the  New York Times Magazine , noting that Arthur Lovejoy 
had already observed that it was on its last legs anyway.  64   It had cer-
tainly lost its relevance, according to a slew of commentators.  Time  
magazine averred that the discipline was nothing more than “a private 
game for professionals”  65   with no appeal beyond the Tower walls. Forty-
eight years later, Arran Gare concurs: “Philosophy is now regarded as an 
academic parlour game irrelevant to everything and, for the most part, 
of no interest except to other philosophers.”  66   Philosophy is in crisis, 
suggests the title of a 1989 anthology.  67   “Philosophy’s relevance is dis-
appearing,” David Hildebrand announced in 1999.  68   And in the pages 
of  Metaphilosophy , in 1973, Michael Fox wrote: “Negative attitudes 
towards philosophy on the part of students and others have reached a 
crisis-point.”  69   

 Repeated declarations of philosophy’s ill-health and death lifted out 
of scholarly journals, the popular press, and nowadays philosophical 
blogs are comic in their persistence—if we assume that that very persis-
tence undercuts any claim to truth they might make; nothing can die 
over and over again. But perhaps it is the metaphor that is at fault, not 
the basic observation. Philosophy may not be dead or comatose; it may 
not even be slightly feverish. After all, it has no biological existence 
apart from those who practice it. As an academic discipline, however, its 
existence just may not matter very much to very many people anymore, 
probably not even to some of the people who are employed to teach in 
philosophy departments, as Lee McIntyre recently speculated in  The 
Chronicle of Higher Education . McIntyre further observed, “Over the 
last 20 years, income inequality in America has grown to unsustain-
able levels, genocide has devastated Rwanda and Serbia, modern slavery 
exists in Sudan, child prostitution is rampant in Southeast Asia, and 
9/11 brought terrorism to American shores. Yet to look at the history of 
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the philosophy of language, mind, science, metaphysics, epistemology, 
or even ethics, one would hardly know all that.”  70   Consequent to its lack 
of attention to political and ethical life, coupled with economic consid-
erations within the academy and political considerations in our neo-
liberal world at large, McIntyre predicts that philosophy departments 
will disappear in the not-too-distant future. To many, including some 
of those who have made such harsh pronouncements, its institutional 
eradication would be a sad and perhaps even shameful d é nouement. 

 Yet, how is it possible for philosophy to have no relation to anybody’s 
real life? It is not possible on Foucault’s Hadot-informed view. The 
problem is not that  philosophy  is irrelevant; the problem is either that 
what is happening in the profession is not philosophy, or that the way of 
life it exemplifies has no appeal. Consider the problems that Foucault 
identified: (1) academic philosophers are more enthralled with theory 
than with practice and are training students in philosophical discourse 
alone, and (2) they produce theory that simply cannot be translated into 
anything more vital than parlor games. 

 This sort of theory-making may be a personal strategy of avoidance 
for people who dislike ref lecting on their own lives, or it may be a 
political strategy of obfuscation for the funders that support them, or 
both.  71   There certainly are material networks of power relations that 
produce these deadening, distancing, and trivializing effects, and they 
are worthy of careful study.  72   But I contend that there is a more general 
question worth asking as well: Might philosophy be better served if its 
academic avatar were abolished? Might philosophy f lourish if conserva-
tive, increasingly corporatized neoliberally politicized academic insti-
tutions no longer held it under their control? Instead of focusing on 
resisting eradication from the academy, perhaps philosophy should seek 
refuge outside it. 

 Let me be clear: I am not advocating exodus. I am simply raising a 
question that I think must be on the table in any discussion of philoso-
phy’s future. The practice of philosophy, philosophy as a way of life, 
has no essential tie to academic institutions (although currently many 
philosophers’ livelihoods do). How might philosophical living, includ-
ing training for it, be best accommodated in light of the prevailing net-
works of power and levers for resistance and transformation? To quote 
Foucault from a different context: “Maybe the target nowadays is not to 
discover what we are, but to refuse what we are. We have to imagine and 
to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political ‘double 
bind,’ which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of 
modern power structures.”  73   If we take Foucault’s work seriously, the 
question for our present is: Where is philosophy livable? And how?  
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     CHAPTER 2 

 The Untimely Speech of 
the GIP Counter-Archive   

    Lynne   Huffer     

  I’m a voice that cries out in the desert. 
 —“H.M.” (1972)  

  The politics of the GIP was a politics of speech: questionnaires, public 
interviews, pamphlets, press conferences, and the theatrical reenact-
ment of a prison trial were the GIP’s primary weapons. But does the 
GIP’s short life span (1971–1973) mean, as many have claimed, that 
its politics of speech was a failure? This chapter explores the  question 
of the GIP’s impact by reconceiving the time of its formal activity as 
a time of return to Foucault’s earlier analysis of speech and confine-
ment in his 1961 book,  History of Madness . Indeed,  Madness  was reis-
sued in a new edition in 1972 at the height of the GIP’s activities. And 
although Foucault frequently affirmed the proximity of his anti-prison 
activities to his “former preoccupations”  1   in  History of Madness , the 
GIP- Madness  connection remains unexamined in Foucault scholar-
ship. Resituating Foucault’s anti-prison activism as a return to madness 
stages the GIP’s politics of speech as a response to the exclusionary 
gestures by which deviants and abnormals—those we might label today 
as queer—are simultaneously produced and marginalized. Both prison 
and the asylum are formations that actualize the production of devi-
ance, exposing what Foucault calls “unreason” as a function of recursive 
time.  2   In the “archeology of . . . silence”  3   that is  History of Madness , we 
glimpse unreason or hear its murmur through the archives of confine-
ment: the “words and texts,” which, as Foucault puts it, “were not pro-
duced to accede to language.”  4   If Foucault’s ostensible aim in writing 
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 Madness  was to allow the archives “to speak of themselves,”  5   he repeat-
edly demonstrated the impossibility of that task: to speak unreason is 
to mask it, to eclipse it with the language of reason. Can we engage the 
GIP’s politics of speech within a similar frame? Can we say of the prison 
what Foucault said about asylums, that the words that make legible the 
negativity of confinement “belong to a world that has captured them 
already”?  6   

 And how are we to assess this dilemma today, 40 years after the 
GIP’s time? For what is the GIP we encounter now as documents if not 
what Foucault calls in  Discipline and Punish  an “ignoble archive”  7   of 
captured speech? Although Foucault has been chastised for effacing the 
subalterns in whose name he speaks, both his work on madness and his 
anti-prison activism challenge the empiricist assumptions that ground 
these accusations. Resituating the politics of speech in a genealogical 
frame, I will argue specifically that the archive recursively redeploys 
imprisoned speech as genealogical events that can only emerge out of 
sync with their own time. 

 In making this specific point about the GIP, I also make a broader 
claim about how to understand the temporal breaks that characterize 
Foucauldian genealogy. Importantly, the discontinuity that defines 
genealogical time reiterates what  History of Madness  describes as “the 
time of unreason”:  8   an “experience,” Foucault writes, of “the untimely 
within the world.”  9   In  Madness , the time of unreason is not only recur-
sive but also fractured: an “unconditional return”  10   and an “always-
instantaneous rupture.”  11   The time of genealogy, like the time of 
unreason, is the returning time of ghosts: what the French call  rev-
enants . The GIP archives become, then, a haunted space whose spec-
ters include not only detainees from the early 1970s but also the mad 
confined in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Correspondingly, 
classical confinement returns, as  revenant , in the modern carceral era: it 
returns, specifically, as sovereign power’s double in biopower. The GIP 
archive tracks one strand of that movement and, in so doing, comes to 
function as a  counter-archive  whose untimely speech “gives the f loor”  12   
to genealogical events out of sync with their own time. 

 Like the archives of madness, the GIP archive dramatizes, then, the 
ethical and political implications of Foucault’s genealogical approach 
to the complex play of speech and silences. One of the many effects of 
confinement is the production of what Foucault calls “many silences.”  13   
How do we read an archive haunted by those silences? If the GIP’s only 
watchword was “speech to the detainees!,”  14   how does that watchword 
play out in the archive? And if, as some have argued, the GIP failed in 
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its primary aim by giving voice to prison commentators rather than 
prisoners themselves, does this failure characterize the speech of the 
GIP archive as well?  15   If the GIP archive is haunted, is it haunted pre-
cisely by the familiar problem of speaking for others?  16   Does “giving 
prisoners the f loor”  17   in the form of an archive confine them further 
within the grids of carceral power-knowledge? Again, do the words that 
make legible the negativity of confinement “belong to a world that has 
captured them already”?  18   

 I engage these questions in three parts. In section I, to develop my 
broad claim about genealogy and unreason, I frame the problem of the 
GIP’s archival speech by revisiting  History of Madness . I argue, first, that 
Foucault’s genealogical method offers a way to approach the archive as 
untimely. From a genealogical perspective, hearing the complex play 
of speech and silences means orienting oneself to the archival event as 
discontinuous and untimely. Looking back at  Madness , we can see that 
orientation as an attunement to unreason. In section II, I explore the 
biopolitical implications of that orientation by examining the ruptur-
ing return of  Madness ’s Great Confinement in the time of the GIP. 
Linking old confinement to the “new confinement”  19   of populations, I 
show how biopower reactivates a Cartesian ratio whose statistical order 
defines a regulatory norm. Finally, in section III, I resituate the spectral 
archive of confinement in relation to the problem of speaking for oth-
ers. I argue that Foucault’s genealogical method offers a way to hear 
the GIP’s archival speech and silences as the untimely interruption of 
carceral power-knowledge. 

 Although genealogical rupture hardly solves the dilemma posed by 
reason’s occlusion of that which remains illegible in our history and 
our culture, genealogy disrupts the f lat binarism—speaking for oth-
ers versus allowing others to speak for themselves—through which 
the impossible political demand to “exclude exclusion”  20   persists. If, as 
genealogists, we “seize the return”  21   of the murmuring  revenants  who 
unsettle the self-identity of voices, including our own, perhaps we will 
become more willing to risk ourselves in the face of moral dictates 
whose impossible rules of representation we are bound to violate again 
and again. Tracking unreason as “the untimely within the world,”  22   we 
must ourselves become untimely, “lend[ing] an ear” to “words without 
language”  23   and listening for those events that “we tend to feel [are] 
without history.”  24   

 Ultimately, my approach here is an attempt to link Foucault’s genea-
logical method to his political activism and, thereby, to rethink geneal-
ogy as a mode of political resistance. In the Great Confinement of the 
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Classical Age, Parisian authorities locked up 1 percent of the population, 
starting with the poor. That “confinement  en masse ”  25   has something 
to teach us about resistance to the mass confinements that character-
ize prison society today, especially in the hyperracialized US prison-
industrial complex, where the percentage of imprisoned adults hovers at 
around 1 percent, with over 3 percent under some form of correctional 
control. The singular event Foucault calls the Great Confinement is 
now a permanent condition of contemporary American life, especially 
for people of color, who are disproportionately represented in the fig-
ures above. This recursive transformation of an event into a condition 
raises the question: can genealogy’s counter-archival effects be con-
ceived strategically as modes of resistance within biopower? Like the 
petty thieves, vagabonds, sodomites, prostitutes, and scandalous monks 
locked up in the seventeenth century, the prisoners of Toul, Nancy, 
Fleuris-Merogis, Attica, and San Quentin who speak through the GIP 
persist into the present as material traces: they come to us as the news-
paper clippings, letters, pamphlets, and registries of “singular lives”  26   
that are “snatched . . . from the darkness” by power’s “beam of light.”  27   
How will today’s “over-imprisoned”  28   populations speak in the future, 
as history? Will they only speak in a language that pins them down or 
silences them, like H.M.’s voice, lost in the desert of my epigraph? Or 
can a life struck down by words become a different kind of speech? Can 
that speech become, as George Jackson’s did, in Jean Genet’s words, 
“luminous,” a “carrier of light”?  29    

  I   The GIP,  Madness , and the Time of Unreason 

 If the GIP’s moment of activism barely registers—a firecracker f lashing, 
then gone—its remains have scattered, like a firecracker’s ashes, to be 
gathered again as texts in archives.  30   But when we hear the GIP today 
in its archival form, how does it speak? In this section I reframe the 
time of the GIP as a time of return to  Madness  in order to situate my 
genealogical claims about the GIP’s untimely politics of speech. I show 
here that Foucault’s anti-prison activism triggers a return to the ideas 
and methods he had begun to explore a decade earlier in his study of 
the Great Confinement in  History of Madness . 

 Quite concretely, the time of the GIP is a time of return: in 1972, 
at the height of the GIP’s activity, Foucault republished, in a new edi-
tion, his 1961 book,  Folie et d é raison: Histoire de la folie  à  l’age clas-
sique  ( Madness and Unreason: History of Madness in the Classical Age ). 
To be sure, as with all Foucault’s returns, this return of  Madness  was a 
return with a difference: the title changed, and “unreason” disappeared. 
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Most important, Foucault replaced the original preface with a new 
one, explicitly recoding the “old”  31   book within a new context that 
Foucault described, in 1972, as “the series of events to which [the book] 
belongs.”  32   

 The new “series of events” to which an old  Madness  “belongs” 
includes, above all, the activities of the GIP as a transnational project 
of solidarity with activists around the world, from the Algerian mili-
tants imprisoned in their struggle for national independence to Lotta 
Continua in Italy and the Black Panthers in the United States.  33   But the 
recursive movement that makes way for  Madness  within Foucault’s anti-
prison activism is a rupturing, unsettling return rather than a cyclical, 
continuous recurrence of the past.  Madness  returns to the GIP, like a 
ghost, as the discontinuity that “ doubles history .”  34   This doubling of his-
tory is a doubling with a difference: a haunting return of the silences of 
classical unreason in the paroles of the detainees of the 1970s. Foucault’s 
return to  Madness  in the time of the GIP thus exposes the time of bio-
power as inhabited by the ghosts of sovereign confinement. Sovereign 
power returns, in the biopolitical time of the GIP, in the form of its 
“infamous” double as “vile sovereignty.”  35   What are we to make of this 
untimely return? 

  History of Madness  is helpful here in its description of a rupturing, 
recursive time Foucault calls the “time of unreason”:  36   the time of the 
disappearing  d é raison  of  Madness ’s first title. The time of return Foucault 
calls “unreason” is not a time of chronological sequels that would regard 
the past as so many stepping stones culminating in a stable present. 
Rather, in  Madness , Foucault introduces an unstable, shifting, tripar-
tite movement of fracture, an internal fissuring that produces unreason 
as the necessary backdrop for reason and madness; in its exclusion of 
unreason, reason determines the rationality of historical time. In that 
rationality, madness is incorporated as part of reason: “madness is rea-
son, with the addition of a thin layer of negativity.”  37   Correspondingly, 
the time of reason and the time of madness emerge, neatly paired, as 
the rationalized time of history. Only in the emergence of a rationalized 
time that allows for the writing of a history of madness can a time of 
unreason be glimpsed. We glimpse it, specifically, as the recursive back-
ground murmur that Foucault links to the very “ possibility of history .”  38   
Time as we know it—a sequential, diachronic temporality made legible 
within the grids of our rationality and our culture—is an achievement 
of reason, an extraction from the “background noise”  39   of a recursive 
“plunge”  40   Foucault calls unreason. 

 From this perspective, speech and confinement thus become func-
tions of reason’s exclusions. “What we know now about unreason enables 
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a better understanding of the nature of confinement,” Foucault writes 
in 1961.  41   Like the hospital or asylum in  History of Madness , the negativ-
ity of prison exposes what cannot appear within the grids that consti-
tute our rationality and our history: “one of those hidden regions of our 
social system, one of the black boxes of our life.”  42    Madness  reframes this 
famous “black box” image as events that remain illegible to those who 
stand outside them. Unreason exposes such events—what happens in 
prison—as “the Exterior” limits against which a culture defines itself: 
events “without history”  43   in a place “where nothing happens.”  44   

 In this sense, unreason forges a conceptual link that binds  Madness  
and the GIP to what Foucault dubs “genealogy” in an essay contempo-
raneous with the creation of the GIP: “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” 
(1971). In its return to  Madness , the GIP allows us to see what we 
could not see before: that the time of genealogy is the time of unrea-
son. Correspondingly, the “new” concept of genealogy Foucault intro-
duces in 1971 allows us to reapproach the paradoxical problem of the 
GIP’s politics of speech within the “old” frame of unreason as events of 
silence. The return to the GIP archive is an attempt to give prisoners the 
f loor as part of history; but the time of unreason exposes that gesture as 
fraught, trapped within the dilemma of speech and silences as functions 
of confinement. 

 As “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” makes clear, genealogy’s task 
is not to give voice to the past’s silences but, rather, to make visible 
the structures of intelligibility that allow some events to emerge at the 
expense of others. Strangely, genealogy tracks the “lacunary reserve”  45   of 
absent events, the moment “when they did not take place.”  46   Thus gene-
alogy exposes the paradoxical unreason that confinement names as a 
backdrop of unintelligibility, as a murmur, as an “empty and peopled”  47   
“void installed”  48   to make possible “the plenitude of history.”  49   And if 
the logic of exposure that separates unreason from madness “belongs” 
to prison as much as it does to madness, this does not mean the asy-
lum and the prison are the same. Rather, the return-with-a-difference 
that Foucault calls genealogy—the recursive movement of the time of 
unreason—reminds us that confinement is a contingent but repeated 
“merciless”  50   gesture: a recursive, shifting movement of division that 
both produces and excludes history’s deviants. That gesture delineates 
prison, like the seventeenth-century General Hospital, as the exclusion-
ary capture of “all that we experience today as limits, or strangeness, 
 or the intolerable ”:  51   “the simple, immediate converse of reason, . . . an 
empty form, without content or value, purely negative, where all that 
figures is the imprint of a reason that has f led.”  52    
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  II   The Return of Mass Confinement 

 Just as  Madness ’s unreason exposes the GIP archive as a site of reason’s 
violence, so too  Madness ’s Great Confinement exposes modern mass 
incarceration as the return of sovereignty-with-a-difference, or “vile 
sovereignty.”  53   Indeed, in 1972 Foucault makes clear his conception 
of modern incarceration as the return of a form of mass confinement 
he described in  History of Madness , noting in particular the increasing 
displacement of an individualizing disciplinary power by a massifying 
one.  54   Individualizing disciplinary confinement “made distinctions,” 
Foucault says: “mentally ill in the asylum, young people in the schools, 
delinquents in prison.”  55   But “today,” he continues, “for reasons I still 
do not understand very well, we are  returning  to a kind of general, 
undifferentiated confinement” of which the Nazi concentration camp 
is a “bloody, violent, inhumane variant.”  56   

 In this 1972 allusion to what he will describe, in 1976, as the regu-
latory pole of biopower, Foucault reframes the “over-imprisoned”  57   
population of the GIP manifesto as a return to the Classical Age’s “con-
finement  en masse ”  58   of an undifferentiated assemblage of “infamies.”  59   
Crucially, sovereign confinement returns in the present as the vile sov-
ereignty of biopolitics: a regulatory, life-ordering power of normaliza-
tion whose panoptical rationality creates the “continuous, regulatory, 
corrective, distributive”  60   continuity of prison and non-prison that is 
today’s prison society. 

 This perspective on the return of sovereign power within biopower 
complicates the stories we tend to tell about Foucault’s conception of 
successive regimes of power in history. Indeed, a genealogy of confine-
ment that includes  Madness  and the GIP brings out a complex tem-
porality of power that critics of Foucault like Agamben and Esposito 
have overly simplified.  61   If the rationalized time of madness describes a 
sequential displacement of sovereign power by biopower, the recursive 
time of unreason signals a return of sovereign power as vile within bio-
power. This return of sovereignty does not mean, as Esposito claims, 
that Foucault suffers from “indecision” about the regimes of power he 
describes.  62   Rather, critics like Esposito ignore the extent to which the 
time of unreason informs Foucault’s approach to historicity and the 
regimes of power that characterize different eras. Foucault’s return to 
 Madness  in the context of his anti-prison activism helps us to see this 
nuance in his thinking in concrete ways. 

 Specifically, with its insistence on modern mass incarceration as the 
“over-imprisonment” of a “population,”  63   the GIP allows us to reread 
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the seventeenth-century Great Confinement within a genealogy of 
biopower. That genealogy exposes what other studies of the ordering 
of populations have not addressed: the “experience of unreason”  64   as a 
silencing confinement. As I explained in section I,  History of Madness  
narrates the transformation of madness as part of reason, as reason’s 
madness. More insidiously, in the 150-year transformation that will 
eventually make madness speak in the psychoanalytic talking cure and 
the confessional structures of identity politics, the mid-seventeenth-
century confining event that triggered madness’s takeover by reason 
becomes eclipsed by reason’s speech. To put it succinctly, a confining 
reason produced a garrulous madness whose speech masks the silencing 
gesture whereby an undifferentiated mass of deviance was produced. 
The genealogist exposes that undifferentiated mass as experiences of 
unreason that return to us, retrospectively, as a queer hodgepodge of 
infamy: paupers, vagabonds, nymphomaniacs, petty thieves, loose 
women, unruly children, and oddball usurers. To make madness speak, 
again, in modernity, is to repeat the silencing of unreason by mad-
ness. To make the deviants of confinement speak is both to mask those 
silences and to obscure the very gestures that silence. 

 This paradox of speech and silence that characterizes classical mass 
confinement as an experience of unreason offers a new perspective on 
mass incarceration in the time of the GIP and today. Prison, through 
this lens, becomes the historical result of a gesture that expels “all that 
man would not recognize”  65   except as “strangeness,  or the intolerable ,”  66   
even as it normalizes the intolerable as commonplace. It becomes the 
space-time of unreason, “empty and peopled,”  67   of a “disparate mass of 
experiences”  68   that includes everyone from drug addicts to bad check 
writers to violent offenders who fade, en masse, over the horizon of his-
tory. Together they constitute “a dull sound from beneath history,”  69   the 
background murmur out of which the events of history are extracted. 
Thus genealogy reframes the GIP’s archival politics of speech as a 
potential mode of resistance. Approached genealogically, with a view to 
the Great Confinement, the GIP archive allows us to hear the obscuring 
gestures that are themselves obscured by history’s speech. 

 Importantly, Foucault’s return to  Madness  in the context of the 
GIP exposes the “new confinement”  70   of populations as a return to a 
Cartesian rationality whose abstractions serve the statistical, stochas-
tic ordering of biopower’s regulatory norm. In  History of Madness , the 
Great Confinement describes two kinds of events: locking up prisoners 
and locking up thought. That second event—“the advent of a  ratio ”  71   
in the cogito’s exclusion of madness from thinking—is as important for 
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understanding the GIP’s intervention into biopolitical confinement as 
are the bodily constraints of imprisonment. The return of sovereign, 
mass confinement in biopower is thus also the return of a ratio whose 
techniques guide the rationality of the statistical norm. Paradoxically, 
as Foucault’s analysis of panopticism will make clear, the “black boxes” 
of prison are the result of the statistical “permanent visibility”  72   of an 
overconfined population. The intensified legibility that obscures expe-
riences of prison as experiences of unreason is epitomized by the super-
max prison, where shackles are replaced by technologies of surveillance 
born in the Cartesian ratio’s exclusion of madness from the cogito.  73   

 This paradox of a legibility that obscures returns us to the paradox 
of a speech that drowns out unreason’s many silences. Just as reason’s 
language about madness masks the classical unreason—experiences of 
exclusion, confinement, and silence—out of which that language was 
extracted, so too the modern forms of intelligibility of the “great car-
ceral continuum”  74   render invisible the background monstrosities out of 
which biopolitical knowledge plots little abnormals, petty delinquents, 
and minor deviants within its graphs, statistics, and curves. 

 How then can the GIP documents speak today? Can the untimely 
return of the GIP’s speech contest the movements of confinement that 
constitute the imprisoning rationality of the carceral continuum, a 
rationality manifested not only in asylums and prisons, but also in that 
other site of reason’s violence: the archive? If the GIP’s politics of speech 
provides a stage or support for the speech “without support”  75   that is the 
negativity of prison, what happens when that speech becomes legible as 
texts in an archive? Can a life struck down by words become a different 
kind of speech?  

  III   The Untimely Speech of the Counter-Archive 

 Many of Foucault’s critics have argued that the GIP’s politics is a failed 
politics precisely because of the problem of speech and the tendency of 
intellectuals to speak for others. Most notably, in “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?,” Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak asserts that Foucault’s aim to give 
voice to prisoners and the mad in his own retreat from subjectivity none-
theless reaffirms the speech of Western subjects while the subalterns they 
represent remain silent.  76   Along similar lines, Cecile Brich has argued 
that “the failure of the GIP” is due to its “communicative hegemony”  77   
over prisoners’ discourses. Criticizing the GIP’s use of a “restrictive 
questionnaire format” and a “remarkably biased selection”  78   of testimo-
nies put forward for publication in the “Intolerable” pamphlets, Brich 
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argues that these methods not only “failed to ensure the participation of 
a representative sample of informants”  79   but also reproduced a pattern 
where prisoners “contribute experiences, while analysis and commentary 
was provided by the GIP intellectuals.”  80   Prisoners’ lives, she argues, are 
not presented in their own terms. Rather, they are “encased” within 
the overbearing “interpretive framework” of the “ enqu ê te-intol é rance ,”  81   
the questionnaires through which the GIP gathered information for 
publication in their “Intolerable” pamphlets. These questionnaires, 
Brich argues, “bear the unmistakable stamp of Foucault’s thought.”  82   
Aligning herself with Spivak, Brich focuses on the  enqu ê te-intol é rance , 
accusing the GIP, and Foucault specifically, of turning prisoners into 
“objects of an interaction closely resembling an interrogation or a psy-
chological examination.”  83   In Brich’s view, the GIP is ultimately just 
another “Panopticon.”  84   

 But Foucault was well aware of the dangers of the  enqu ê te . “This judi-
cial model of the  enqu ê te ,” Foucault says in 1972, “is based in an entire 
system of power” that “defines what will be constituted as knowledge.”  85   
Contrasting the  enqu ê te  with the essay, the meditation, or the treatise, 
Foucault traces the  enqu ê te ’s genealogy as an “inquisitorial”  86   mode of 
knowing that gives rise to the empirical sciences. “We belong to an 
inquisitorial civilization,” Foucault writes, one that practices the “extrac-
tion, displacement, accumulation of knowledge. The inquisition: a form 
of power-knowledge essential to our society. The truth of experience is 
the daughter of the inquisition.”  87   

 In this context, Brich’s empiricist call for better representation of 
prisoners’ experiences—her call that we stop speaking for others so 
they might speak for themselves—fails to acknowledge those inquisito-
rial foundations of an empiricism caught in the dilemma of speaking 
unreason: the paradox of making intelligible the murmur of confine-
ment. The GIP’s recursive, counter-archival replay of  Madness  saps 
those foundations. As the return of sovereign confinement in biopower 
demonstrates, that inquisitorial structure is actualized in modernity as 
rationalized data-gathering methods that are of a piece with the mass 
confinements of the police—the grid-like  dispositif  of what Foucault 
calls a “police apparatus” for the “surveillance of populations.”  88   To be 
sure, the GIP does not escape this relation of complicity any more than 
the empiricist in her call for a more accurate recording of subaltern 
speech. But as an untimely speech, the GIP disrupts and destabilizes the 
inquisitorial roots of biopower’s empiricist methods. 

 Importantly, the inquisitorial dangers of the  enqu ê te  elaborated by 
Foucault are intensified, in the long term, by the perhaps greater danger 
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of the reduction of speech to textual traces to be gathered by positivist 
historians or sacralized in the pedagogies of deconstruction.  89   Although 
Foucault worries about how the knowledge extracted by the sovereign 
 enqu ê te  “accumulates and gives way to a judgment or a decision,”  90   he 
worries even more about how the archival knowledge of confinement 
“accumulates on earth in the form of written traces”  91   that expand and 
intensify the carceral rationality of a power over life that captures every-
thing within its net. The archive is the manifestation of biopower’s reg-
ulatory “administrative” and “recording mechanism” where “everything 
that is said . . . is noted down in writing” and “deposited in an enormous 
documentary mass.”  92   

 Here then, are the stakes of revisiting the GIP archive in a genealogy 
of the politics of speech and confinement. As today’s surveillance tech-
nologies from the Internet to the supermax make clear, the problem of 
subaltern speech is more complex than giving voice to silence through 
“the invention of voices behind the text.”  93   The problem, rather, is how 
to interrupt the seductive hum of captured voices made hyperintelli-
gible by mechanisms that range from police surveillance technologies 
to computer algorithms: the monitoring, documenting, registering, and 
tracking of data for the biopolitical ordering of life. 

 From this perspective, the GIP’s most enduring political legacy is its 
untimely counter-archival force: its recursive interruption of biopow-
er’s hyperlegible continuities. As a counter-archival discourse, the GIP 
functions today not only at the disciplinary level through the  parrhe-
siastes ’ “counter-attack”  94   against panoptical power-knowledge. More 
important, the GIP’s untimely speech intervenes at the anonymous, 
massifying level by jamming the rational machinery of the regulatory 
mechanisms through which biopower manages and orders populations. 
In that intervention, the GIP counter-archive invites us to hear an expe-
rience of confinement that “none of us escapes.”  95   The time of unrea-
son transforms reason’s archive into an echo chamber of silences, where 
“words and texts . . . not produced to accede to language”  96   reverber-
ate as the remains of sound fading, like the “empty imprint of figures 
withdrawn”  97   in the deductive extraction of unreason through reason’s 
confining gestures. In that sense, a genealogy of the GIP as a history of 
speech and confinement is also “an archeology of that [reverberating] 
silence”:  98   a history of events as the absence of events “having no right-
ful place in history.”  99   

 Reading the GIP documents as a counter-archive reframes the GIP’s 
speech in a genealogy of events, where the words of detainees become 
events of speech “without history”  100   that emerge to interrupt the false 
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coherence of reason’s history. Other examples of prison counter-archives 
might be the five core demands of the Pelican Bay hunger strikers, the 
letters of George Jackson, posts from trans prisoners at the Sylvia Rivera 
Law Project Web site, or the voices of prisoners on Houston’s prison radio 
show.  101   From this perspective, the GIP counter-archive exposes the his-
torical question posed by Foucault’s genealogical method: what counts 
as an event? What becomes legible as having taken place as an event 
in history? For Foucault, events are inseparable from the gestures that 
render them legible or not within the grids of intelligibility that consti-
tute our history and our culture. Events are points of emergence within 
a process Foucault calls “eventialization” or, as Georges Canguilhem 
puts it, the “bringing to light of ‘ruptures of evidence.’”  102   Whether 
those ruptures appear large or small or register at all depends upon the 
epistemic conditions that allow for their appearance. Hence the impor-
tance of genealogy. Unlike traditional conceptions of events as rare 
eruptions of transcendence that place them outside of the monotony of 
time, Foucault’s events are ontologically inseparable from the everyday 
occurrences that never attain the singular status of “historical” events. 

 From the perspective of the Foucauldian, genealogical event, the 
GIP’s speech can be heard as instances of “eventialization”: the “bring-
ing to light of ‘ruptures of evidence’”  103   that have not taken place because 
they’ve not had a place (“ n’ont pas eu lieu ”) as “history.”  104   Anti-prison 
speech becomes a contestation of those modes of intelligibility that 
define events as existing historically. The detainee’s speech becomes a 
counter-event: an irruptive speech that cracks the continuities of car-
ceral ways of knowing and inhabiting the world. Rather than remain-
ing a “black box” without history, prison becomes, as Foucault puts it, 
“a place in which events happen every day: hunger strikes, refusals of 
nourishment, suicide attempts, revolts, fights, . . . a place where history, 
the everyday, and life itself happen[s], where events [take] place.”  105   

 If carceral rationality puts the modes of intelligibility that consti-
tute history in lock-down, counter-archival speech exploits the points 
of weakness where intelligibility begins to crack. That crack-up of 
reason’s lock-down is unreason, and the counter-speech of a sovereign 
Great Confinement repeated in biopower allows us to hear its mur-
mur. Our task today, then, is both political and genealogical: “to agi-
tate within”  106   the prison of power-knowledge by hearing, again, those 
events of speech. To hear those events is, as Foucault puts it, “to put the 
prison in question.”  107   

 In this sense, the GIP’s “effective work”  108   corresponds to what 
Foucault calls “‘effective’ history”  109   in “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”: 
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the GIP provides a platform—conditions of possibility—for evential-
ization as events of speech: not speech as the phenomenal appearance of 
a self-present voice, but speech as word-events, as weapons in a strug-
gle whose stakes are biopolitical. The “effective work” of those speech 
events serves the “effective history” that is genealogy, and the political 
efficacy of those words must be assessed as historical questions. If the 
GIP comes to us as discourse in an archive, that discourse is out of 
sync with its own historical moment. As events, the GIP’s words are 
untimely. 

 Let me end with two concrete instances of the GIP’s counter-archival 
machinery-jamming in the emergence of untimely word-events. The 
first is a press conference, the second a line from a prisoner’s letter. 
First the press conference: in January 1972, Foucault described to the 
French press the testimony of an antipsychiatric prison psychiatrist, 
Edith Rose, against the Toul prison that employed her. “Here is the 
event”—“ Voici l’  é v é nement  ”—Foucault says.  110   In invoking the event in 
the context of the “black boxes” of prison where “nothing happens,”  111   
Foucault speaks an “I” in “The Discourse of Toul” that speaks neither 
for itself nor for others. Rather, he speaks as an “I” dissolved by its own 
temporal dislocation: as a non-self-identical, archival speech out of sync 
with its own time. To what “I” does the “Discourse of Toul” belong: 
Edith Rose, Foucault, the depersonalized “  je ” of a textual archive or, 
here in this essay, doubled again in an analysis of that archive? If that “I” 
speaks now, what is its time? In 1972, Foucault says: “‘The Discourse 
of Toul’ will perhaps be an event”—“‘ Le discours de Toul’ sera peut- ê tre 
un  é v é nement .”  112   In some future Foucault cannot name—is that future 
today?—“The Discourse of Toul” will perhaps become an event. Might 
we hear the proleptic retrospection of Foucault’s future tense as the 
untimely return of the voice of an “I” that cannot be heard in its own 
time? Does that voice crack open the grids of reason’s order? Or do we 
simply assimilate into ourselves what was once experienced “as limits, 
or strangeness, or the intolerable,”  113   allowing it to join “the serenity of 
the positive”  114   by giving it a name? 

 With these questions in mind, we can consider a second example 
of an archival speech out of sync with its own time in the “voice” of 
my epigraph at the beginning of this chapter: a single line from a 1972 
letter written by “H.M.” (G é rard Grandmontagne) and published 
the following year in the fourth GIP “Intolerable” pamphlet, “Prison 
Suicides.” Born in 1940, H.M. was first arrested at age 17 for steal-
ing candy. Arrested again two years later for two burglaries and the 
theft of a scooter, he was sentenced to six years in prison. Paroled in 
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1961, he returned to prison in 1962, serving sentences in Oermingen, 
Sarreguemine, and Limoges, where he participated in a hunger strike 
for 28 days. Transferred to Poissy, his late summer release date in 1963 
was revoked after he suffered assault and severe injury from a guard 
who subsequently filed a complaint against him, forcing the cancella-
tion of his release. Transferred to Privas, he was sentenced to solitary 
confinement for 45 days, then released from prison. He spent time with 
a family in the Ard è che, then moved to Valence, where he worked first 
in an ink factory and then as a train station food worker in Valence 
and Montrouge. His time out of prison was marked by escalating drug 
addiction and a stormy sexual relationship with a man, T. D é couverte. 
In 1971 he returned to prison: first Fresnes, then Mauzac, then back 
to Fresne. Released again in 1971, he was admitted to a drug detox 
center. In the summer of 1972 he was arrested again and returned to 
prison. Thrown into solitary for homosexuality, H.M. died in his cell 
on September 25, 1972, after hanging himself with electrical wires he 
had torn from the ceiling. Five days before his death, H.M. had written 
in one of his letters: “I write a lot but have the impression that I’m a 
voice that cries out in the desert.”  115   

 In producing its “suicide” pamphlet, did the GIP pull that voice out 
of the desert? Or did the GIP’s “failure” plunge that voice further into 
silence? If we reencounter H.M. as part of a GIP archive, what will it 
mean to hear him? As I’ve suggested, to name the intolerable often means 
to normalize it: to incorporate “the very thing” expelled by culture “to 
its extremities” into a form that comes “to designate us.”  116   In the case 
of H.M., to name his deviance as “homosexual” both acknowledges 
one of the specific ways in which his deviance was produced and, at the 
same time, normalizes him within a modern grid of sexual subjectivity. 
To refuse that normalization is to attune ourselves  not  to a positivity 
like “the homosexual,” but to the hollowing out gestures that signal the 
intolerable as something like the recognition of a voice fading. 

 The counter-archival reverberation between the “I” we can hear and 
the one we hear fading is one of the GIP’s political legacies. “Information 
has to reverberate,” Foucault said in a 1971 interview about the GIP.  117   
That reverberation allows us to ask about prison society today as a sex-
ualized, racialized, economically stratified carceral rationality whose 
appearance as an archive exposes a field of surveillance that is also a 
panoptical “network of writing.”  118   The “ignoble archives”  119   of bio-
power are the result of a “power from below”  120   that inscribes the tini-
est illegalities—H.M.’s petty thefts, addictions, and sexuality—into the 
“immense police text”  121   of our modern intelligibility. But the GIP’s 
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politics of speech exposes a different, desubjectified “I” that perhaps 
makes possible a different archive and a different way of thinking.  122   
Perhaps, in hearing the speech of that “I” again, as untimely, we can 
hear the GIP’s speech as a counter-archive. Perhaps that counter-archive 
can speak, as Jean Genet put it in his ref lections on one prisoner’s life 
and death in confinement, as small enlightenments that crack open, 
like firecrackers, the “black boxes” of our carceral order.  
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     CHAPTER 3 

 Conduct and Power: Foucault’s 
Methodological Expansions in 1971   

    Colin   Koopman    

   I   Why Methodology? 

 In assessing Michel Foucault’s most recent publications, posthumously 
collected now some 30 years after his death, it is tempting to do every-
thing we can to train those texts on the political problems of our 
 present. In the context of Foucault’s writings and words documenting 
his engagement with the Prisons Information Group, this is no doubt an 
urgent task. But we might also ask how Foucault’s engagement with the 
Prisons Information Group transformed his conception of the work of 
philosophical critique. Such an inquiry might even help to enrich that 
seemingly more urgent task of putting Foucault into contact with the 
politics of today. Or so at least we (those of us who would philosophize 
with political intent) should hope. The specifically philosophical task 
of engaging political realities must always work in ref lexive engage-
ment with both its subject matter and its own conditions of critique. 
Methodology is one useful label for this ref lexive work of self-recondi-
tioning, even if for many political theorists the term “method” is unfor-
tunately a jarring provocation.  1   

 One of the greatest gains of Foucault’s contributions to the history 
of political thought is his methodological transformation of inherited 
notions of philosophical critique. I shall be arguing that Foucault’s meth-
odological transformations in his practice of critique were crucial for his 
well-known but little-understood politicization in the early 1970s—it 
was his specifically methodological transformations that were decisive 
in the becoming-political of his practice of critique. Methodological 
transformations explain the political force of Foucault’s thought more 
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so than his more obvious contemporaneous shift in his fields and objects 
of inquiry. I develop this argument below by way of a contrast between 
philosophical  methodos  (the way that inquiry travels) and  topos  (spaces 
in which inquiry travels). This distinction helps me show why the polit-
ical force of Foucauldian critique has more to do with genealogy than it 
has to do with prisons. That may seem like a strange conclusion, but to 
understand why it is needful to think only of the surfeit of theoretical 
work on prisons that is thoroughly depoliticizing. 

 We should try to learn from Foucault not only what he said about 
contemporary political realities but also how he used philosophy to con-
front his present with a critical interrogation of its most acute problems. 
For if we learn this, we may then be better equipped to philosophically 
confront our own present. Foucault thereby becomes a possible resource 
for us.  2   If Foucault offers a model for philosophy as a critical confron-
tation with its present, then we can benefit from an excavation of the 
methods through which he came to enact such philosophical occupa-
tions and resistances. 

 I here excavate Foucault’s elaboration of genealogical critique on the 
basis of two sets of writings. I focus on Foucault’s 1970–71 Coll è ge de 
France course lectures (recently posthumously published and translated 
into English as  Lectures on the Will to Know ) and his 1971–72 writings 
with the Prisons Information Group (Groupe d’information sur les pris-
ons [GIP]) in the context of contemporary prison reform movements.  

  II   Political Topics and Politicizing Methods 

 Foucault’s inaugural 1970–71 lecture series at the Coll è ge de France is 
dry in its extended scholarly discussions of ancient Greek agriculture, 
economy, and ritual. The lectures followed on the heels of what was 
undoubtedly Foucault’s most technical book, his 1969  The Archaeology 
of Knowledge . Was the thunder of Foucault crashing across the pages of 
his 1961  History of Madness  now gone? Was he becoming just another 
boring old professor? Far from it. 

 The lecture series on the Greeks concluded in March 1971. At the 
time Foucault was already agitating. His involvement with the GIP was 
already very public. After the conclusion of his lecture series, Foucault 
shifted the central focus of his research presentations in Paris for the 
next eight years. His topics at the Coll è ge de France the following two 
years were the strikingly different locale of the urgent political prob-
lematic with which he was already engaged in the streets: in 1971–72 
and 1972–73 he lectured on “Penal Theories and Institutions” and “The 
Punitive Society.” 
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 In light of these observations, it would seem plausible to assume that 
Foucault came into his own as a political philosopher by working on 
topics that enabled him to think politically, namely topics of imprison-
ment and punishment. My argument, by contrast, is that the becoming-
political of Foucault’s thought was an effect not only of his shift to 
explicitly political topics but also, and indeed more so, his  methodologi-
cal  reorientations of the practice of critique. 

 My argument relies upon a distinction between two different kinds 
of elements central to Foucault’s writings.  3   Foucault’s work was certainly 
political in that his research frequently addressed itself to political  top-
ics  (or what we might call  objects of inquiry ). But insofar as some of 
these objects of concern were taken by many as patently apolitical, there 
must be something else in Foucault’s work that played a distinctively 
politicizing role. To bring this into view we should focus on Foucault’s 
 methodology  (or again, more technically, his  analytics of inquiry ). By dis-
tinguishing the political  topos  of the prison and the politicizing  meth-
odos  of genealogy, we can recognize how Foucault’s lectures in Paris 
in early 1971 may have already been politicizing in intent without yet 
being political in subject matter. 

 This distinction could help to discourage the unfortunate allergy 
against method characteristic of much of recent political theory. If 
Foucault is a paradigmatic political theorist and if the political qual-
ity of his thought owes something to its methodological features, then 
quite possibly political theory stands much to gain from more self-re-
f lexive methodological self-transformation.  4   In Foucault’s case, at least, 
my claim is that denying the importance of method in his work makes it 
difficult to explain the force of politicization at work in genealogy. Too 
much goes missing if we understand Foucault as a political theorist only 
insofar as he wrote about such patently political topics as prisons. 

 Consider, for instance, the politics of sexuality. The readiness with 
which we today think of sexuality as political can easily be bewitch-
ing. That sexuality had a politics was hardly obvious back in 1976 
(even if some, especially early feminists, had been saying so for some 
time). Foucault was a political philosopher not only because he wrote 
about political institutions, sites, and topics. His politics was primar-
ily a function of his way of politicizing the problematics at the heart of 
the practical functioning of his present—this amounted to an effec-
tive politicization of problematics that are otherwise too easily taken 
as depoliticized. Foucault politicized sexuality in ways that would have 
been provocative at the time and to which we are quite accustomed 
today. He also, it is worth remembering, politicized the prison in ways 
that were not at all customary at the time (even if some, especially 
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Frankfurt School Marxists, had begun developing more subtle versions 
of traditional accounts of the political economy of imprisonment). 

 Consider now that the  topos  of Foucault’s 1971 lectures could hardly 
be called political. Indeed what could seem less political in our historical 
present than a dry discourse on antiquity? Nevertheless, as I shall discuss 
below, Foucault’s 1971 lectures on the ancients invite us to consider how 
he was developing a  method  of inquiry that would increasingly qualify 
his work as an effort in politicizing agitation. Foucault’s political orien-
tation is therefore far more complex than the simple training of critical 
thought on some already political site. Foucault’s thought became politi-
cal not only because he came to write about prisons. There are, after all, 
innumerable accounts of the prison (not to mention sexuality) that are 
thoroughly depoliticizing. Foucault’s thought became political because 
it pressed toward a politicized confrontation with features of its  present 
widely taken as devoid of struggle, contest, and conf lict. Foucault’s 
methodological focus on an analytics of struggle could thus be pres-
ent in 1971 even in writings seemingly devoted to apolitical topics (as 
I show in section IV analyzing the Coll è ge de France lectures). At the 
same time, in other involvements in this period, Foucault was already 
focusing attention on explicitly political topics, such as the prison in the 
context of his practical work with the GIP (in section V). 

 Foucault’s work in 1971, we might say, was becoming-political in a 
double sense: it was politicizing in both its methodological intent and 
its topic of survey. It is the former that has been too much neglected. 
Foucault in 1971 teaches us, if we can keep our ear to his methodology 
as well as his subject matter, how to attune ourselves to the jolting rever-
berations of politicization-in-motion. Thus I attend in what follows to 
Foucault’s 1971 writings with an eye toward the expansion of archeo-
logical  method into genealogical method and the becoming-political 
effected therein. I begin with an abstracted outline of two general shifts 
constitutive of this expansion. From there I turn to analyses of these 
shifts as featured in the Coll è ge de France lectures and GIP writings 
from 1971.  

  III   Expanding the Method of Critique 

 One standard account of the difference between archeology and gene-
alogy is that the elaboration of genealogy in the early 1970s entailed a 
repudiation of archeology as it featured in his work in the 1960s. A better 
account is that archeology and genealogy are fully compatible, though 
nonidentical, methodologies (or analytics) for  philosophical-historical 
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critique. Arnold Davidson captures the gist of the better view in writ-
ing that, “genealogy does not so much displace archeology as widen the 
kind of analysis to be pursued.”  5   Following Davidson, I here pursue the 
question of how Foucault expanded or widened his archeological meth-
odology into the more capacious orientation of genealogy. It is crucial 
to note that there were multiple such expansions at work here. None of 
them is the key to all the others. I focus on just two. 

 A first familiar way of getting a grip on Foucault’s expansions is in 
terms of the observation that Foucault’s earlier work offers archeologies 
of  knowledge  whereas his later writings offer genealogies of  power/knowl-
edge  . Archeology is an inquiry from the perspective of the single vector 
of the epistemic. Genealogy involves an interrogation taken up from the 
perspective of the relation between the multiple vectors of the epistemic, 
the political, and so on. Construed as such, it seems clear that geneal-
ogy must include archeology within its work. Inquiry into the rela-
tion between a regime of power/knowledge should involve inquiry into 
the analytically distinguishable powers and knowledges forming that 
regime, even if part of the point of genealogy is that what really matters 
are the reciprocal interferences among these epistemic and political vec-
tors. Most commentators agree that through this shift Foucault helps 
us rethink epistemology as incipient political theory.  6   Since much atten-
tion has already been devoted to this issue, I attend below not so much 
to why Foucault expanded his work as to  how  he expanded it. 

 A second expansion enacted by Foucault in this period concerns 
the analytic categories through which Foucault gained critical grip. 
Archeology and genealogy offer two differing, but again not incompat-
ible, methodologies for undertaking problem-focused critique, or what 
Foucault would come to describe as an analytics of problematization.  7   
Archeology focuses problems in terms of  epistemes  (as in Foucault’s 
1966  The Order of Things ) or  discursive formations  (as in his 1969  The 
Archaeology of Knowledge ). The focus, it is often observed, is on dis-
course. Although Foucault’s concept of discursiveness is capacious, it 
also raises the specter of linguisticism. Archeology is not only an arche-
ology of what is said, but it does give analytic priority to what is said, 
and it tries to locate the sayable in the broader historical milieus that 
help unpack the meaning of what was once said but no longer can be. 
Genealogy, by contrast, grips problems in terms of  conducts  or  practices  
(notions prominent in his 1975  Discipline and Punish  and 1976  The 
Will to Know , that is,  The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 , and a number 
of the Coll è ge de France lectures from the late 1970s). In the genea-
logical writings, there is never a question of reduction to the level of 
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the linguistic, the statement, and the sayable. It is clear in these writ-
ings that the analytic emphasis is on  conduct , to focus on a term that 
Foucault made increasing use of in the 1970s. 

 While the category of conduct is central to the two major genea-
logical books from 1975 and 1976, the most striking and self-aware 
formulations of this category are all located in 1978.  8   In “Questions of 
Method,” Foucault holds: “To analyze ‘regimes of practices’ means to 
analyze programs of conduct.”  9   In “The Subject and Power,” he employs 
the term as a constituent component of power itself: “The exercise of 
power is a ‘conduct of conducts’ and a management of possibilities.”  10   
And in the 1978 Coll è ge de France lectures,  Security, Territory, and 
Population , he offers a brilliant formulation of power and resistance via 
this term: “We can say that there was an immediate and founding corre-
lation between conduct and counter-conduct.”  11   In later work, perhaps 
most notably in methodological writings from 1984, Foucault would 
gravitate more toward an analytic idea of “practice.”  12   Genealogical his-
tories of conduct and practice are about problematizations as composed 
by acts—this includes, of course, speech acts, but it is crucially not 
restricted to those alone. The privilege accorded to action in Foucault’s 
work has been aptly described by Tuomo Tiisala as Foucault’s “pragma-
tist commitment.”  13   I would not disagree. 

 To summarize so far, genealogy expands archeology in (at least) a 
double sense. Genealogy widens the archeological analysis of knowl-
edge to include an analysis of knowledge in relation to power and it 
also extends the field of focus from the discursive regimes of archeol-
ogy to broader assemblages within which discourse is just one of many 
interpenetrating kinds of conduct. These two expansions resonate with 
one another—an account of knowledge cast in terms of discourse may 
seem quite sensible, and a shift of focus to knowledge-power relations is 
better achieved by an actionistic lens. This double expansion need not 
involve any abandonment—there is, embedded within the operation of 
every genealogy, the effort of archeology insofar as power-knowledge 
regimes involve structures of knowledge and analyses of action include 
analyses of specifically discursive acts. 

 Similar accounts of Foucault’s methodological expansions have, to 
be sure, been ventured before.  14   What I propose to do in what follows is 
to train these familiar observations on the particular cases of writings 
from 1971 (some of which have only recently been published). With this 
new work in hand, we stand an even better chance of understanding the 
factors at play in Foucault’s methodological double expansion. 

 Both sets of writings I focus on were authored primarily in 1971. 
But there is nothing magical about this year. It is largely a convenience. 
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Nonetheless, it is interesting to observe how Foucault’s writings from 
that year give us glimpses into some of the  very first  formulations of some 
of his most important methodological categories. By 1975, Foucault 
was operating with well-established notions of  power / knowledge  and of 
 conduct . Back in 1969, however, neither of these ideas is all that con-
spicuous. When exactly did things change? I am not sure we can give 
an exact answer (nor do I think we need to). What we gain by focusing 
on 1971 is the potency of Foucault’s early formulations of what would 
only later become full-f ledged genealogy. There is something to be said 
for witnessing, through early and incomplete formulations, the work of 
thought in motion. Early formulations often lack polish, but they also 
often make up for it in fecundity. Attending to Foucault in 1971 gives 
us a glimpse of philosophy-in-transit where the later published writings 
appear more solid, stable, and sorted. 

 It is a curious thing about philosophies that we tend to want to regard 
them as final and conclusive. But what if philosophy could also be ini-
tiating in form and design? In Foucault’s case, we should note that no 
philosopher in recent memory resisted being pinned down as much as he 
did. One example is found in an interview in 1972 in which Foucault’s 
interviewer (repeatedly) asks him about certain of his ideas originally 
published during his year of high fame back in 1966. Foucault, clearly 
agitated, finally exclaims at one point: “Ok, don’t constantly go back 
to things I said before! When I say things, they are already forgotten. 
I think in order to forget. Everything I said in the past is absolutely 
without importance. One writes something when one has already worn 
it out in one’s head.”  15   What if we did not try to hold Foucault in place 
but allowed his thought to roam? We might lose a tight hold on geneal-
ogy as a finalized theory, but we might thereby gain a grip on genealogy 
as a mobilizable practice of critique.  

  IV   An Analytics of Power/Knowledge at the Coll è ge de France 

 Foucault’s 1971 Coll è ge de France lectures furnish a site for witnessing 
the philosophical transformations involved in his expansion of archeol-
ogy into genealogy. In these lectures, Foucault mines Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy to develop an idea of knowledge as the product of struggle. 
Foucault’s idea is that there is always something exterior to knowledge 
that conditions its production. 

 It is worth remarking that Foucault had at this point in time earned 
his reputation on the basis of erudite archeologies that had given lit-
tle focus to knowledge in the very midst of struggles. The archeologi-
cal image was of stable and calm regimes of knowledge. To be sure, 
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processes of formation were implied in the archeological work insofar as 
what is most striking about these texts is their illumination of the stark 
contrast between differing regimes of knowledge (or  epistemes ). But the 
catastrophic differences implied by Foucault’s archeologies remained 
merely implications. 

 Then, seemingly quite suddenly, in the 1971 lectures, the storms that 
must have taken place between differing regimes came to f lash across 
Foucault’s work. It was no longer enough to mark out the difference 
between discursive regimes. What Foucault was doing now involved 
charting transformations from one regime to the next: “Instinct, 
interest, play, and struggle are not that from which knowledge tears 
itself away . . . This is its permanent, perpetual, inevitable, necessary 
support.”  16   Foucault in these lectures began to fabricate a new perspec-
tive that he would come to call, in a word that makes his Nietzschean 
inspirations quite plain, genealogy. 

 The site of analysis for Foucault in 1971 involved a turn away from 
his previous focus on the discursive formations of modernity to attend 
instead to Ancient Greece. He began with Aristotelian epistemology. 
Aristotle’s epistemology is paradigmatic of the very kind of theory for 
which Foucault sought an alternative. The entire point of the Aristotelian 
theory of knowledge, Foucault suggests, is that it treats knowledge as 
self-sufficient. Its task, on Foucault’s view, is “to ensure that the will to 
know is not founded on anything other than the precondition of knowl-
edge itself; to ensure that the desire to know is enveloped entirely within 
knowledge.”  17   Foucault calls this “the sovereignty of knowledge.”  18   His 
analysis also suggests another phrase: the purity of knowledge.  19   

 On this view, knowledge is sovereign only if it is not an effect of a 
desire, instinct, or interest in knowledge. Aristotle’s philosophical task 
is thus to show how knowledge need not depend on a will preceding it. 
If knowledge were so dependent, then that on which it depends would 
be sovereign, and knowledge its mere slave. The paradigm of knowledge 
for Aristotle is sensation, which in and of itself is useless, but neverthe-
less pleasurable.  20   We take a natural pleasure in sensation not for the 
sake of some interest or desire, but because sensation as knowing is 
itself naturally pleasurable to us. Knowledge drives desire through our 
natural pleasure in it, thus securing knowledge in its purity. Foucault 
concludes that for Aristotle “there was knowledge at the root of the 
desire.”  21   We do not desire this knowledge or that knowledge as our 
will varies. Rather we, everywhere and always, want the real knowledge, 
the one knowledge, and it is this knowledge itself that drives us. The 
sovereignty of knowledge is therefore connected to its unity, internal 
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coherence, and systematicity. It is only if we could possibly will dif-
ferent, even competing, knowledges that we could come to question 
sovereign and pure knowledge. 

 After surveying Aristotle’s metaphysics of knowledge, Foucault 
turns to Nietzsche’s history of knowledges. Foucault powerfully shows 
not that Aristotelian epistemology is untrue, but rather that the truth 
of Aristotelian epistemology is itself the outcome of a struggle. In the 
first lecture, Foucault writes of “seeing what real struggles and rela-
tions of domination are involved in the will to truth.”  22   In detailing 
these struggles over the course of the lecture series, Foucault does not 
so much refute Aristotle’s theory of knowledge as develop a histori-
cal account of the emergence of Aristotelian epistemology as itself the 
outcome of struggle. Foucault calls his history a “morphology,”  23   but 
it is really a proto-genealogy in that the work is tuned by an analyti-
cal attentiveness to relations between knowledge and an exterior that 
would come to be described in later work as power. Foucault’s morphol-
ogy is not meant to undermine Aristotle’s theory of knowledge. Rather 
its point is to show how a particular epistemology can fail to account 
for the practices by which it was itself instantiated. Morphology tracks 
conditions of transformation that are also conditions of stabilization. 
Foucault spends almost the entire lecture series patiently recounting 
minute historical episodes in the configurations of power-knowledge 
in Ancient Greece that led up to Aristotle. All these dry little details 
are in fact crucial because they alone can show how Aristotle’s theory 
gained the stability it came to possess. What Foucault’s morphological 
method shows is not that Aristotle’s theory is false, but rather that the 
truth that Aristotle’s theory came into possession of was itself the out-
come of contested complexes of power-knowledge. (Consider an anal-
ogy: Foucault’s work in  Discipline and Punish  does not amount to the 
clich é  complaint that our present regime of punitive imprisonment is 
self-contradictory, but rather it works to produce the provocative and 
disturbing insight that this regime distracts us from its own complex 
histories of struggle.) 

 Foucault can thereby show how Aristotle had his own antagonists 
against which he posited his ideal of self-sufficient knowledge. Among 
these antagonists were sophistic discourses,  24   preclassical judicial 
discourse,  25   and a poetic discourse of struggle in which truth was not 
the expression of natural order but the outcome of contest and con-
f lict.  26   The most important of these opponents were the Sophists, whom 
both Plato and Aristotle sought to rigorously exclude.  27   This familiar 
exclusion was in fact directed at a whole set of figures who were but the 
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culminating expression of a long tradition of Greek practices within 
which truth itself was a site of struggle. The Aristotelian epistemology, 
proclaiming knowledge’s self-sufficiency, was itself always involved in 
struggles and resistances, or with what Foucault would soon come to 
call by the name of “power.” 

 In a later lecture, given in Montreal in April 1971 and concern-
ing these same themes, Foucault again uses Nietzsche to disrupt the 
old theme of the self-sufficiency of knowledge: “Behind knowledge 
is something altogether different, something foreign, opaque, and 
irreducible to it. Knowledge does not precede itself; it is without pre-
existence, without secret anticipation.”  28   What lies behind a knowl-
edge that is not self-sufficient are struggles among knowledges that 
need to invoke much more than their own sovereign status in order to 
remain competitive. Behind knowledge there lies a will to knowledge 
(a will not to  the  knowledge, but to  this  knowledge). For Nietzsche, 
knowledge’s conditioning exterior is defined in terms of will, itself a 
heterogeneous bundle that involves instinct, need, play, and struggle. 
Foucault enriched Nietzsche’s account by further complicating the fac-
tors exterior to knowledge that work to condition knowledge. That 
enrichment should be seen as a way of leveraging Nietzsche’s critique 
of “the philosophical tradition” ranging from Plato and Aristotle to 
Descartes, Kant, and even Heidegger.  29   Nietzsche’s point was that the 
tradition failed to recognize knowledge’s imbrication in the heteroge-
neous bundle of the will. Foucault would soon repurpose this point in 
arguing that the tradition had failed to recognize the interdependence 
of knowledge with power. 

 In the final lecture of the Coll è ge de France series, delivered in 
March, Foucault was already writing of an “interdependence of knowl-
edge and power.”  30   Then, almost a year later, in a lecture given in March 
1972 in Buffalo that was focused on the very same themes and texts 
as the final 1971 Coll è ge de France lectures, Foucault would speak of 
analyses of “a struggle between forms of power-knowledge,” employing 
therein, in one of its very first uses, a subtle formulation that would 
later become a signature Foucauldian category.  31   

 What we witness in these writings is how a signature category gains its 
force as an aspect of  methodos  through which the work of critique might 
attack a  topic  that could otherwise readily see itself as depoliticized. The 
intervention of power-knowledge gains political purchase on knowledge 
by way of destabilizing more traditional methodologies, namely those 
that would treat knowledge as even possibly self-sufficient. This is one 
way epistemology can become incipient political theory.  
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  V   An Analytics of Action with the Groupe 
d’information sur les prisons 

 If the Coll è ge de France lectures were a site for methodological transfor-
mation by way of a Nietzschean rereading of Aristotle, then the GIP was 
a site for a transformative reworking of acts of critique in the midst of 
ongoing struggles for prison reform. These transformations illuminate 
aspects of Foucault’s methodological expansion not clearly featured in 
his academic writings of the early 1970s. The idea of  power-knowledge  
comes to the fore in the lecture series from 1971, but the analytic focus 
on  conducts  is not yet readily apparent in these texts.  32   The GIP writ-
ings, by contrast, help us make sense of Foucault’s increasing tendency 
to frame his researches in terms of an analytics of conduct, a meth-
odological category that would only later emerge with clarity in more 
scholarly venues. The GIP writings, despite the dating of their produc-
tion, are characterized throughout by an analytics of  action  or  conduct  
(and  counter-action  or  counter-conduct ) rather than the analytics of  dis-
cursive formations  and  statements  that one might have expected. 

 In contrast to the 1971 Coll è ge de France lectures, the GIP writings 
are without doubt political in their  topos —they are situated squarely 
within the politics of prison reform. Less obvious, however, is that these 
writings are political in  methodos  as well. We find Foucault situating 
the prison midst a politics of conducts in struggle. This aspect of these 
writings could help us understand how Foucault was so successful at 
turning his reader on to the politics of the prison. Recognition of this is 
needful in contexts where all too often we confront theorizations of the 
prison problem that fail, and for  methodological  reasons, to politicize a 
topic whose depoliticization we should refuse to abide. 

 Looking back nine years from the vantage of 1980, Foucault 
responded to a critic of the GIP in an exchange in the pages of  Esprit . 
Foucault tellingly writes of the divergences and differences internal to 
the membership of the GIP. The group, he says, did not work together 
on the basis of “sharing the same indignation.”  33   Rather, he contin-
ues, “we together defined a mode of action, objectives, means, and a 
specific significance for this action.”  34   What defined the work of the 
GIP, Foucault here insists, is a type of action or a mode of conduct. Of 
course, by the time of this 1980 interview, Foucault had already devel-
oped an analytic of practices. Was this emphasis on the work of the GIP 
in terms of its action merely a retrospective reconceptualization? Or did 
Foucault think of the GIP from the start in terms of action? An exami-
nation of his GIP writings from 1971 and 1972 suggests the latter. 
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 Consider first an interview that appeared on March 18, 1971, just 
one day after Foucault delivered that year’s final Coll è ge de France 
lecture. The interviewer opens by asking whether or not the labors of 
the GIP merely reproduce documentary and journalistic work that has 
long been underway. The response: “What we want to be is this: an 
information group that searches for, provokes, and distributes informa-
tion, and marks targets for possible action.”  35   The work of the GIP is 
here registered on the level of action. Foucault does not claim that the 
GIP changes the conversation, initiates a deliberation, clears a com-
municative channel of systematic distortion, or enlightens a public. 
The GIP will work to mark targets for action, not to make interven-
tions into discourses. Tellingly, a little later, this clarification is offered: 
“Information has to reverberate. Individual experience [of the prison-
ers] must be transformed into collective knowledge. That is to say, into 
political knowledge.”  36   Such work of actions upon targets is intimately 
connected to the very idea of knowledge as itself political. 

 A second text is an announcement published by Foucault only a few 
days prior, on March 15, 1971. Foucault writes there of “imagining 
new modes of action” in the context of those who have “decided to stop 
tolerating the present prison system.”  37   Concluding the text, Foucault 
writes of the GIP’s “first act of this ‘intolerance-inquiry’.”  38   It may seem 
that there is little at stake here in the innocent use of a word as familiar 
as “act.” But it is crucial to note that Foucault, a philosopher who was 
always rigorous about his categories, had over the course of the past five 
years become famous for his innovative analytics of discourse. Here the 
analysis was, seemingly quite suddenly, framed quite otherwise. 

 A third text is the preface to the GIP’s first pamphlet published in 
late May 1971. The preface begins with a description of the “intoler-
ance-inquiries” publicized in the pamphlet. Following this description, 
the preface, unsigned but overseen by Foucault, insists that, “Each 
inquiry, ought therefore, to be  a political act .”  39   Here again we are con-
fronted with a definition of work in terms of action. Foucault is not yet 
analyzing power struggles in terms of the conduct of conduct, but he 
is expressly analyzing power in terms of political conduct in a way that 
signals an expansion beyond the more narrowly discursive frame of his 
earlier writings. 

 To be sure, these and other GIP writings make frequent reference 
to “speaking” and “communication.”  40   Foucault in numerous instances 
also characterizes the work of the GIP in terms of “giving detainees the 
right to speak.”  41   But it would be misleading to see the work of the GIP, 
or at least Foucault’s conceptualization of it, as an effort in discursive 
analysis. Foucault is clear that he is not trying to excavate the discursive 
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rules that enable detainees to say this or that. Rather he presents his 
collaborative effort as undertaking an action that makes possible the 
act of speaking from the subject position of detention. The point is not 
that discourse does not matter—surely it does. The point is rather just 
that discourse is not the only thing that matters—so too do practical 
conditions of action. We have here, in incipient form, an expanded cat-
egory of analysis that one would have been hard pressed to find as such 
in Foucault’s then-famous archeological writings. It is no longer enough 
to just talk about talk. We must also talk about the conditions in action 
that make talk, but much else too, possible. 

 In what sense is Foucault’s analysis of the work of the GIP as action 
rather than discourse a marker of a shift in critical intent? What does an 
analytics of conduct have to do with analyses of complexes of relations 
between knowledge and power? A key idea for Foucault throughout 
1971 was the Nietzschean theme of struggle. I argued above that it is 
in virtue of this analytic focus on conf lict that Foucault’s work was in 
that year becoming-political. That same focus is also notably present 
in the GIP writings. Indeed, it would be missing almost everything 
that was crucial about the prison reform movement in Foucault’s eyes 
to not regard it as a site of struggle. The idea is central in Foucault’s 
descriptions of the actions in which the GIP is enmeshed: “a new type 
of struggle thus appeared”  42   in one instance and “the process of struggle 
that has broken ground and developed to this day”  43   in another.  

  VI   Transforming Philosophy 

 There are two key moves enacted by Foucault in 1971. In one move, the 
refusal to take knowledge as self-sufficient facilitates the commitment 
to an analytics of knowledge as the outcome of a struggle. Knowledge 
is that which we craft amidst tangled complexes of struggle condi-
tioned by a multiplicity of wills and forces, as per Nietzsche. In another 
move, woven together with the first, these struggles are regarded as 
a quality of conducts and counter-conducts rather than of discursive 
assertions and negations. Though these latter can indeed exhibit the 
signs of struggle, it is more appropriate to analyze struggle on the reg-
ister of action, conduct, or practice where more than mere words are 
involved. Words slung like arrows can indeed take form as weaponry. 
But in almost every instance they are one element midst a broader arse-
nal. Speech is not the high point of contest—the apex where struggle 
is most clearly exhibited. Action and conduct are the terrain on which 
conf licts are most thoroughly revealed—in all their muddiness, fog, 
blood, and confusion. 
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 If philosophers take away just one methodological lesson from 
Foucault’s writings in 1971 it should be this: reducing contests to the 
weaponry of words and detaching discursive regimes of knowledge from 
contests over power are but two philosopher’s tricks for making things 
seem much more manageable than they have ever been. Every philoso-
pher has a bit of the idealist inside of them. We must learn to resist this 
part of ourselves. Foucault can help us in this. He can thereby help us 
learn to think politically, which is decidedly not always the same as 
thinking philosophically about political matters. Foucault transformed 
philosophy. It is incumbent upon us to do the same in our present. 
Foucault can help us to do this work, but we should not pretend that he 
has already done our work for us. Hence the value of reading Foucault 
with an attention to a methodology that we can mobilize once again 
within the struggles of the now.  44    
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     CHAPTER 4 

 Work and Failure: Assessing the 
Prisons Information Group   

    Perry   Zurn                        

   I   Introduction 

 Perhaps the most banal question one can ask of an activist effort is this: 
Did it work? Did you accomplish something? Did you get something 
done? I want to ask this very banal question of the Prisons Information 
Group. I do so, however, with the conviction that the philosophical 
analysis requisite to answering such a question will uncover something 
significant about the nature of work, about the subject of work, and 
their relative failures. 

 The Prisons Information Group (GIP) was a French activist organi-
zation, extant between 1970 and 1973, in which thinkers like H é l è ne 
Cixous, Daniel Defert, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, and Jean-Paul 
Sartre were involved. It aimed to resist the prison system by gathering 
and disseminating information about prison conditions, whether rela-
tive to the institution, to its prisoners, or to its personnel. Inaugurated 
in December 1970, the GIP was officiated by Jean-Marie Domenach, 
Foucault, and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. At its height, the GIP publicized 
information from prisoners, catalyzed prison revolts, and created a net-
work of prison activists across France. It did not, however, aim to or 
successfully institute any full-f ledged prison reforms during its time. 
Given its aspiration to  donner la parole , or give detainees the f loor, the 
GIP eventually gave way to the entirely ex-prisoner led Prisoners Action 
Committee (CAP) in 1973. 

 So did the GIP work or not? Was it real work? Did it fail? And what 
are the implications of such an assessment? To properly answer these 
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questions, one needs to identify criteria for failure or work. Such cri-
teria could be garnered from any number of sources. We might turn, 
for instance, to a scientific account of theories that work and those 
that do not. At issue in such a case is a scientific theory’s completeness, 
generalizability, and truth or, when it does not work, its incomplete-
ness, nongeneralizability, and productive falsity.  1   We might ask, then, 
whether the GIP is, as a model of prison activism, incomplete. Are there 
limitations to its explanatory power or its strategic resistance? Further, 
is the GIP a generalizable model of prison activism? Is it generaliz-
able across time? That is, should it be implemented today as it was in 
1971? Is it generalizable across space? Which of its tenets and practices 
were appropriately transplanted to similar movements in Italy and the 
United States at the time and which were not? Lastly, assuming the GIP 
was not a final or ultimate model of prison activism, was it at least an 
important stepping stone in the process of developing appropriate and 
timely resistance strategies to the prison system? 

 Turning to philosophical accounts of failure and work, we might 
draw from Heidegger, for whom failure is a revelatory malfunction. A 
tool fails when it breaks, is damaged, or becomes unusable. The con-
sequent disruption of routine allows the tool to actually appear to the 
user, rather than be taken for granted. Failure is then a condition of 
 aletheia  or of Being coming to the fore.  2   Did the GIP mark a moment 
in which the prison malfunctioned or failed and was it precisely this 
failure that allowed the prison to be seen rather than to be passed over? 
Or we might turn to Bentham, for whom what works is whatever cre-
ates the greatest good for the most people.  3   We might ask: Did the GIP 
at least serve the majority of the people with whom it was concerned, 
especially prisoners? And then, more critically, we might ask: For whom 
did the GIP not work—for which constituents, populations, or causes? 

 Any number of these theories of failure or work would provide rich 
vantage points from which to address the question of the GIP’s efficacy 
and each, no doubt, deserves further investigation. It is my aim in this 
chapter, however, to develop criteria of work and failure that are implicit 
within the GIP’s terrain itself. How did the GIP characterize work or 
attribute failure? And what were the theories of failure or work circulat-
ing among its leading members? For this particular investigation, I have 
chosen to consult the thought of Foucault, the only member to publish 
a book on the prison’s history and failure. How, then, did Foucault 
understand work or attribute failure in this period? By analyzing these 
discursive practices together, I first identify five internal criteria of fail-
ure:  discursive ,  structural ,  systemic ,  deconstructive , and  productive  failure. 
Second, I test the GIP against each criterion, marking where it does and 
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does not fail. I therefore offer an internal assessment of the GIP. I offer 
it as one of several possible assessments but one that recommends itself 
as sensitive to the movement’s own discourse and development.  

  II   A Short History of the Debate 

 There is already a nascent debate over whether or not the GIP worked. 
It began with the GIP’s own definition and defense of its work. It con-
tinued in the reception of the GIP’s work within the activist commu-
nity, as well as in GIP members’ ref lections after it disbanded. Finally, 
scholarly assessment of the GIP today has again broached the question 
of its efficacy. By beginning with this nascent debate, the contours of 
an internal assessment can be discerned. In particular, we will notice a 
developing concern not only with the nature of work but with the sub-
ject of work. Who and what works? 

 From its inception in 1970, the GIP understood itself to be doing 
important work. With a final f lourish, its “manifesto” states: “All those 
who want to inform, be informed, or participate in the work can write 
to the Prisons Information Group, 285 Rue de Vaugirard, Paris-XV.”  4   
Throughout its short life span, the GIP expressly defined its work as 
neither the sociological work of observing and recording prison condi-
tions nor the reformist work of revamping prisons.  5   Rather, the GIP 
aimed to do the “effective work” of creating a public network for dis-
enfranchised voices.  6   For Foucault, this was a strong antidote to “uni-
versity yacking and book scribbling.”  7   Unlike the academic factory, the 
GIP undertook “a concrete political action” “charged with meaning.”  8   
Such work was real work. 

 After it disbanded, GIP members began to ref lect on its efficacy. 
Foucault’s immediate assessment was this: the GIP had failed. It did not 
work. It did no work. As Deleuze reports, “things returned to exactly 
the way they were.”  9   But by the time Paul Thibaud, editor of  Esprit , 
leveled this same accusation against the GIP in 1980, stating that it 
“succeeded no better than others in finding a way out of the present 
impasses,” Foucault had a defense.  10   Whatever evidence might be mar-
shaled for the GIP’s failure—whether its lack of reforms or its swift 
dissolution in favor of the Prisoners Action Committee—“all that was 
the result of our cause, rather than an effect of contradictions.”  11   And 
what was that cause? To do the “effective work” of  donner la parole  to 
the detainees. Its “failures” are the proof it worked. 

 Among contemporary scholars evaluating the work of the GIP, 
Cecile Brich offers perhaps its most devastating critique. If, in fact, the 
GIP’s work was “to give the f loor” and “to give voice” to detainees, and 
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if the GIP must be judged on the success of this work, then the GIP 
did in fact fail. Why? The GIP did not simply step aside and create a 
vacuum within which prisoners could suddenly speak. Rather, through 
its format and self-understanding, members of the GIP—especially its 
leading intellectuals—constructed the f loor and determined the voices 
of prisoners. As Brich states, “The prisoners’ discourse was not simply 
‘set free,’” but was also “subtly constrained by the GIP’s agenda.”  12   Its 
work, as advertised, did not work. 

 From this brief summary of the debate, it is apparent that the ques-
tion of what counts as activist work is quite salient. If you renounce, 
as the GIP did, any commitment to reform, do you also relinquish any 
claim to having worked? What is work if it does not accomplish some-
thing? If it does not change something concrete, in this case for prison-
ers? Furthermore, insofar as the GIP’s express mission was to change the 
subject who speaks, the subject who identifies intolerable prison condi-
tions and demands change, the question of the GIP’s efficacy is inextri-
cably tied to who effects the work. What is work and who works? 

 In what follows, I will develop and apply internal assessment criteria 
from this vantage point: the nature of work. I will evaluate the success 
of the GIP through the ideational scope of work within the temporal 
frame of the early 1970s. In the next section, I will address the question 
of the GIP’s efficacy from the vantage point of work itself. Interweaving 
the GIP and Foucault’s assessment that the prison is a failed institu-
tion—a failure that is, as they assert, especially demonstrable in its 
abuse of prisoner labor—I will argue that the GIP failed according to 
some, although not all of the criteria it utilized. In particular, while the 
GIP demonstrated that the prison fails in all five ways—discursively, 
structurally, deconstructively, systemically, and productively—I will 
argue that the GIP itself fails in the final three ways. By developing 
this assessment of the GIP’s failure, I will ultimately suggest both that 
failure can never be assessed unilaterally and that failure is not in itself 
a problem. It may be a productive agitation.  

  III   The Work of the Prison 

 The GIP’s success can be evaluated through its own development of 
work as a problematic. If the GIP worked to uncover failure, within 
the interworking of the prison, surely it must approach both the notion 
and criteria of work with an intensely critical eye. Moreover, if the work 
of the prison is precisely the work of failure, as the GIP argued, the 
GIP must aim to work (and potentially fail) differently. Drawing on 
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documents from the GIP as well as Foucault’s  Discipline and Punish ,  13   I 
argue that, according to Foucault and the GIP, not only did the prison 
not work, but one of its primary loci of failure was its abuse of prison-
ers’ labor. At the most basic level, the prison failed because it did not 
fulfill its promise to reform criminal souls, or, in more contemporary 
terms, recalibrate prisoners for successful re-entry into society. One of 
the specific instances of this failure is traceable in the prison employ-
ment system. The very labor touted to effect reform was and remains 
essentially dehumanizing. In what follows, then, I will analyze prison 
history and prison labor to systematize implicit criteria of failure. 

 From the outset, the prison promised to be a place within which the 
most degenerate and recalcitrant of persons might be constrained into 
a transformative solitude and a redemptive productivity. At first blush, 
the prison promised redemption. Confinement, however, went hand-in-
hand with industry. From its spokesmen in legislation and administra-
tion, the prison claimed to work by making prisoners work. We can see 
this in the 1808 French criminal code, which asserts that, “although the 
penalty inf licted by the law has as its aim the reparation of a crime, it 
is also intended to reform the convict, and this double aim will be ful-
filled if the malefactor is snatched from that fatal idleness which, hav-
ing brought him to prison, meets him again within its walls.”  14   Prison 
labor is not merely an addendum or a salutary supplement to confine-
ment but is in fact a critical component of confinement’s proper func-
tion: reformation. 

 GIP documents repeatedly indicate its assessment that the prison is 
a bankrupt institution. Far from ensuring the recalibration of criminal 
lives for reinsertion into the social fabric, the prison has proven to be a 
complex network of violence and de-socialization. In a 1973 interview 
concerning the GIP, Foucault states:

  When prisons were first put in place, it was as instruments of reform. 
That failed. It was imagined that confinement, the break from society, 
solitude, ref lection, obligatory work, continual supervision, moral and 
religious exhortations would lead the condemned to self-reformation. 
Since then, it has been one hundred and fifty years of failure.  15     

 The prison fails, in this sense, by not fulfilling its originally stated aim 
of improving those who pass through its doors. By the 1970s, French 
prisons had shifted away from the language of reformation to that of 
“reeducation” and “humanization.” Following the 1971 Toul revolt, the 
GIP accused the prisons of failing in these supposed aims as well: “the 
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French penitentiary administration fails to perform its task: ‘the reedu-
cation of prisoners’” and “it has failed in its supposed mission: ‘the 
humanization of prisons.’”  16   Whether tested by old or new claims, then, 
the French prison system was, for the GIP, a failure. 

 Since its inception, the prison has developed any number of justifi-
cations for its existence, and these justifications have, by turns, led or 
sometimes ref lected shifts in penal techniques. Theorists today typi-
cally identify at least three main shifts in the prison’s stated mission and 
technical practices: from reformation, through behavior modification, 
to contemporary risk management.  17   Isolation, for instance, shifts from 
spiritual and medical use to now sheer governmental use. Whatever the 
claim, the critique remains the same. Whether the prison purports to 
save, train, or manage the lives within it, an analysis of the ultimate 
social effects of the penal regime indicates that it continues to fall short, 
to miss the mark. 

 At one point, Foucault suggests that beneath the turnstile of justi-
fications for the prison lies one simple, unstated aim: repression. Early 
in the GIP’s course of rabble-rousing, Foucault makes the claim that, 
however much the penitentiary administration might protest against 
such an accusation, the prison has always worked to repress.  

  Our intention . . . is not to propose an ideal prison. I believe that by defi-
nition the prison is an instrument of repression. Its function was defined 
by the Napoleonic code, almost one hundred and seventy years ago, and 
it has evolved relatively little since.  18     

 While Foucault will critique the repressive hypothesis in the lat-
ter half of the 1970s,  19   arguing that it obscures the really productive 
side of power, here in 1972 the interpretation remains salient for him. 
Nevertheless, alongside this so-called force of repression, there has been 
an equal force of resistance. There is a long history of prison revolts, 
reform movements, and abolitionist efforts. This is a history in which 
the GIP takes its proper place. In fact, it is on the back of the prison’s 
failure that the GIP launched some of its general “intolerance-investiga-
tions,” of which the Truth Committee of Toul is just one example. The 
prison’s failure then is compounded. Consequent to its failure to fulfill 
its stated or intended mission—whether reformation, modification, or 
management—the prison prompts resistance movements, which indi-
cate its failure to fulfill its seemingly “actual” aim of repression. Voices 
do break out. Walls are breached. Some people, in some places, and by 
some means, have begun to think otherwise. 
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 The prison specifically fails to work within the regime of prisoners’ 
labor. The GIP’s concern with prison work as such relates to working 
conditions both inside and outside of the prison, for current prison-
ers as much as for those who have been released. Inside the prison, 
the GIP decried the menial character of and insufficient compensa-
tion for prison work. Prisoners, the GIP reports, “work 8 to 10 hours a 
day for a pittance (less than a franc).”  20   As Foucault and Vidal-Naquet 
explain: “When you know that a detainee has to pay for his stamps, 
that an escalope in the canteen costs 6 francs, that the mere enrollment 
in a correspondence course costs 35–50 francs a year, without counting 
the required books, you see what this means.”  21   Alienated work with 
negligible remuneration, however, does not tell the whole story. The 
availability of work, the kind of work, and the recompense for work 
modulated according to systemic divisions familiar on the outside but 
accentuated on the inside: divisions by wealth, race, gang affiliation, 
offense, and informant status.  22   Work became yet another way to pun-
ish on the inside and support institutional interests, whether of busi-
nesses or the government, on the outside. 

 Of course, work is employed as a means of discipline well after pris-
oners are discharged from custody. Given the effect, for instance, of 
criminal records on the nature and accessibility of work for prisoners, 
the GIP called for their dismissal. As Foucault summarized in a lengthy 
interview of 1972, relating the GIP’s work to his analysis of the “Great 
Confinement”:

  [Prisoners] explain that, due to their criminal record, they have diffi-
culty finding work, or they have difficulties after finding work, or they 
explain that those who have already been convicted are always the first 
to be laid off, or to be assigned the meanest work.  23     

 The GIP argued that criminal records extend the injustice, discrimina-
tion, and targeting from within the prison to the outside. This produces 
a migrant workforce that is easily taken advantage of by businesses and 
institutions on the outside. With a criminal record, the GIP reports, 
“there is no release; there are only reprieves.”  24   Without it, ex-prisoners 
have half a chance of successful reintegration into the social economy. 

 How is it, then, that the prison has consistently, on multiple lev-
els, and in multiple kinds of ways failed and yet it still remains? Not 
only does it remain, but it also gathers speed and strength. How is this 
possible? Does it signal the sheer weakness of resistance as an infi-
nitely derivative response to power or does it mark the brute and brutal 
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strength of the penal regime? Commenting on the prison revolt at Toul 
in 1972, Foucault asserts that it lies within the very function of the 
prison to generate and absorb failure:

  Our institutions feign offense when we critique them from within; but 
they accommodate those critiques; they live through them; it is the glam-
our of their style, the blush in their cheek. But what they do not tolerate 
is when someone suddenly turns their back on them and begins shouting 
in the other direction: “This is what I just saw here, now, this is what is 
happening. This is the event.”  25     

 If the prison absorbs and even dallies with its failure, we can understand 
the GIP’s aim as to launch a critique or attribution of failure that the 
prison cannot structurally tolerate. The GIP tried to point out “intoler-
able” failures, failures that are both intolerable to prisoners and intoler-
able for the prison itself. 

 In  Discipline and Punish , Foucault returns to theorize what, in 1972, 
was a mere observation. Within the context of this systematization of 
the role of work in the carceral regime, Foucault both grants that the 
prison has never worked and reevaluates the status of this attribution of 
failure. He observes that critiques of the prison are coterminous with 
the prison itself. He further argues that the prison and its own reforms 
are co-constitutive. “For the past 150 years,” he notes, “the proclama-
tion of the failure of the prison has always been accompanied by its 
maintenance.”  26   The prison continues to exist today precisely because 
it structurally demands and absorbs criticisms, movements of reform, 
and attributions of failure. But he then asks, “what is served,” or what 
succeeds, “by the failure of the prison?” Even beyond its maintenance, 
Foucault identifies another more fundamental success: the production 
of a new criminal subject. While “the prison fails to eliminate crime,” 
it just as surely “succeeded extremely well in producing delinquency,”  27   
the modern-day object of penal power and knowledge that supports a 
system of heightened policing, targeted criminalization, and revolving 
incarceration. This does not mean that Foucault ceases to be interested 
in failure. He merely asks how failure works. What do failures do? How 
do failures succeed?  

  IV   Modalities of Failure 

 Given this cursory review of Foucault and the GIP’s critique of both 
prison as an institution and the particular role of work therein, we can 
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surmise that the GIP clearly assessed failure in at least the following 
five ways.  

   1.      Discursive failure . To discursively fail is to not do what you say 
you do. Insofar as the prison claims to reform, or to train, or to 
manage its prisoners, but does not, it fails in this way.  

  2.      Structural failure . To structurally fail is to not do what you try to 
do. Whether the prison tries, irrespective of rhetoric, to reform or 
to repress, its inability to do either is a failure in this sense.  

  3.      Deconstructive failure . To deconstructively fail is to create con-
sequences that inhibit or cancel out what you do. Perhaps not 
despite but because of the prison’s consistent attempts to repress 
or to “merely” punish, revolts and resistance movements abound.  

  4.      Systemic failure . To systemically fail is to participate in a system 
that inhibits or cancels out what you do. In this case, the prison 
participates in the broader systems of capitalism, penal justice, 
and racial projects that prohibit the restorative function of work 
both in and outside of it.  

  5.      Productive failure . To productively fail is to successfully accom-
plish one thing by “failing” to accomplish another thing. The 
prison produces delinquency by failing to reform prisoners.    

 Here, then, is a taxonomy of failure. It is not exhaustive. There are 
no doubt other forms of failure that might be culled from the GIP 
archive and there are surely other modalities that mark the prison of 
our present—perhaps chief among which would be inherited failure. 
But this list provides a general account of the GIP’s critique and offers 
a sufficient platform from which to launch an internal critique of the 
GIP itself. 

 Before turning to that assessment, there are a couple implications to 
this taxonomy that are worth highlighting here because they further 
illuminate the nature of work and failure. First, there is the correlative 
taxonomy of work. Each of these forms of failure implies a correlative 
notion of work. To work discursively is to do what one claims to do. To 
work structurally is to do what one tries to do. To work constructively 
is to create consequences that support or enhance what you do. And to 
work systemically is to participate in a system or several systems that 
support or enhance what you do. Finally, to work productively is to not 
do something by doing something else. These are several ways in which 
an enterprise—whether institutional or anti-institutional—might set 
to work. 
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 Second, this multiplication of modes of failure troubles our common 
sense of failure. Failure cannot be assessed unilaterally nor appreciated 
simplistically. The mere attribution of failure to the prison or to any 
prison resistance movement does an injustice to those realities, their 
histories and the multifarious techniques of their present. Each failure 
must be carefully identified, extricated, and then assessed. Failure is 
not already an inherent evil or a moral fault. As I have characterized it 
here, failure can be defined as a specific relationship of an act to itself, 
to discourse, to systems, and to effects. Granted the GIP determines 
these failures of the prison to be political injustices; it does so, however, 
not through its characterizations of failure but rather through finding 
the prison’s specific failures to be consistent with “the intolerable.” One 
might, nevertheless, actualize one of these modes of failure in a way that 
is consistent with “active intolerance”—which the GIP did, as I argue 
below. In either case, this analysis raises the possibility that political 
resistance might require us to fail—and to work—in more and in dif-
ferent ways. 

 With this taxonomy of work and failure on the table, let me return to 
the GIP and ask if it worked or failed in any or all of these senses. This 
will allow me to develop a historically and conceptually internal evalu-
ation of the group itself. Given these five forms of failure diagnosed by 
Foucault and the GIP, the question is: Did the GIP fail in these ways?  

  V   Did the GIP Work? 

 Did the GIP work or fail? Did it succeed in its mission, despite arguable 
indications to the contrary? Here, I will take each form of failure in 
turn: discursive, structural, deconstructive, systemic, and productive. 

 First, did the GIP fail discursively? No. It fulfilled its stated aim of 
giving prisoners the f loor by collecting, publishing, and publicizing pris-
oners’ assessments, demands, and stories. It did so against the reigning 
paradigm, established in different ways by Benjamin Appert’s  Bagnes, 
Prisons et Criminels  and Pierre Lacenaire’s  M é moires, R é v é lations, et 
Po é sies , both published in 1836. As Foucault recalls in 1979, Appert was 
a philanthropist who reported the individual testimonies of “great crim-
inals,” “adventurers who had seen the Revolution, the imperial armies, 
[and] who led wild lives across Europe.”  28   The GIP diverged from this 
model. Whenever possible, it did not “report” on the fetishized lives of 
criminals, but rather let the detainees themselves tell the often mun-
dane facts about their existence. In doing so, the GIP relied on “real 
collaboration” and “collective” work between its members, whether 
intellectuals, journalists, doctors, lawyers, or prisoners.  29   
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 Merely publishing detainees’ reports, however, was not enough. 
Lacenaire, a notorious murderer, wrote his own memoir, which was 
published after his death. The work was censored. Whenever Lacenaire 
depicted himself romantically, as an incorrigible scoundrel, the passages 
remained. Whenever he launched into a “theory of crime,” or his own 
ideas rather than his exploits, the editor expunged them.  30   The GIP 
worked against this paradigm of the prisoner as a self-identified solitary 
and unthinking exemplar of criminality. In his preface to Livrozet’s 
 De la Prison  à  la R é volte ,  31   Foucault indicates the critical importance 
of blending philosophy and autobiography. Livrozet’s text resists the 
paradigm of a singular criminal adventurer in the throes of chance. 
It also resists images of the delinquent as an addle-minded hedo-
nist. Instead, it emphasizes the “collective” experience, about which 
Livrozet’s ref lections and interpretations are eminently relevant. The 
GIP shared this emphasis. For the most part (a) it did not focus on indi-
vidual testimonies,  32   but rather on a chorus of voices, and (b) it did not 
repeat the trope of criminal adventures, but shifted attention from the 
exhilarating crime to prisoners’ own experiential and theoretical analy-
ses of the prison. In this way, the GIP facilitated the development of 
collective theory, or, as Foucault calls it, “a philosophy of the people.”  33   
This is who and what works. 

 Second, did the GIP fail structurally? Did it fail to accomplish what 
it set out to do? If the GIP’s most common profession was to give pris-
oners the f loor, its more specific intention—on my reading—was to 
identify the intolerable. The GIP did not fail to identify the intolerable. 
Instead, it succeeded in self-publishing and widely disseminating four 
large booklets in a series they called  Intolerable . The first booklet testi-
fies to the deplorable conditions, the sheer violence, filth, and misery 
in the prisons. Subsequent booklets then refract that depiction through 
race, sexuality, and prison suicides. 

 There are several ways to ref lect on the significance of identify-
ing the intolerable so as to “heighten our intolerance.”  34   Tolerance is 
today a liberal virtue.  35   It marks a shift from tolerating religious beliefs 
to tolerating naturalized differences like identities and ethnicities.  36   
Cultivating intolerance, then, is a means of resisting the construction 
of oneself as a liberal subject. Moreover, against the toleration of the 
“secret truth” of each individual, the GIP’s intolerance targeted secrets 
and surfaces equally, such that insufficient heat was as intolerable as 
the loss of bodily integrity.  37   There is another pathway, however, by 
which to appreciate this summons to the intolerable and intolerance. 
Here, I turn to Jacques Derrida’s analysis of tolerance in  Philosophy in a 
Time of Terror . Derrida is quick to point out how tolerance, particularly 
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after 9/11, is conditional hospitality—that is, hospitality not worthy of 
the name. Within this context, as Giovanna Borradori summarizes it, 
Derrida indicates that, “as is true with organ transplants and pain man-
agement, the threshold of tolerance designates tolerance as the extreme 
limit of the organism’s struggle to maintain itself in balance before 
collapse.”  38   Implicit in this analysis is the possible conceptualization 
of intolerance, or some form of intolerance, as the organism’s collapse. 
This is a critical contribution to our analysis of the failing prison sys-
tem that lives through its own failures. The GIP aimed to produce an 
intolerable failure, a failure not only that the body of the prison rejects 
but also that compromises that body. 

 Third, did the GIP fail deconstructively? That is, did the GIP create 
consequences that canceled it out? Yes, it did indeed fail in this way. By 
giving prisoners the f loor, the GIP not only facilitated the establishment 
of the CAP, an entirely ex-prisoner-led group, but ultimately dissolved 
itself in favor of it. The CAP’s official inauguration by Serge Livrozet, 
Claude Vaudez, and Michel Boraley was marked by the first issue of 
 Le Journal du CAP , coedited with Michel Foucault and published 
on December 1, 1972. While the GIP’s last major act was to publish 
 Intolerable 4  in February of 1973, the GIP, the CAP, and the ADDD 
cosigned a tract as late as May 1973.  39   During this transition period and 
thereafter, there was admittedly some tension between the two groups. 
As Livrozet put it, “These specialists in analysis are a pain. I don’t need 
anyone to speak for me and proclaim what I am.”  40   Moreover, while 
the CAP really f lourished, publishing 67 issues of  Le Journal du CAP  
from 1972 to 1980 and reaching a distribution rate of 50,000 copies,  41   
it did not have the same public impact as the GIP. Gu é rin explains this 
discrepancy as a by-product of the CAP members’ social position: not 
being born into the elite, the inner circle, and therefore not knowing the 
ropes or having the same facility with public forums.  42   

 There are two critical ways to differentiate the CAP from the GIP. 
First, the CAP did not use templates or questionnaires. There was no 
editing or censorship. It just printed what came in.  43   Second, right out 
of the gate, the CAP made specific demands. A list of those demands, 
ending with prison abolition, follows:

  [1] The abolition of criminals records, [2] travel bans, [3] imprison-
ment for debt and court fees, [4] the abolition of the death penalty, 
[5] life sentences, [6] preventive control and supervision after release, 
[7] the reorganization of prison labor, [8] free speech and the deregu-
lation of prisoners’ correspondence, [9] the right to proper medical 
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and dental care, [10] the right of appeal and right to a defense against 
the penitentiary administration (the  pr é toire , conditional release, 
clemency, etc.) and [11] freedom of association in prison (an essential 
means of asserting the preceding demands). . . . [12] The abolition of 
the prison.  44     

 Through its demands, the CAP handled the failure of the prison, on 
the micro and macro level, much differently than the GIP. As Michelle 
Perrot puts it, the CAP utilized “ une optique un peu diff é rente ” (a slightly 
different optic), calling for immediate reforms and ultimate abolition, 
two points on which the GIP remained tentative.  45   

 Fourth, did the GIP fail systemically? That is, did the GIP partici-
pate in a system that inhibited or cancelled out its work? Yes. The GIP 
participated in the academy. Its roots in intellectual culture extend from 
the student revolts of May 1968, through the leadership of Foucault, 
Defert, Deleuze, Sartre, and Cixous, to its current afterlife in the biog-
raphies and scholarly studies of precisely these figures.  46   As such, the 
GIP’s f loor is sullied, reduced to the mahogany f loorboards of today’s 
ivory halls. 

 The GIP’s legacy has especially been overtaken by the name of 
Michel Foucault. In their 2003 publication of  Le Groupe d’ information 
sur les prisons: Archives d’une lutte  1970–1972, editors Philippe Arti è res, 
Laurent Qu é ro, and Michelle Zancarini-Fournel note that the GIP’s 
struggle “has thus far been envisaged in the shadow of Michel Foucault,” 
but the GIP itself properly “passes beyond the mere confines of a 
biography.”  47   The editors are therefore quick to attest that “no fetish-
ism has motivated” the publication of GIP archive material.  48   In fact, 
Arti è res and Mathieu Potte-Bonneville wrote even  D’apr è s Foucault  
(published in 2007) in this spirit. They wrote it “after Foucault” 
because they wrote both following his death and following his lead in 
taking the present as a question.  49   More recently, in 2013, with the 
publication of the collected Intolerable booklets in  Intol é rable , Arti è res 
notes, “We understand this volume to be neither an object to be put 
in a display case nor a marble statue of Michel Foucault or the GIP. 
It is an instrument.”  50   It is not a mere curiosity or a monument, but a 
“transmitter.”  51   It does not amplify, synthesize, comment on or analyze. 
It is as a relay station.  52   It demands that we “become ear.”  53   Over the last 
decade, then, from “beyond Foucault,” to “after Foucault,” to neither 
an object or monument but a tool, even the French editors of the GIP 
archives have increasingly acknowledged and resisted the submersion 
of the GIP within Foucault studies. This situation is only exacerbated 
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in the Anglophone world, where access to most of the primary and sec-
ondary literature remains significantly truncated. More than anything, 
prisoners’ voices have gone missing, whether incarcerated voices from 
the 1970s or today. This is indeed a failure. 

 Lastly, did the GIP fail productively? That is, do its failures accom-
plish any work? If so, what is this work? Yes, the GIP does fail in this 
fifth and final sense. Just as the prison’s repeated failures produce the 
delinquent, the GIP’s repeated failures also produce something. Here I 
will take the GIP’s two failures already identified: (1) its deconstructive 
failure, which facilitated the GIP’s dissolution in favor of the CAP, and 
(2) its systemic failure, which subordinated the GIP to intellectual his-
tory, especially Foucault studies. What do these failures also produce? 
How do these failures act productively? 

 First, what does the GIP’s deconstructive failure produce? What is 
its work? By instigating and facilitating the construction of the CAP, 
which ultimately replaced the GIP, the GIP produced a paradoxically 
lasting model of a momentary, provisional, dynamic movement that 
passed out of existence almost as quickly as it appeared. In March 1975, 
a few weeks after the publication of  Discipline and Punish , Foucault 
stated, “I would like my books to be lancets, Molotov cocktails, or siege 
tunnels; I would like them to self-destruct after use, like fireworks.”  54   It 
is perhaps not unwarranted to speculate that Foucault hoped  Discipline 
and Punish  would be a f lash of lightning on the scene—no less power-
ful for its brevity. The GIP at least had done as much. By preparing the 
way, clearing the brushwood, and building the scaffolds, the GIP made 
a viable if not straight path for the CAP to take over. In this sense, it 
leaves today’s activists with a model of alliance. This is the first, positive 
impact of the GIP’s productive failure. Its work may yet be utilized for 
the improvement of our f leeting present. 

 Second, what does the GIP’s systemic failure do? What does its par-
ticipation in the system of academic production work to accomplish? 
First and foremost, perhaps, it works to reproduce the widely assumed 
neutral, universal human subject of experience. There is, therefore, a 
replication of academic whiteness and maleness within the nonacademic, 
nonwhite, and nonmale elements of the GIP’s legacy. There has been, 
up to this point, a forgetting of the role of women, the AIDS context, 
and the impact of sexuality. Scholarship has failed to richly replicate, 
for instance, the GIP’s relationship to the women’s liberation movement, 
which collaborated vibrantly with the group at La Roquette, or its work 
beside the Front homosexual d’action revolutionnaire (FHAR).  55   More 
than this, however, the GIP has become unmoored from its deep roots 
in the early 1970s race wars. As Arti è res indicates, “the major event in 
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this history is not World War II, but more so the Algerian war.”  56   Brady 
Heiner has argued extensively that Foucault himself erased his own and 
the GIP’s indebtedness to the Black Panther Party.  57   This is the second, 
negative impact of the GIP’s productive failure. This work of reduction 
must continually be resisted.  

  VI   Conclusion 

 It is almost a truism now that the prison has failed, that it does not work 
as a form of punishment or means of social governance. Not only are 
the critiques of the prison coterminous with and in fact co-constitutive 
of the prison itself, but the prison continues to exist precisely because 
it structurally demands and absorbs criticisms, movements of reform, 
and attributions of failure. “From the beginning,” Foucault writes in  La 
Soci é t é  Punitive , “prison has been dysfunctional.”  58   “Our failed prison 
system,” Steve Champion further attests, is part of a “long string of fail-
ures” in the social and penal sphere.  59   In this chapter, I have identified 
five modalities of failure by which the GIP assessed the prison: discur-
sive, structural, systemic, deconstructive, and productive. I then tested 
the GIP against its own criteria. In doing so, I offered an assessment 
internal to the GIP itself. This was not a mere historical-theoretical 
exercise. It was an act of work understood as agitation, deploying the 
sense of  travailler  as ‘to trouble.’ I first multiplied and thereby troubled 
our senses of failure. Second, I decoupled failure from any moraliz-
ing schemas by defining its multiple modes simply as the relationship 
of an act to itself, to discourse, to systems, and to effects. By developing 
what is, ultimately, a constellation of failure, I tried to extend the dis-
cussion of the prison’s failure beyond its current confines. To my mind, 
the mere attribution of “failure” inhibits our ability to address the mul-
timodal reality of the prison itself. Rather than simply assert that the 
prison has failed or repeat the Foucauldian mantra that its failure is its 
work, I have provided multiple ways to precise that assessment and work 
differently. This can equip thinkers and activists alike to explore how 
transnational reform and abolitionist movements might by turns resist 
or harness the work of failure.       
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  CHAPTER 5 

 Breaking the Conditioning: The 
Relevance of the Prisons Information 

Group   

    Steve   Champion (Adisa Kamara)    

   In 1970, a group of activist intellectuals in France led by Michel 
Foucault created the Prisons Information Group (GIP). The creation 
of the GIP grew out of the need to respond to the wave of prison upris-
ings and the crackdown on activist leaders by the French government 
in 1968. The primary purpose of the GIP was, as indicated in their sin-
gular proclamation, “Speech to the detainees!” This enabled the GIP to 
form a partnership with prisoners and gave them a voice. By submitting 
questionnaires to prisoners, the larger society was able to hear prisoners 
speak on their own account about prison conditions. Even though the 
GIP has been, in my opinion, unfairly criticized by some for overstep-
ping its bounds and speaking for prisoners,  1   I assert it was due to the 
GIP that prisoners’ voices were heard and resounded. As a California 
prisoner housed on death row at San Quentin State Prison, I want to 
speak about my experience of dealing with the mental conditioning of 
prison and the utility of a GIP-like organization. 

 * * * 
 
Prison is a restrictive and controlled environment. The movements of 
prisoners, especially death row prisoners, are monitored day and night 
by the prison guards. Privacy is virtually nonexistent because it can be 
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invaded anytime by a guard peering into your cell. A guard can walk in 
unannounced to any prisoner’s cell, order the prisoner to strip down for 
a body search, place handcuffs on the prisoner, and then conduct a cell 
search. Every day prisoners fight against sensory deprivation, spiritual 
emptiness, and physical and social isolation. In Security Housing Units 
(SHU), you can’t sneeze without someone writing it down if they so 
choose. You start to wonder: Do secrets exist in prison? 

 In order to control prisoners, a system of effective management must 
be put in place. Phrases like “effective management” are polite euphe-
misms for terror. This terror manifests itself on multiple levels. The 
most overt and glaring is prison guards patrolling guardrails packing 
Mini-14 rif les and .38 handguns—licensed, authorized, and trained to 
kill any prisoner who gets out of line. If terror or the threat of terror isn’t 
the chief means used to control prisoners, how else can you explain why 
a mass group of men, frustrated and angry by their living conditions 
and their personal lives, are not ripping each other and their captors 
apart on a daily basis? The threat of terror is a deterrence and the pri-
mary factor, for the most part, that keeps prisoners in check. 

 Prisons are created as a form of social control. They are designed to 
condition their captives to submit and surrender to a daily routine of 
reward and punishment. Violate a rule, you get punished. Submit to the 
rules, you are granted some privileges. Yet, at the same time, prisoners 
are stripped of control, making them reliant on their captors for the 
bare essentials: food, clothing, shelter, and other necessities. Prison is 
not an academy that develops and encourages men to become indepen-
dent or to exploit their potential for the greater good of humanity. It 
is psychologically infantilizing and dehumanizing to condition grown 
men and women to feel like dependent children. 

 Every prisoner wants control over his or her life. Once you lose your 
freedom, you relinquish that control. I had to come to terms, like every 
prisoner does, with that hard truth. I had to prepare myself, on a psy-
chological level, to grasp the changing variables unique to prison life. I 
was a quick learner who sensed the inevitability of changes I would have 
to make in order to survive. One morning, circumstances emerged that 
would hasten my change. 

 * * * 

 The summer of 1984, I got a wake-up call. The California Department 
of Corrections (CDC)  2   declared a state of emergency throughout 
California prisons, due to the torrent of prison violence taking place at 
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that time surrounding a race war between Blacks and Southern Latinos, 
Blacks and Whites, and Northern Latinos versus Southern Latinos 
and Whites. Prison guards stationed at San Quentin wasted little time 
in seizing and confiscating my meager belongings, as well as those of 
everyone else housed in the building. Alone in an empty four-by-ten 
cage, I was left with nothing but time to think and ref lect, time to pin-
point and confront the root of my rage and search for an outlet through 
which to channel the years of bottled up aggression stirring inside me. 
Gradually, I began to wake up from my slumber and open my eyes to 
the way in which prison conditioning affected me and the group of men 
with whom I was housed. For instance, I noticed that when dinner was 
late, prisoners got agitated. I found myself getting angry and annoyed. 
My body would undergo a chemical reaction (manifesting itself as severe 
hunger pangs) because physiologically and psychologically I have been 
conditioned, like Pavlov’s dogs, to expect food at a certain time of the 
day. And when I didn’t get it, I reacted like a junkie in need of a shot 
of heroin. I realized then that if I didn’t find a way to overcome this, I 
would always be a victim to the caprice of prison life. 

 During this same period, there was a complete control of informa-
tion by the San Quentin Prison Administration. The general public 
had no idea what was happening inside San Quentin, just as the public 
is clueless about what goes on inside most prisons today. There was a 
total media blackout. The public was unaware that we were waging 
massive protests against what we felt were the deteriorating conditions 
of prison. 

 The objective of San Quentin was to keep everything in-house so as 
to conceal their malfeasance. This is similar to how a dictatorship or 
totalitarian regime operates—keeping their crimes against their own 
people hidden from international scrutiny by controlling and denying 
access to information. San Quentin was able to achieve this by delay-
ing mail, canceling visitation, and denying media access. They con-
trolled the narrative by controlling information entering and exiting 
the prison. 

 Because there was no outside political entity or information group 
like the GIP to facilitate collaboration between outside intellectuals and 
prisoners, the voices of prisoners didn’t travel beyond prison walls. We 
were completely isolated. Being isolated is equivalent to being silenced. 
I argue that if there had been a GIP-like group that allowed inmates to 
speak of their own accord, the general public would have heard another 
point of view about what was happening inside San Quentin, instead of 
being told a unilateral version of events. 
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 It is important to highlight that in 1984 there were approximately 
12 prisons in the state of California. Since that time, 22 new prisons 
have been built at a cost of 280–350 million dollars. Perhaps a group 
like the GIP could have been effective in dramatizing the expansion of 
the prison industrial complex (the drive to incarcerate and build prisons 
for economic purposes and social control) and developing alternative 
solutions to counter it.  

  I   Overcoming the Conditioning 

 To overcome or change behavioral patterns requires a shift in think-
ing and consciousness. When I changed my attitude, it changed how I 
reacted to what went on around me. I created a program for myself that 
helped me to grow in confidence. I didn’t care if yard was cancelled at 
the last minute, canteen didn’t arrive on time, or dinner was served late 
into the night instead of at the usual time. In the past, whenever things 
didn’t happen in the way I expected, I would get upset. I used to take 
it personally. I felt like I was being singled out for special punishment, 
even though every prisoner in the unit experienced the same things I 
did. I needed to believe I was being targeted, because this false notion 
fueled my anger and justified my misbehavior. But the truth was simple. 
I allowed what I could not control to get under my skin, to rattle me, 
and to move me off my center. 

 The first thing I had to accept is that incarceration, by its very nature, 
significantly reduced my options. But in spite of this, I didn’t want any-
thing to impede my development or deter me from accepting reality. 
No matter how unfairly the guards chose to deal with yard, showers, 
property, canteen, or mail, I would not allow it to affect or unsettle 
me. To prevent that, I had to find a purpose that was both inspirational 
and aspirational, something that, no matter what was going on inside 
prison, I wouldn’t be deterred from. Finding a purpose is important for 
any person who is facing long-term incarceration, because it can give 
life meaning, something incarceration seeks to rob from you. The pur-
suit of education became my purpose. 

 When I began to grow, my attitude changed. It wasn’t a concern 
if my personal property was confiscated or I ended up in a Security 
Housing Unit. I am still the one who determines if I am frustrated or 
not. What I learned is the more control I had over myself, the less power 
my captors had over me. I’ve learned that everything of value I carry 
within myself. That means that the people and relationships I’ve built 
and the things I’ve learned are important archetypes embedded in my 
consciousness. 
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 When I am in my cell and I hear a prisoner holler, “Where’s the food?,” 
“When is mail going to be passed out?,” “Is yard running today?,” “When 
is shower going to start?,” I know what feelings are going on inside him. 
I know the reasoning process he is going through. I know his questions 
and desire for answers stem from a conditional routine many prisoners 
don’t consciously think about. Nor do they see themselves as being pro-
grammed, but that is exactly what happens. When you are conditioned 
to expect something every day at a specific time and it is cut off without 
warning, you feel it like you’ve been sucker-punched in the stomach. 
You can’t help but react. It is a natural and normal ref lex. During these 
situations, I take a step back and take a deep breath, because I under-
stand whatever prison officials decide is beyond my control. But how I 
react to their decisions is solely up to me. 

 I am not implying, nor do I advocate, a policy of silence when repres-
sive prison policies are mentally and emotionally abusive to prisoners. 
On the contrary, I am a fierce proponent of every prisoner being vocal 
when prison policies are draconian and tyrannical. However, a clear 
distinction ought to be made between taking a stand for valid reasons 
and protesting just for the sake of protesting. For example, if prisoners 
are being unjustly mistreated, it merits some form of protest. Going 
berserk over breakfast being delayed or yard being cancelled is misspent 
energy. These things happen. Getting upset or bent out of shape over 
minuscule issues like these leads to headaches and further shows how 
the conditioning process can keep prisoners stuck, stagnant, and pre-
vent them from developing themselves. Every prisoner has to pick and 
choose their battles. 

 Breaking the conditioning process requires identifying the prob-
lem, critically analyzing it, and then devising a solution. These steps 
are important on an individual level as it relates to gauging one’s prog-
ress and understanding how to combat the conditioning process. 

 No matter what is going on around me, my program continues. 
Without a personal routine centered on developing and enhancing my 
potential, I would regress and fall prey to the destructive behavior that 
once chained me. So I would gut-check myself daily as a reminder to 
stay focused and vigilant, which gave me the ability to recognize the 
powers of negative conditioning that permeate the prison environ-
ment. I realize the less I expect from others and the more I demand 
from myself, the more attentive I am to what I can control and the 
less I obsess over what I can’t. All of this serves to increase my quality 
of life, my chances of managing myself and the trauma of incarcera-
tion, and breaking free from the conditioning imposed on me by the 
prison.  
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  II   Traumatic Stress Disorder 

 A plethora of literature has been written about post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). Soldiers returning home from long wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have been diagnosed with PTSD. Psychologists and mental 
health experts have shown that a serious threat or harm to one’s life or 
physical integrity can cause PTSD. This is merely one of several stres-
sors that can precipitate mental or emotional trauma. 

 Over the last 20 years or so, the penal system in California and 
across the United States has drastically changed. There has been a 
steady inf lux of mentally ill people who have been sentenced to prison 
terms. The problem is that mentally ill people, who ought to be housed 
in a medical facility, are being housed and intermixed with the gen-
eral prison population.  3   This creates a huge problem on many levels. 
For instance, if someone who is diagnosed as mentally ill commits a 
rule infraction, they are treated like a regular prisoner. They wind up 
in solitary confinement. A myriad of mentally impaired prisoners are 
placed in Security Housing Units, which only amplifies their mental 
condition. 

 Both psychiatrists and psychologists have reported that long-term 
solitary confinement is a form of torture. Working under the aus-
pices of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (UNHCHR), UN Special Rapporteur on Torture Juan 
Mendez, addresses the issue of solitary confinement in US prisons and 
specifically those in California.  4   According to him, the use of solitary 
confinement in California prisons can amount to “cruel punishment, 
even torture.”  5   A supermax prison, like Pelican Bay, housed numer-
ous prisoners within its SHU program. One prisoner has been held 
in various SHUs for 42 years and many other prisoners live 10, 20, or 
30 years in a SHU.  6   As a result of long-term solitary confinement, some 
prisoners have experienced rapid mental deterioration, some have been 
driven insane, and it has provoked perceptual disorientation, delu-
sional thoughts, etc.  7   This doesn’t include other stressors that justify 
a traumatic stress disorder diagnosis like intense fear, terror, and help-
lessness. Prisoners are subjected to these traumatic experiences over 
and over again. 

 While there are a number of agencies and institutions to address the 
needs of veterans who suffer from PTSD, there is no real discussion 
about the vast number of prisoners who experience PTSD. Unlike sol-
diers who are actively engaged in combat but are granted furloughs and 
respites, prisoners receive neither. Prisoners live under constant trauma 
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and stress. They are not granted any furloughs or breaks. A lot of pris-
oners cope with their trauma through an array of means. 

 Based on my observations, I see the various ways death row prisoners 
cope with their trauma. Both positive and negative coping mechanisms 
are requisite for the management of their life. I’ve created a chart to 
highlight the coping activities in which death row inmates participate. 
These can be broken down into the following categories:    

 Every death row prisoner consciously or unconsciously gravi-
tates toward one or more of these categories as a way of coping with 
being traumatized. It’s important to underscore some of the coping 
 mechanisms—such as self-medication, gambling, excessive talking, and 
others—that prevail in the behavior of many death row prisoners. 

 Many guys on the row were casual drug users on the streets, but, 
once they came to death row, they graduated to using heavy drugs like 
methamphetamine, crack cocaine, prescription drugs, heroin, and other 
narcotics as ways to eradicate their pain. Excessive talking over the tier 
is another way death row prisoners mask their trauma. I’ve noticed that 
if a prisoner isn’t comfortable with his own company or lacks a central 
purpose in his life, he is going to do his time outside his cell. This 
means he is going to be loquacious and seek out people to ease his bore-
dom. He is going to look for conversations in order to validate himself, 
without realizing he is the only one who can validate who he is. I think 
Michel Foucault and the GIP anticipated this. By providing a platform 
for prisoners to speak for themselves, the GIP empowered them. When 
you think about that, it was a provocative and powerful idea that pris-
oners, who were deemed social outcasts, could validate themselves by 
speaking in their own voice. 

 Gambling is another way to cope with trauma. It is less about win-
ning and more about feeling the adrenalin rush of being involved in 

 Positive  Neutral  Negative 

Education TV watching Drugs
Reading Music Alcohol
Writing Recreational yard Foolish talk
Arts and crafts Board games Abrasive behavior
Religion Chess, Monopoly Troublemaker
Meditation Oversleeping Rumor mongering
Regular exercising Phone calls Fixating on guards
Self-betterment Visits from family and friends
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the everyday activity of betting. Usually, it is the same group of people 
who gamble and circulate the same paltry sum of money back and forth 
between each other. 

 Then, there is the compulsive behavior of sex. Because death row 
prisoners are deprived of sex, there is a hyper awareness of it. The fixa-
tion is so strong, some prisoners spend their time daily scanning the 
television set for sexually risqu é  videos and TV shows. They’ve con-
vinced themselves and swear up and down to anyone within earshot 
that they’ve seen a nipple or a pubic hair of a woman who slipped in or 
out of her undergarments. Some prisoners derive pleasure from expos-
ing themselves to female guards and personnel. There is an entire ritual 
involved here. First, they target a female. Then, they expose themselves. 
Finally, believing this exposure is equivalent to intercourse, they fan-
tasize about this moment, like their past sexual experiences, over and 
over again. 

 Focusing and fixation on the law is a way some prisoners deal with 
their trauma. There is nothing wrong with this. After all, the law got 
you in and the law might get you out. The problem is the almost fanati-
cal and narrow-minded focus with which some death row prisoners zero 
in on the law. They think because a police officer lied under oath, or 
the witness said the person they saw was five foot seven inches but they 
are five foot eleven inches, or because the prosecutor lied to a jury, it’s 
enough to overturn a conviction, despite overwhelming evidence point-
ing toward their guilt. 

 This is in no way an attack on or criticism of anyone incarcerated 
or on death row. Everyone sentenced to death or a long prison term has 
been traumatized to some extent. The question is: How do prisoners 
manage the trauma? Some prisoners manage trauma better than others 
do because everyone is different. The fact is: some coping mechanisms 
are more constructive than others and indulgence in too much of the 
negative coping mechanisms can be disastrous.  

  III   The Pelican Bay Human Rights Movement 

 In early 2011, a small group of death row prisoners at Lucasville prison, 
in Ohio, launched a peaceful hunger strike for the right to touch their 
loved ones on open visits. They won! Word of their victory spread to 
other supermax prisoners. 

 A group of men who were languishing in Pelican Bay State Prison 
SHU got word of this victory. So on July 11, 2011, they initiated a 
peaceful hunger strike to protest several things: the policy of being held 
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indefinitely in the SHU, false gang validation, misuse of confidential 
informants, and arbitrary and cruel treatment.  8   

 The Pelican Bay hunger strike galvanized and inspired men through-
out California prisons. Over 30,000 prisoners across California went on 
a hunger strike to protest against prison conditions in their respective 
institutions. The hunger strike garnered national attention and awoke 
Californians to what was really happening in their own backyard. 

 In my opinion, the protest would not have gotten the national cover-
age it did and the CDC would not have begrudgingly enacted policy 
changes to placate prisoners, if prisoners hadn’t taken a stand and gen-
erated outside support. The prisoners listed five core demands. Even 
though, to this day, those demands haven’t been met, there is a continu-
ous dialogue between representatives of the Pelican Bay Human Rights 
Movement and Pelican Bay officials. There is also a class action lawsuit 
pending against the CDC. 

 What is extraordinary about the men in Pelican Bay SHU is that they 
were able to transform their protest into a movement—the Pelican Bay 
Human Rights Movement. They were able to bring together a cross-
section of people including academics, lawyers, intellectuals, grassroots 
organizations, families, and former inmates to heighten intolerance 
toward the prison industrial complex. It was this cadre of people from 
different social and economic strands who acted as an ad hoc GIP. They 
were the ones who created a voice for the voiceless. 

 During the hunger strike, there were family members of the pris-
oners, grassroots organizations, and academics being interviewed on 
several occasions. What impressed me is how well informed everyone 
who spoke was, at any given time, about the prisoners’ plight and why 
a hunger strike was necessary to dramatize the repressive conditions to 
which prisoners were subjected. 

 The GIP once argued that the voice of prisoners is critical to under-
standing the prison—the prisoners can make visible what others can’t 
see. This is true. Although no questionnaires were submitted to prison-
ers at Pelican Bay (as the GIP did in order for prisoners to make their 
voices heard), there is a vehicle today that continues to allow prisoners 
to speak in their own voice and cause what is hidden to come to light. 
The  San Francisco Bay View ,  9   a national Black newspaper, is run by 
Willie and Mary Ratcliff. They have created one of the most progres-
sive newspapers in the United States. The  Bay View  has been a conduit 
for incarcerated men and women throughout this nation to speak to 
the public about prison conditions. While Michel Foucault envisioned 
the GIP as being a vehicle of constructing theories of resistance, the 
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 Bay View  goes further by allowing prisoners to call for social mobili-
zation and create theories for their resistance. The hunger strikes are 
one example. The general public was aware of the targeted date of the 
Pelican Bay hunger strike in large part due to the  Bay View . 

 I know Foucault and others felt that the GIP was a failure  10   because 
it didn’t achieve what it sought. But I disagree. The GIP was critical 
in shedding light on prison conditions in France during that time. It 
facilitated a partnership between prisoners and certain segments of the 
population that didn’t previously exist. It gave prisoners a voice and that 
is more than what any prison facility has ever done.  
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     CHAPTER 6 

 Between Discipline and Caregiving: 
Changing Prison Population 

Demographics and Possibilities 
for Self-Transformation       

    Dianna   Taylor     

  The problem is the following: to offer a critique of the system that 
explains the process by which contemporary society pushes a portion of 
the population to the margins. 

 —Michel Foucault, “Le grand enfermement”  

  In the 1972 interview from which the above epigraph is taken, Michel 
Foucault identifies the prison as an institution that produces the mar-
ginalization of which he speaks. Indeed, the final chapter of  Discipline 
and Punish  makes clear that the disciplinary function of the prison 
continually produces the very population of delinquent individuals it 
was ostensibly created to reform. Through this production, the prison 
both justifies its own existence and effectively reproduces existing nor-
malizing power relations within society as a whole. In short, Foucault 
reveals the prison as a productive failure. From his perspective, part 
of the work of Le Groupe d’information sur les prisons (GIP) was to 
make visible the normalizing and therefore oppressive function of the 
prison—to cast light on it precisely as a productive failure—by allowing 
the voices of prisoners themselves to be heard; hence, therefore, its col-
lection and publication of prisoner accounts of the conditions of their 
incarceration. 
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 Following in the tradition of the GIP, this chapter incorporates 
inmate voices. It does so in order to elucidate a phenomenon that I 
believe is contributing to the undoing of the prison’s disciplinary func-
tion within the contemporary United States: an increasingly aging 
prison population and the subsequent need for prisons to provide care 
for elderly inmates, especially those suffering from age-related cognitive 
impairment. In what follows, I argue that the tension between exacting 
discipline and providing care produces possibilities for transformation 
at the level of the self-relations of inmates who participate in caregiv-
ing activities; specifically, caregiving facilitates possibilities for inmate 
caregivers to constitute, understand, and relate to themselves as other 
than delinquents. I focus on a specific program at the California Men’s 
Colony (CMC) in San Luis Obispo, California, in which inmates care 
for their aging and cognitively impaired fellows. My aim is not to show 
that the inmate caregivers necessarily engage in a process of self-trans-
formation, only that the potential exists for them to do so. 

 I proceed by first providing an overview of Foucault’s analysis of the 
disciplinary function of the prison, paying particular attention to how it 
reproduces both delinquency as a normalizing mode of self-relation and 
normalizing power relations more broadly. I focus on disciplinary power 
both because Foucault conceived of prisons as disciplinary institutions 
and because of my concern with transformation at the level of the self-
relation: disciplinary power functions at the level of the individual.  1   
Next, I show that, in his late work, Foucault explores possibilities for 
alternative, non-normalizing modes of self-relation. After brief ly exam-
ining factors that have contributed to the aging US inmate population 
and their effects on prisons, I turn to the CMC program. I show that 
what inmate caregivers told me about their experience in the program 
suggests that the tension produced by participating in caregiving within 
a disciplinary context can create possibilities for positive personal trans-
formation on the part of these inmates. To be clear, my point is that this 
tension creates such possibilities. I am not suggesting that the activ-
ity of caregiving  as such  is transformative in the ways I shall describe. 
Nor am I claiming that any inmate who participates in caregiving will 
necessarily engage in a process of self-transformation. My chapter con-
cludes with a brief summation of my argument and speculation about 
its broader implications.  

  I 

 As Foucault emphasizes throughout his work, subjectivity is a mode of 
self-relation: it provides individuals with a way to understand and relate 
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to themselves and therefore to be understood by and relate to others. 
Thus, even in this most fundamental aspect of facilitating intelligibil-
ity, subjectivity endows individuals with capacities they would not have 
were they not construed, and did they not likewise construe themselves, 
specifically as subjects. At the same time, Foucault makes clear that sub-
jectivity comes at a price: the new capacities to which it gives rise pro-
vide sites for the (re)production and proliferation of normalizing power. 
His genealogies of the 1970s identify modern institutions as playing a 
key role in this reproduction and proliferation, within both the institu-
tions themselves and society as a whole. The emergence of modern hos-
pitals, schools (including institutions of higher education), the military, 
workplaces, courts, “press organizations and information centers,” and 
prisons produced new forms of subjectivity.  2   In order to maximize their 
efficient use within the institution, the capacities of these new forms 
were systematically identified, categorized, analyzed, and distributed. 
This simultaneous production and general management or disciplin-
ing of subjects determined standards or norms that would achieve that 
maximization and by extension determine the normality or abnormality 
of individual functioning. Hence Foucault’s argument that disciplinary 
power produces subjects who are normalized: they can efficiently chan-
nel their capacities (and their capacities can also be externally chan-
neled), but only toward a narrow range of modes of expression. In short, 
disciplinary subjects are useful because they are obedient: they repro-
duce as opposed to challenge prevailing power relations. 

 In  Discipline and Punish , Foucault argues that, insofar as the mod-
ern prison fails to fulfill all of the purposes for which it was ostensibly 
developed, it must be concluded that the prison is performing some 
other function that justifies not only its continual existence but, indeed, 
its expansion. That function, he shows, is the production of delinquency 
as a mode of subjectivity. Delinquency, Foucault argues, is useful in the 
disciplinary sense described above. The delinquent is a “type”: whereas 
previously crime was defined in terms of the act an individual had com-
mitted, in the modern era criminal acts came to be understood as exter-
nal ref lections of  criminality  —the inherent nature of the individual who 
had committed the act. As  inherently  “politically and economically less 
dangerous” than other forms of illegality,” but also both “pathological” 
and ubiquitous, the delinquent fueled the development of an entire car-
ceral system within which the prison figures prominently.  3   Foucault’s 
analysis shows that both constituting oneself and being constituted as 
a delinquent effectively channels individual capacities into reproduc-
ing delinquent subjects and, therefore, demonstrating the need for and 
facilitating the reproduction of the carceral system. Moreover, the fact 
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that delinquency was construed as a characteristic of the lower socio-
economic classes furthered the criminalization of already marginalized 
segments of the population, thereby sustaining prevailing normalizing 
relations of power within society more broadly.   4   

 Foucault’s analysis ref lects several aspects of the GIP’s work that are 
relevant here. Responses provided by inmates and their families to ques-
tionnaires the GIP covertly distributed point to institutional conditions 
that facilitate the production of delinquency as a mode of disciplin-
ary subjectivity. They describe, for example, an institution that fosters 
and effectively reproduces “perfect obedience.”  5   Capacities are chan-
neled back into reproducing a hierarchical system that emulates “all 
the ideological constraints of the exterior milieu.”  6   Inmates “work 8 to 
10 hours a day for a pittance;” those with more financial resources are 
privileged relative to those without; “absolute respect for superiors” is 
demanded; sexuality is repressed.  7   At the same time, the documents also 
show that the (re)production of delinquency within the carceral system 
is not seamless. Part of the impetus for the formation of the GIP was 
a hunger strike staged by inmates in an attempt to gain recognition as 
political prisoners; this is not the act of obedient subjects.  8   According 
to the GIP, “exploited” groups within society have always recognized 
their oppression; it is simply the case that they have “been constrained 
to submit to it.”  9   The GIP aimed to promote and support opposition to 
that constraint through “[giving] the right to speak to . . . people that 
have in one way or another been excluded from discourse,”  10   “making 
the reality of the prison known,” and inciting broad intolerance of that 
reality.  11   

 In his later work, Foucault became increasingly concerned with not 
only the relationship we have to external entities such as institutions, 
but also with the relationship we have to ourselves. As a key nodal point 
within the overall matrix of power relations, our self-relation, according 
to Foucault, is a linchpin for both the reproduction and countering of 
normalization. Attending to the relation of the self to itself, he argued, 
was an “urgent, fundamental, and politically indispensable task,” and 
he further asserted that “the relationship one has to oneself ” might be 
the only “point of resistance to political power.”  12   Given the signifi-
cance Foucault attached to the self-relation, it is not surprising that 
he dedicated the last four of his courses at the Coll è ge de France to 
tracing a genealogy of subjectivity as a mode of self-constitution, self-
relation, and self-understanding. In that extended genealogy, Foucault 
shows that not merely the particular forms of subjectivity he analyzes 
in his work during the 1970s, but also subjectivity as such inculcates 
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a relation of self-to-self characterized by self-renunciation and obedi-
ence that promotes conformity with prevailing norms and, therefore, 
relations of power. Subjectivity is thus a harmful mode of self-relation: 
on the one hand, it requires self-constitution in terms of some aspect 
of ourselves that is deemed objectionable; on the other hand, by pro-
moting perpetual self-renunciation and obedience it greatly curtails the 
cultivation of critical and creative capacities through which we are able 
to challenge prevailing norms and foster change. Simply put, our self-
relation reverberates when we act in the world.   13   

 Once we recognize that we do, in fact, constitute ourselves rather 
than merely being constituted (by external forces such as institutions 
and, more broadly, norms), we can begin to analyze how we constitute 
ourselves, identify the harmful effects of our current modes of constitu-
tion, and begin experimenting with alternative modes of constituting, 
understanding, and relating to ourselves. Antinormalizing modes cul-
tivate capacities, such as “refusal,” curiosity,” and “innovation,” which 
counter the self-renunciation and will to obedience that characterize 
normalization.  14   As Foucault describes these capacities, refusal entails 
an intentional unwillingness to uncritically accept what is presented to 
us as natural and necessary; curiosity entails critical analysis of con-
temporary reality; innovation entails the cultivation of “what has never 
been thought or imagined.”  15   In short, antinormalizing modes of 
self-constitution, self-relation, and self-understanding are characteristi-
cally  dis obedient. They do not get us outside of normalization; rather, 
they facilitate from within that very context the navigation of nor-
malizing power relations in ways that do not merely and uncritically 
 reproduce them.  

  II 

 While prisons may not, as noted earlier, seamlessly reproduce obedient 
subjects of disciplinary power, institutional responses to inmate pro-
tests that took place during the 1970s illustrate the degree to which 
prisons can effectively and repressively quell overt disobedience. I 
believe, however, that contemporary prisons within the United States 
are changing in ways that create opportunities not for overt resistance 
against the institution itself, but for antinormalizing and therefore dis-
obedient transformation at the level of the self-relation. These opportu-
nities should not be taken to indicate newfound benevolence on behalf 
of prisons. Rather, they have emerged within a context where the purely 
disciplinary function of the prison, against its will, is beginning to fray. 
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Multiple factors contribute to this fraying.  16   I am concerned here with 
a particular aspect of changing prison demographics: an overall prison 
population that is increasingly aging. 

 While the number of people incarcerated in the United States has 
exploded since the 1970s,  17   the number of aging inmates has increased 
at an even greater pace: between 2007 and 2010 alone, “the number of 
sentenced state and federal prisoners age 65 or older grew at 94 times 
the rate of the overall prison population.”  18   This increase is largely 
attributable to various “tough on crime” measures implemented dur-
ing the 1980s, primarily in conjunction with the war on drugs. These 
measures include “three strikes” laws, mandatory minimum sentenc-
ing, and more frequent use of life sentences as a result of an increase 
in “the number of crimes punished with life and life-without-parole 
sentences.”  19   Such “front-end policy changes” have been coupled with 
measures such as “truth in sentencing conditions that require 85 per-
cent or more of a prison sentence be served before the inmate becomes 
eligible for release . . . making some crimes ineligible for parole . . . and 
harsh parole revocation policies” that increase the likelihood of recidi-
vism.  20   Other notable aspects of “getting tough on crime” include the 
fact that violent offenders in particular are receiving lengthier sentences 
and serving higher percentages of those sentences,  21   and that since 
1984 “the number of individuals serving life sentences has more than 
quadrupled.”  22   (Twenty-nine percent of inmates serving life sentences 
in the United States have no possibility of parole.)  23   As inmates serv-
ing lengthy and life sentences age, over time their numbers increase or 
“stack up” relative to the prison population as a whole:  24   among inmates 
serving state sentences, 20 percent of those “between the ages of 61 and 
70 are serving sentences of more than 20 years (not including life sen-
tences), compared to 11.4 percent of prisoners age 31–40.”  25   

 Elderly inmates have needs that their younger counterparts do 
not. In general, they “may need more time to eat,” their mobility may 
become impaired, they may need extra blankets in the winter and bet-
ter mattresses, they may become incontinent and therefore require 
more frequent changes of clothing and bedding; they also require “age-
appropriate educational, recreational, and vocational opportunities.”  26   
Seriously or chronically ill elderly inmates, as well as those who develop 
major physical, mental, or cognitive impairment, require specialized 
care. The number of elderly inmates in US prisons with age-related 
cognitive impairment is not known because “prisons do not ordinar-
ily screen for” such conditions.  27   Moreover, the routine, structure, and 
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cultivation of obedience within the prison as a disciplinary institution 
in many ways masks early signs of cognitive decline. “Dementia usually 
becomes observed by staff or other inmates . . . when a prisoner exhibits 
bizarre or erratic conduct, for example, by refusing to bathe or clean up 
after himself.”  28   

 Prisons have attempted to provide care for the increasing number 
of elderly inmates housed within their walls, including those with age-
related cognitive impairment, in a variety of ways. Some prisons have 
modified existing facilities or built new ones in order to develop sepa-
rate housing units for elderly inmates where they can receive care and 
are free from possible victimization by their younger counterparts.  29   In 
some cases, inmates with age-related cognitive impairment are housed 
in the same facilities with other aging inmates; some prisons house 
them in their medical facilities; some have created separate, therapeutic 
facilities for inmates with age-related cognitive impairment; and others 
house these inmates in their administrative segregation units.  30   Many 
more elderly inmates, including those with age-related cognitive impair-
ment, however, simply remain in the general population. 

 While the most obvious challenge prisons face in providing care for 
elderly inmates is economic, the aging prison population poses an even 
more fundamental challenge to the prison at the level of its disciplinary 
function. On the one hand, even minor changes required to accom-
modate increasing numbers of elderly inmates disrupt both the prison 
structure and the daily routines and schedules that function to produce 
delinquent subjects who obediently reproduce their own delinquency 
and, hence, legitimize the existence and expansion of the carceral sys-
tem. On the other hand, in providing care, the nature of the prison as a 
disciplinary institution is called into question. People in prison are not 
considered to be worthy of (or, in most cases, to be capable of provid-
ing) care—for others or themselves. Indeed, as Foucault shows, prisons 
are reserved for marginal groups (whose marginalization they entrench 
even more deeply) who are seen as deserving of their incarceration, and 
whose incarceration is in turn believed to be in the best interests of soci-
ety as a whole. What happens, then, when prisons find themselves in a 
position of having to provide care for such individuals? 

 What doesn’t happen is that the prison as an institution is completely 
undermined. In a manifesto he wrote on behalf of the GIP, Daniel Defert 
acknowledges the reality that providing care to inmates may well serve 
a normalizing function. He cites the views of former prison doctors and 
inmate hospital workers who argue that caring for inmates within the 
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existing prison structure both fosters obedience and compliance among 
inmates, and serves to support and therefore maintain the prison as 
an institution. “To compensate for nutritional deficiencies, to give a 
sedative to a ‘bull-headed’ patient, to put a hunger striker on an IV 
drip, to give valium to someone who has been preventatively detained 
from three years,” this group asserts, “this is not ‘saving a man,’ it is 
ensuring that detention functions smoothly . . . [w]e cannot offer care 
without siding with the cops.”  31   The presence of elderly inmates within 
contemporary prisons may also reproduce the prison in its current form. 
As a recent report by Human Rights Watch shows, given their status 
as convicted “felons,” these inmates may simply invoke “animosity, 
anger, and distaste” on the part of prison staff who care for them, a 
disdainful attitude that in turn shapes “how such staff exercise their 
responsibilities.”  32   

 Yet while institutional change may not be forthcoming, I nonethe-
less believe that the tension between caregiving and discipline can pro-
vide possibilities for positive (i.e., antinormalizing, freedom-enabling) 
 individual  self-transformation among inmate caregivers. On my view, 
in other words, engaging in caregiving activities may facilitate (some) 
inmates’ fostering of refusal, curiosity, and innovation in their self-
 relations such that the possibility exists for them to constitute, under-
stand, and relate to themselves as other than delinquents. As noted at 
the outset of this essay, I am not suggesting that any and all caregiv-
ing can facilitate such change; indeed, I believe the potential exists for 
caregiving to foster self-renunciation. Rather, I think possibilities for 
cultivating an antinormalizing, disobedient self-relation emerge within 
the juxtaposition of having been constituted and constituting oneself 
as a delinquent, of having one’s capacities continually and over a long 
period of time merely channeled back into reproducing oneself in a 
particular kind of way, and of having the experience of developing new 
capacities. In other words, gaining awareness—precisely within the very 
normalizing context that has (re)produced a harmful relation of self to 
self—that one can be or in fact is different, that one is changing, affords 
the possibility to refuse to be what one has been and has been told one 
must be, to gain critical perspective on one’s current self-relation, and 
to experiment with and more fully develop that difference.  33   The mere 
existence of possibility does not, of course, mean that the potential for 
self-transformation will be actualized. Not every inmate who engages 
in caregiving will begin to cultivate refusal, curiosity, and innovation 
relative to themself; those who do, moreover, will not do so in the 
same way.  
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  III 

 I began thinking about the transformative and antinormalizing poten-
tial of inmate caregiving in earnest after reading a  New York Times  article 
describing the program at the CMC in which inmates provide care for 
their counterparts suffering from age-related cognitive impairment such 
as Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia.  34   The formal name 
for this program is the Special Needs Program for Inmate-Patients with 
Dementia (SNPID),  35   but the program is also referred to as the Gold 
Coat Program, in reference to the gold-colored jackets inmate caregivers 
wear as a means of identification.  36   The Gold Coats at the CMC care for 
“approximately 170” inmates housed in the prison’s East facility.  37   All 
of these inmates “need distinct support due to cognitive impairments” 
and approximately “26 have moderate to severe dementia.”  38   The six  39   
Gold Coats who care for these inmates had to meet strict criteria in 
order to secure their positions: a “long or life sentence;” at least ten years 
without a disciplinary violation; no history of “cognitive or emotional 
problems;” and a “history of commitment to rehabilitation and com-
munity service within the prison setting.”  40   The Gold Coats receive 
12 months of training by the Alzheimer’s Association. Their respon-
sibilities include assisting fellow inmates with a variety of daily tasks 
(“showering, shaving, applying deodorant . . . changing adult diapers”);  41   
sitting with them at meals and “monitor[ing] their food intake;” as well 
as “help[ing] them write requests for services, direct[ing] them to their 
groups, and to appointments with their nurses, psychologist, etc.”  42   The 
Gold Coats also protect “inmate-patients” from inmates who might 
harm or exploit them and mediate between inmate-patients and prison 
guards who, unaware of their condition, would be likely to construe 
noncompliance with rules or orders as grounds for disciplinary action.  43   
The Gold Coats are compensated for their work: they earn 25 cents an 
hour or a maximum of 36 dollars a month, a higher rate than is paid for 
other prison jobs.  44   

 I was able to contact the Gold Coats through Dr. Heriberto Sanchez, 
chief psychologist at the CMC, who told them about my project. Three 
Gold Coats, David A. Barnhill, Phillip DeWitt Burdick, and Secel 
Romerious Montgomery, Sr., contacted me and indicated their will-
ingness to answer my questions; all of my correspondence with them 
was by mail.  45   The ten questions I posed covered basic biographical 
information, the men’s experience in the Gold Coat Program, and how 
that experience has affected them. David Barnhill is 44 years old. He 
was sentenced to 25 years to life and has served 20 years. Phil Burdick 
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is 63 years old. He was sentenced to seven years to life and has been in 
prison for 37 years. Secel Montgomery is 49 years old. He has served 
almost 29 years of a 26 years to life sentence. Phil Burdick has been 
a Gold Coat the longest: 18 years. Both David Barnhill and Secel 
Montgomery have been Gold Coats for five years. 

 I asked the Gold Coats to discuss what their job entails. “You might,” 
my question states, “describe a typical day caring for fellow inmates.” 
Phil Burdick politely yet pointedly informed me that, simply put, there 
is no “typical day;” he emphasized that he was describing a “typical day 
in the life of  this  Gold Coat.” The descriptions all three men provided 
mention the tasks outlined by Hodel and Sanchez; in doing so they 
portray, as David Barnhill puts it, the “hands on or direct” nature of 
the care they provide. At the same time, the Gold Coats clearly do more 
than simply attend to their fellow inmates’ material needs. Burdick and 
Montgomery mention the need to protect inmates with Alzheimer’s and 
dementia from “predators.” (Burdick notes, as well, the heat the Gold 
Coats take from other inmates for doing so.)  46   All three men describe 
themselves as providing companionship. “Being a Gold Coat,” Secel 
Montgomery asserts, “entails guiding and helping the mentally ill and 
dementia/Alzheimer’s individual to never feel unloved and uncared for 
in their confused state of being in prison . . . helping to make an indi-
vidual not feel alone with no one to talk to (overall to not feel afraid 
so much) in this strange but unnatural environment.” Phil Burdick 
informed me that he, like several other Gold Coats (including Secel 
Montgomery), is a trained Hospice worker and grief counselor: they “sit 
with the dying, so no one has to die alone in here.” 

 In response to my question about why they chose to become Gold 
Coats, Phil Burdick and Secel Montgomery both indicate that partici-
pating in the program provided them with an opportunity to make 
amends for their crimes. Burdick states that a fellow inmate encouraged 
him to get involved in the Gold Coat Program, and that he decided to 
do so in order to “show I was remorseful for my past criminality and to 
my victims and their families . . . and my own family as well.” Being a 
Gold Coat allows Montgomery to “live the acts, and not just speak the 
words of true service; compassion, understanding, and giving back to 
society for the crime I committed.” David Barnhill relates that his rea-
sons for being involved in the program have changed over time. He was 
“attracted by what appeared to be the most prestigious job available to a 
prison inmate,” as well as to the external validation that inmates involved 
in the program received. Whereas helping others initially allowed him 
to “feel good” about himself, Barnhill describes reaching a point where 
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“the job began to ask more than I had to give . . . [t]he patients needed 
my patience, the unkind needed my kindness. The unlovable needed 
my love.” It was at this point that his work as a Gold Coat afforded him 
“the opportunity to grow.” “Today,” he states, “I am motivated by the 
desire to learn more and more about living from my heart, and the Gold 
Coat program is the best school in town.” 

 I also asked the Gold Coats whether and in what ways their work has 
changed them and their attitudes toward other people. The fundamental 
change that all three men report is a move away from what they refer to 
as self-centeredness and selfishness. “I was pretty self-centered 18 years 
ago,” Phil Burdick writes. “Now I’m more sensitive and compassionate 
toward others, especially those who are less fortunate than myself . . . It’s 
really a complete metamorphosis and transformation. I didn’t expect 
it to be as life-changing as it has been and still is.” David Barnhill 
describes a similarly self-transformative experience that he characterizes 
in terms of “finding his heart again.” “It really is the first time in my 
life,” Barnhill writes, “that I have escaped self-centeredness . . . before 
I traveled down this path people and relationships were commodities 
from which I met my own needs, but today the value of each relation-
ship is in the connection I get to experience in the moments we share.” 
“I was a coward with fear,” Secel Montgomery explains, “and I projected 
the negative view I had of myself upon others through actions of theft 
and manipulation . . . I was all about doing what I needed to do to get 
over on other people.” Montgomery goes on to express that his work as 
a Gold Coat “has changed me as a person in that I no longer live my life 
carrying on my shoulder upon my back a sack full of selfishness, resent-
ments, manipulative and criminal minded thoughts, vengeance, and 
teachings of unforgiveness . . . my change in life has come from years of 
putting forth the necessary actions and thoughts of self less outlook to 
care for others and humanity with empathy.” 

 Phil Burdick believes that programs like the Gold Coats ought to be 
established “perhaps [in] all prisons [and] especially where there are men 
with special needs.” Secel Montgomery is supportive, but emphasizes 
that proper training for participants is essential because “what is bred 
in prison can enter society and become a trend.” David Barnhill’s more 
ambivalent response to the question of whether inmate caregiving pro-
grams should be expanded provides additional insight into his process 
of self-transformation. “I just don’t know the answer to that,” he writes. 
Barnhill attributes the success of the Gold Coat Program at the CMC to 
the fact that the program has been able to largely “isolate” itself “from 
the average prison environment and mentality”—an environment and 
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mentality that, from his perspective, are devoid of conditions for the 
possibility of self-awareness. Barnhill sees lack of self-awareness as a 
major factor contributing to behavior that lands people in prison; prison 
life, in turn, provides no opportunity to become self-aware.  47   “With few 
exceptions,” he states, “men in prison lack the self-awareness needed 
to change.” Thus, while Barnhill characterizes his caregiving work as 
providing an opportunity for personal “growth,” he nonetheless asserts 
that being a Gold Coat does “not possess nor provide the fundamental 
ingredients necessary for rehabilitation.” “Prison is full of people who 
have cultivated predatory behavior as a way of life,” he ref lects. “To put 
them in positions of responsibility for the care of a vulnerable popula-
tion creates a dangerous situation . . . Certainly our sense of self needs to 
shift, and does as a result of serving others, but before that is possible 
something or someone has to make us look at ourselves, and then sup-
port and guide us through a process of change. This is the process that 
consumes me today.”  

  IV   Conclusion 

 What makes someone look at themself in a way that sparks a process of 
self-transformation? From a Foucauldian perspective, there is no simple 
or single answer to this question. I have identified the tension between 
the aim of exacting discipline and the need to provide care for aging 
inmates, especially those with age-related cognitive impairment, that 
characterizes contemporary US prisons as one set of conditions that 
can facilitate self-transformation of inmate caregivers. As I see it, the 
caregiving activities undertaken by the Gold Coats possess transforma-
tive potential because they may produce at the level of the self-relation 
the institutional tension between the prison’s disciplinary function and 
its need to provide care. The experience of this tension within the self 
introduces difference and, therefore, possibility—including the possi-
bility of refusing to be what one has been told and believed one is and 
therefore must be; of becoming curious about how one has come to be 
what one is and how one might become otherwise; and of experiment-
ing with alternative ways of constituting, understanding, and relating 
to oneself. It is, in other words, the experience of the possibility for 
critical self-awareness and self-transformation. 

 Through their work as Gold Coats, David Barnhill, Phil Burdick, 
and Secel Montgomery have cultivated what they describe as new 
capacities. These include sensitivity to the needs of others, compassion, 
empathy, courage, forgiveness, and self-critique. These new capacities 
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have not merely been channeled back into self-renunciation and the 
obedient reproduction of delinquency; rather, they are being utilized 
in the service of refusing to simply reproduce a “prison mentality” that 
is self-centered yet lacking in both self-awareness and the capacities 
needed to foster it; of curiosity about the possibility of being different; 
and of in fact becoming so. This transformative process is not the same 
for all three men because they are unique individuals who have been 
shaped by their own life experiences and circumstances. Nonetheless, 
all three do describe their transformation in terms of an ongoing and 
continually unfolding process. The men also, albeit in different ways, 
all speak of possibility: perhaps most poignantly, Secel Montgomery 
writes that through his work as a Gold Coat he has learned to “always 
show up for . . . and never give up on life.” The Gold Coats’ experiences 
as they describe them call into question the view, expressed in the GIP 
document discussed earlier, that providing care within the prison merely 
sustains the institution. These inmates’ caregiving work might be said 
to be within but not of a piece with the prison, in the sense that what it 
reproduces is a prison whose disciplinary function is not seamless and 
within the gaps of which something new and unexpected can occur 
within the self-relation of individual inmates. 

 Because of its potential to create conditions under which a disobe-
dient self-relation may be cultivated on the part of inmate caregivers, 
I don’t view the Gold Coat Program in the same way that Foucault 
ultimately viewed the work of the GIP: as not making a difference.  48   
Leonard Lawlor and Janae Sholtz note that in contrast to Foucault, 
despite the fact that the GIP “did not succeed in bringing about long-
lasting concrete changes in the French prisons,” Gilles Deleuze consid-
ered the work of the GIP to have been significant. This significance 
existed, for Deleuze, in the fact that the GIP had facilitated the emer-
gence of something new—specifically, new “statements” and “concepts” 
that could in turn open onto new ideas and new ways of thinking and 
acting. Following Deleuze, Lawlor and Sholtz see the GIP as having 
facilitated new modes of self- and other-relations for “inmates and their 
families.”  49   

 For Deleuze, Lawlor, and Sholtz, then, the GIP fostered possibili-
ties for change. So, as I see it, does the care-giving performed by the 
Gold Coats. And insofar as this is the case, neither the GIP nor the 
work of the Gold Coats can be merely normalizing. In his later work, 
Foucault takes the perspective that ultimately the only way to make 
a difference, in the sense of countering normalization, is to cultivate 
conditions under which change is possible. For him, these conditions 
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neither guarantee that change will happen, nor determine what social 
or individual self-transformation will look like, nor ensure its unifor-
mity. Countering normalization, Foucault makes clear, is neither pure 
nor monumental nor permanent: it always takes place in and through 
normalization; it occurs in small, imperfect ways; and it is ongoing. 
Guaranteed ongoing struggle turns many people away from the anti-
normalizing “work of freedom.”  50   “It’s hard,” Phil Burdick confides, 
“to find someone who wants to do [the] difficult work” of a Gold Coat. 
And yet he, David Barnhill, and Secel Montgomery bear witness to the 
fact that some persons continue to be willing to confront and endeavor 
to transform themselves, to relate to others differently and, therefore, to 
change the society in which they live.  
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     CHAPTER 7 

 Unruliness without Rioting: Hunger 
Strikes in Contemporary Politics  1     

    Falguni A.   Sheth                         

   I   The Status of Hunger Strikes 

 In the general literature on hunger strikes, hunger strikes appear to be 
understood in several predominant ways. (1) They are taken to be a 
form of suicide as a political weapon.  2   (2) In an economistic/neoliberal 
framework, they are considered part of a prisoners’ dilemma strategy by 
which to negotiate or even “harm” the state.  3   (3) Situated in a general 
liberal political framework, they are construed as a form of civil dis-
obedience as well as a form of communicating with other prisoners or 
citizens, and as a demand for recognition.  4   (4) Another perspective, as 
described by Ewa Ziarek, considers them part of a biopolitics of resis-
tance, in which “bare life” is “on strike.”  5   

 Each of these frameworks ref lects an important dimension of the 
political, cultural, and strategic roles that hunger strikes can play in 
transforming or challenging a political conversation. The first two 
frameworks view hunger strikers from the perspective of the sovereign 
or the prison officials; the third framework is a conventional under-
standing of a hunger striker. With the exception of the last frame-
work, these are narrow readings, largely located within a conventional 
 liberal-theoretic framework. As such, understandably, these frame-
works do not consider the political status of the hunger within the 
context of governmentality—namely from the perspective that the role 
of sovereign power is to manage its interests, its populations, and with 
an eye to its self-preservation.  6   This is a key insight into understanding 
why, at various moments, a hunger strike may or may not be effective 
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in calling attention to the “intolerable,” as Foucault and Le Groupe 
d’information sur les prisons (GIP) suggest. I want to mark a different 
view of the hunger strike when engaged in by prisoners:  7   brief ly, it is 
a technology that is deployed in the face of abjection, at a point when 
few, if any, other options exist for communication or negotiation. The 
hunger strike is an attempt to contest the hold over life maintained 
by prison officials. It is unclear, as the prevailing literature on hunger 
strikes shows, whether the striker always intends to fast to the death.  8   
Some strikers will fast for several days and stop; others will attempt to 
go longer. Still others will indeed decide to fast until their demands are 
met—this could very well result in death. 

 Within the tradition of liberal political philosophy, one’s right to self-
defense is surrendered to the sovereign in return for protection. But with 
the political abrogation of self-defense, the sovereign appears to have a 
monopoly over the lives of its citizens (or residents within its domain, as 
we see in the contemporary moment). For Foucault, the mode of man-
agement by sovereign power has changed from the Hobbesian period 
to the modern moment, in that this currency—life—is deployed to 
force subjects to live or to let others die, whereas for Giorgio Agamben, 
“bare life” has no possibility of negotiation or resistance.  9   However, as 
Ziarek challenges Agamben, life “cannot be regarded in complete isola-
tion from all cultural and political characteristics.”  10   Rather, it must be 
understood as having a range of contours and nuances that characterize 
it. As Ziarek points out, there have been multiple instances in which 
bare life engages in resistance, as in the case of striking slaves, or as in 
the case of British suffragettes, who deployed the hunger strike success-
fully, in precisely a prisoners’ dilemma strategy as described by Michael 
Biggs.  11   

 In this context, the hunger strike can be seen as a technology of 
political resistance, among other things, wielded by vulnerable popula-
tions against sovereign power as such, whether in the form of prison 
officials, military officials (as in the case of Guant á namo Bay detain-
ees), or the state.  12   Through the use of hunger strikes—especially in 
grievous cases where subjects have no other recourse, perhaps because 
the technology of a human rights framework  13   is denied them—“life,” 
understood as a resource, can become the currency of communication 
or negotiation for those who are in abject political positions, such as 
long-term prisoners or those who are subjected to solitary confinement. 
It is possible, then, for prisoners to deploy hunger strikes in order to 
battle sovereign power—even if not always successfully. 



Unruliness without Rioting  ●  125

 That is perhaps the crucial point of difference, as readers will see in 
the comparison between the two cases I wish to consider here: punk band 
Pussy Riot member Nadezhda Tolokonnikova’s hunger strike and that of 
the Guant á namo Bay detainees. It is not the hunger strike itself, as some 
kind of bare, material politics that is the currency of negotiation (as 
the first three frameworks listed above suggest) but rather a vehicle—an 
instrument—by which to negotiate the conditions of “life.” 

 Tolokonnikova’s strike was followed by her relatively prompt release 
from prison, whereas that of the Guant á namo Bay prisoners, as led by 
Shaker Aamer, is still met with indifference. Most of the Guant á namo 
Bay detainees remain in prison and we know little of their physical sta-
tus. The comparison indicates that Tolokonnikova was a sympathetic 
figure—or at least more sympathetic than Aamer et al. In part, this 
may have been due to their differing statuses in relation to the sover-
eign authorities with whom they were “negotiating,” as well as because 
of their ideological statuses and the ensuing level of publicity that they 
were able to muster to pressure the authorities in question. As a technol-
ogy of life, the prisoner’s ability to deploy a hunger strike successfully 
depends on the ability to harness external, public engagement in the 
spectacle of the strike. 

 In both cases, their responses fall along the lines of Dylan Rodr í guez’s 
notion of “radical prison praxis,” defined as  

  the embodied theoretical practices that emerge from imprisoned lib-
erationists’ sustained and historical confrontations with, insurrec-
tion against, and dis- or rearticulations of the regimes of (legitimated 
and illicit) state violence inscribed and signified by the regime of the 
prison.  14     

 Rodr í guez argues that such praxis is radical because it is “materially 
situated at the ‘base’ of the state’s punitive white-supremacist mode of 
production.”  15   As such, this kind of praxis is based on a fundamental 
awareness that the “production of prison space is a socially constitutive 
technology,” and, as such, is directed to challenge or disrupt the direc-
tion of power or the institution’s urge to “immobilize, neutralize, or 
eliminate targeted populations.”  16    

  II   I Will Not Remain Silent: “Bare Life on Strike”  17   

 In 2012, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova was sentenced to Penal Colony 
No. 14 in Mordovia Prison. She and a bandmate were convicted of 



126  ●  Falguni A. Sheth

“hooliganism motivated by religious hatred.”  18   Known as one of the 
harshest prisons in Russia, “Mordovlag’s”  19   prison officials were ready to 
punish Tolokonnikova. In a letter smuggled out by her lawyer and pub-
lished in the  Guardian  news Web site in September 2013, Tolokonnikova 
announced her intention to go on a hunger strike.  20   

 In her letter, Tolokonnikova explained the motivations behind her 
decision:

  I will not remain silent, resigned to watch as my fellow prisoners collapse 
under the strain of slavery-like conditions. I demand that the colony 
administration respect human rights; I demand that the Mordovia camp 
function in accordance with the law. I demand that we be treated like 
human beings, not slaves.  21     

 Tolokonnikova’s comparison between prisoners and slaves strikes an 
important resonance with the writings of prison abolitionists such as 
Angela Davis and Michelle Alexander, both of whom have pointed out 
that in the United States, at least, prison is a continuation of a centu-
ries-old system of slavery—slavery by other means.  22   Tolokonnikova’s 
reasons for comparing prison conditions with slavery had good founda-
tions: besides the fact that the labor is noncontractual, as she points out, 
prisoners were allowed to sleep for only 4 hours a night, while working 
16 to 17 hours daily. Their days consisted of intolerable conditions, 
devised to punish prisoners beyond their confinement and expectation 
of 16 hours of daily labor. 

 Their environment was constituted by technologies, as Michel 
Foucault and Pierre Vidal-Naquet suggest in a 1971 interview. Foucault 
and Vidal-Naquet quote from a letter by a prisoner, who indicates that 
prison conditions are designed to render the prisoner “the object of per-
petual social aggression.”  23   The prison practices imposed by Mordovian 
prison officials, as Tolokonnikova acknowledges, are designed to man-
age and control prisoners by isolating them, requiring them constantly 
to question their decisions, resistance, or actions. As Daniel Defert sug-
gested in a 1971 speech in France:

  Fundamentally the prison regime rests on division between detainees. 
Division along the lines of money, division along the lines of work (scar-
city, unequal salaries, tasks of different severity . . . ).  24     

 Prison practices are also designed to enforce a system of mutual control, 
by which prisoners coerce each other to conform, succumb to authorities’ 
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pressure, and break down their fellow prisoners, all on the authority of 
the prison officials. The “true enemies” of the prison, to borrow further 
from Defert, are not the detainees but “the screw [ maton ], the snitch, 
the penitentiary administration . . . ” among others.  25   Tolokonnikova 
confirms this dynamic in her letter. 

 Generally, the success of the prison authorities’ disciplinary tech-
niques is that even when prisoners understand that they are being 
“egged on” to fight, beat, or induce violence upon other prisoners, it 
appears that they often find it nearly impossible to resist what they are 
being directed to—that is, if they also wish to protect themselves and 
retain their lives, even if not remaining physically, psychically, intact. 
According to Foucault’s analysis in  Discipline and Punish , the struc-
ture of disciplinary power makes it nearly impossible for the subject to 
behave differently from the direction that the source of power is pull-
ing toward. In his discussion of prisons, Foucault describes disciplinary 
power in prisons as almost total.  26   However, as even a cursory familiar-
ity with prison history suggests, resistance has not been prevented or 
curtailed entirely. 

 In the case of Tolokonnikova, her general defiance, as witnessed 
through her requests for decent work/sleep hours, hygiene, and so on, 
most likely prompted or sustained an interest among prison officials to 
discipline her through the creation of animosities between herself and 
her fellow prisoners. In the GIP writings, Foucault and other members 
of the group point to multiple instances where, despite the seemingly 
ubiquitous control that prison officials have, prisoners and their fami-
lies are able to circumvent the constant attempts to control the actions 
and communications of prisoners. It seems accurate to consider these, as 
both Foucault and Dylan Rodr í guez do, as forms of resistance—rather 
than merely as attempts to game the system. The GIP writings mark a 
difference in Foucault’s approach to considering violence, power, and 
resistance, in that he acknowledges the divisions between the prison 
administrations, their representatives (guards), and the prisoners them-
selves. Foucault seems much more directly concerned with the question 
of resistance—and indeed, he acknowledges hunger strikes, as in the 
case of Melun prisoners, as a successful form of resistance.  27   In the GIP 
writings, Foucault’s praise for the Melun prisoners is predicated on the 
creation of solidarity among them. However, there are indications in the 
GIP writings that the prison officials deploy certain versions of divide 
and conquer strategies in order to attempt to manage the prisoners. In 
that regard, the hunger strike can be a crucial and effective vehicle to 
resist divisions and induce solidarity.  28    
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  III   Solidarity and Resistance 

 In Tolokonnikova’s analysis, there is no question of solidarity between 
the prisoners, as much as she would like it to be the case—because 
her existence and articulations have been deployed by the prison offi-
cials to exacerbate the conditions for her fellow prisoners. As such, the 
divide between prison authorities and prisoners seems especially vivid 
in Tolokonnikova’s telling of her time in prison. For Tolokonnikova, 
her experiences are the consequences of power as imposed by prison 
authorities—presumably understood as emerging from the top down, 
but which also, as any closed, repressive society, makes nonviolent 
options or escapes nonexistent. In this sense, Tolokonnikova’s analysis 
seems at odds with much of Foucault’s writings. Even in his acknowl-
edgment of prison violence in the GIP writings, Foucault describes the 
prisoners’ struggles at Melun Prison as the result of solidarity among 
prisoners who were hunger striking in opposition to the “penitentiary 
administration.”  29   He discusses the punishments leveled against the 
prisoners for striking, namely being sent to solitary confinement. In 
the same press statement, he describes again, the division between the 
prisoners [inmates] and the guards and administration in the prison at 
Nancy.  30   

 But a decade later, Foucault seems to have a slightly different analy-
sis of power and discipline upon the subject. In his essay “Subject and 
Power,” we might find a ref lection on what Foucault describes in the 
early 1970s regarding prison authorities’ impositions on prisoners and 
the pushback of prisoners—in a way that resonates with Tolokonnikova’s 
analysis. 

 Foucault suggests that power is expressed through actions that act 
on other actions, and that, in this dynamic, other responses become 
possible:

  In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of 
action which does not act directly and immediately on others. Instead, it 
acts upon their actions . . . A relationship of violence acts upon a body or 
upon things; it forces, it bends, it breaks on the wheel, it destroys, or it 
closes the door on all possibilities. Its opposite pole can only be passivity, 
and if it comes up against any resistance, it has no other option but to 
try to minimize it.  31     

 Tolokonnikova’s observation of the divide-and-conquer strategy echoes 
Foucault’s ref lection on violence. The attempts by prison officials to 
squeeze Tolokonnikova’s fellow prisoners—to inf lict violence on her 
by inf licting violence on them—is met by Tolokonnikova responding 
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to their actions with other actions of her own–asking the warden for 
redress:

  I turned to the administration with a proposal for dealing with the con-
f lict. I asked that they release me from the pressure manufactured by 
them and enacted by the prisoners they control; that they abolish slave 
labour at the colony by cutting the length of the workday and decreasing 
the quotas so that they correspond with the law. The pressure has only 
increased.  32     

 In response, the administration exacerbated the misery. As a result, 
Tolokonnikova declares a hunger strike, as form of resistance, a response 
to prison authorities’ actions, which appears in turn to transform the 
dynamic between herself and the administration from violence to one 
of power. 

 Foucault hastens to add that such responses are more complex than 
simple confrontations or resistance. Foucault’s understanding of power 
identifies it as a set of actions that act on other actions. In the con-
text of a prison, as he says, power is embedded in a circuit, such that 
responses are more strategic and provocative rather than confronta-
tional. Moreover, Foucault acknowledges that there are individuals such 
as the prison warden (or some other official/authority) who can enact 
certain practices more conspicuously and so to some degree, these prac-
tices fall outside the framework of power as a set of actions on other 
actions. Nevertheless, as he also reminds us repeatedly, such individuals 
are not the focus of his interest. 

 Tolokonnikova’s response to the strategies of prison officials was to 
challenge their control over the conditions of her existence, as well as 
to challenge their monopoly over the quality of (bare) life itself—hers. 
The act of the hunger strike wrests away the monopoly over life—and 
instead exploits life as a currency under negotiation between the impris-
oned and the prison official. This exchange is possible and conceivable 
when we understand the human rights discourse/framework not as a 
political ontology that stands outside of the relationship between mar-
kets and states, but rather as a technology that is selectively deployed, 
recognized, or withheld as necessary by sovereign power.  33   

 This might be a way by which to explain the hunger strike as a rec-
ognizable—even occasionally functional—practice within a contempo-
rary, neoliberal society. Rather than understanding the hunger strike as 
a form of “civil disobedience,” it is better understood as a practice whose 
“effectiveness” lies in arresting the attention of sovereign power through 
other mechanisms such as publicity (e.g., mainstream journalistic 
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coverage and the possible threat of upsetting monied interests who have 
some stake in the well-being of Tolokonnikova).  34    

  IV   Who Is Listening? Publicity, Legibility, and Outside Pressure 

 Even radical prison praxis, in the age of global capitalism, requires the 
assistance of other forces in order to induce “listening” by prison offi-
cials. In the GIP writings, publicity is a crucial element of resistance: 
for example, the public dissemination of that which is insufferable, 
or “intolerable”—through f lyers, word of mouth, prisoners’ families’ 
involvement, the coordination required to organize a strike to publi-
cize the intolerable, etc. As Perry Zurn argues, the GIP explored and 
deployed publicity in numerous dimensions—as a way of disseminating 
information regarding the intolerable conditions of the imprisoned, of 
decentralizing/diluting even further the power held by prison officials, 
and as a way of activating a challenge to the “intolerable.” Zurn points 
to four elements of publicity at play in the GIP writings in relation to 
what is intolerable: (1) a condition of formulating the intolerable; (2) 
the activity of formulating the intolerable; (3) a strategy by which to be 
intolerant of the intolerable; and (4) an outcome of intolerance.  35   

 Zurn’s discussion of the various modes of publicity is useful in 
understanding the larger context of resistance that Foucault and his co-
members in the GIP collective explored and emphasized. Here, I want 
to consider a slightly different view of publicity, namely, as it informs a 
spectacle that is followed by a larger world. It can be differentiated from 
a theatrical performance by the fact that all parties—the strikers, sov-
ereign power, and the “public” are not merely outside observers. Rather, 
they all have a stake in the outcome. The active presence of the public, 
depending upon its size, reputational status, and relative inf luence over 
the sovereign body, has some effect/pressure—in part because its imagi-
nary of a just world is brought to bear on the spectacle (and it may, in 
fact, be changed by watching the spectacle), and because that imaginary 
of justice may be directed toward sovereign power, in order to inf luence 
the outcome of the strike. While Tolokonnikova’s hunger strike may 
have similar intentions or objectives as those conducted by the prisoners 
in Guant á namo Bay Detention Facility and by Mahdi Hashi, at some 
level, the status of the hunger strike—its political weight, its signifi-
cance, its effectiveness in eliciting a constructive engagement by prison 
officials or sovereign power—is predicated on several factors beyond 
the strike itself: the status of the prisoner is closely related to the effec-
tive capacity for publicity of the hunger strike. 
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 Publicity—with regard to imprisoned subjects—cannot be under-
stood outside of neoliberal governmentality, interpreted as a minimal 
state whose mode of governing prioritizes market-based policies and 
relegates social welfare interests to the vicissitudes of deregulation and 
privatization.  36   The weight and scope of publicity—as Zurn describes 
the GIP’s attempts to garner publicity for prisoners—on the one hand 
can depend upon the level of coordination and organization of the 
imprisoned, their families, and so on. But in a neoliberal context, where 
the concept of human rights is not a sacrosanct ontology but rather a 
selectively deployed technology, the well-being of the criminal depends 
upon his (relative) social status, as does the trajectory and inf luence of 
publicity. 

 It may seem like a contradiction to understand my earlier definition 
of a hunger strike as a technology utilized by the abject with the idea 
that the criminal may have a certain positive social status. But the two 
are distinct: a “criminal” may be a political prisoner with a following 
outside the prison. That status is separate from the range of instruments 
(or absence thereof ) that a prisoner may have—by which to negotiate 
with prison officials—at their disposal. 

 The category of the “criminal” can be interpreted through legal posi-
tivism, understood as a term defined by a set of social facts rather than 
any moral category. This view is explicated by Foucault in his March 
21, 1979, lecture at the Coll è ge de France, where he invokes economist 
Gary Becker’s definition of the criminal: any action that makes the 
individual run the risk of being condemned to a penalty.  37   At one level, 
it is a liberatory definition, since, as Foucault points out, it is free of 
moral or substantive characterization. 

 Nevertheless, such a view disregards the possibility that the moral 
differentiation between crimes/criminals is present, but remains unspo-
ken. That a crime is defined by its social circumstances does not mean 
that a moral status is not already attached to the criminal—both via 
sovereign power and the law itself.  38   As such, it thereby can implicitly 
indicate a differential in the corresponding weight of the currency that 
the imprisoned criminal—abject though they may be—has to barter 
with: life. The worth of that currency is intimately linked to the effec-
tiveness of the publicity. 

 In this light, we may begin to understand the dynamics of 
Tolokonnikova’s strike in comparison to that of those of the Guant á namo 
Bay prisoners, as led by Shaker Aamer. Tolokonnikova was a sympa-
thetic figure—or at least more sympathetic than Aamer et al. In part, 
this may have been due to their differing statuses in relation to the 
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sovereign authorities with whom they were “negotiating,” as well as 
because of their ideological statuses and the ensuing level of publicity 
that they were able to muster to pressure the authorities in question. 
Indeed, in the context of fall of 2013, the Russian government had been 
severely criticized by feminist and other politically progressive groups 
for its arrest of Tolokonnikova and her fellow band members and their 
ensuing conviction and sentencing. In addition, Russia was preparing 
to welcome a global audience to the 2014 Sochi Olympics, an event also 
being met with various criticisms for its homophobic policies, among 
other complex reasons. There was good reason, then for the Russian 
government either to engage in a distraction from certain policies that 
were being received controversially, or to appease a global, “socially 
liberal”  39   audience in order to minimize boycotting or other contro-
versies that might detract from the profits anticipated from hosting the 
Sochi Olympics. There appeared to be an important global interest in 
Tolokonnikova, as witnessed by the fact that the  Guardian Online  pub-
lished her letter.  40   

 The eventual release of Tolokonnikova might be linked to the weight 
of the currency that she was deploying: the social value of her life. While 
her explicit intent in undertaking a hunger strike was to protest the 
inhumane conditions surrounding her fellow prisoners, her “resistance” 
lay in negotiating over the conditions of her own existence in prison. 
While Tolokonnikova did not demand explicitly to be released, this 
was the eventual outcome. It is unlikely that the aim of her strike—to 
improve the conditions of detention for her fellow prisoners—was, in 
fact, ever met. What was effected, however, was the end of the critical/
negative publicity over Tolokonnikova’s imprisonment—in time for an 
event considered to bring in future profits and goodwill leading to fur-
ther profits for the Russian government. As such, even if it is difficult 
to connect her release directly to her hunger strike, Tolokonnikova’s 
presence in prison, her remarks and intent to undergo a hunger strike, 
and her subsequent release imply the interests of a larger public that 
observes, engages, and exerts pressure upon sovereign power—through 
political mechanisms or capital.  

  V   Hunger Strikes: “It Is No Longer in Our Interest” 

 Compare the publicity over Tolokonnikova’s strike in relation to the 
relative silence  41   regarding the status of Shaker Aamer and his fellow 
prisoners in Guant á namo Bay Detention Facilities (GTMO), who 
are currently in the midst of a hunger strike, begun by some of the 
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prisoners many years ago.  42   From released detainees and former prison 
guards, we know something about the conditions under which men 
have been imprisoned in GTMO: they are caged, often tortured to the 
point of having their spines broken.  43   They are kept in solitary confine-
ment, with very little time for exercise. With the exception of several 
detainees, most of the men there have never been charged with crimes. 
Many of the men have been in Guant á namo since the facility was first 
opened in 2002. A total of 779 prisoners were detained in Guant á namo 
since September 11.  44   As of this writing, 121 detainees remain.  45   Of 
the 166 detainees who have been cleared for release  46  —some several 
times over—around 54  47   of those who have been cleared still remain in 
prison. That number includes Shaker Aamer, who has been imprisoned 
there since GTMO opened in 2002. They have not been allowed to visit 
with their families. Even though they have been allowed defense attor-
neys, many of their attorneys have never been allowed to see the charges 
or evidence against their clients. 

 Some men who were able to receive help from their national gov-
ernments have managed to be released, such as David Hicks  48   and 
Moazzem Begg.  49   Those still remaining have little leverage by which to 
challenge their imprisonment: There is no sympathy from the US gov-
ernment, which has imposed these conditions in the name of protect-
ing “national security.” There is no sympathy from a US populace still 
severely traumatized by the events of September 11, which precipitated 
national security policies that engendered this imprisonment. 

 The practice of caging certain human beings has a long, well-known 
(if at times, deliberately forgotten) history. One of the goals of imprison-
ment is to strip the subject of any autonomy—his movements, actions, 
control over possessions, interactions with others, and decisions of all 
kinds, whether large or trivial. One of the important impressions that 
such a practice leaves on the prisoner, as well as those who “observe,” is 
that the prisoner has little more than the status of an animal. Clearly, 
this impression has a useful function, since it appears to render the 
prisoner as having little of which he is in control. As General Geoffrey 
Miller, who was in charge of Guant á namo prison in 2004, was reported 
to have said of the detainees: “They are like dogs and if you allow them 
to believe at any point that they are more than a dog then you’ve lost 
control of them.”  50   

 This context is designed to elicit little sympathy—from the prison 
authorities, guards, or outside observers. Human beings who are 
reduced to the status of animals—or even in violation of an animal 
ontology, as Lisa Guenther argues  51  —are perceived to have neither 
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autonomy nor the intellectual capacity to govern their actions. In other 
words, they are not worthy of being accorded dignity, in the conven-
tional moral framework of Kant.  52   In such a context, if the subject 
has no control over her freedom, then she also has few instruments by 
which to resist. 

 As such, the hunger strike has the possibility of recapturing the moral 
status of the human being: first, it can express a challenge to the prison 
authorities/state control over one’s life—one’s autonomy, which is pre-
cisely the phenomenon being contested by the prison. The decision to 
stop eating, to take charge of one’s sheer life, as it were, becomes the 
expression of re-arresting control over one’s life. Moreover, it does so by 
not harming anyone else. The “harm,”—if we can reduce the symbolic 
act of starvation to such a simple level—is directed toward oneself. Yet, 
in order to be effective, it requires more. 

 It is not sufficient to begin a hunger strike in order to resist the vari-
ous strategies of oppression: its point is to publicize the event to others 
who are sympathetic, and/or who can exert pressure upon the state/
prison authorities sufficiently in order to get them to respond construc-
tively. Such pressure is much less effective if the only source of pres-
sure is the hunger strikers themselves. In fact, the strike—as a mode of 
resistance and action—is unsuccessful if there is no public audience to 
“witness the spectacle,” that is, to be aware of it and try to engage/assist 
in external coercion. 

 As such, the (potent) hunger strike is not merely a communication 
between the prisoner and the prison authority. It is a sports event/spec-
tacle that takes place between at least three participants: the prisoner, 
the prison authority (as obscure or nebulous as this figure is), and the 
public. Compare the circumstances of Tolokonnikova’s release from 
prison to a worldwide audience, exactly two months after she began her 
hunger strike, to the case of the 116 as yet—still uncharged— prisoners 
remaining in Guant á namo Bay, 43 of whom have been cleared for 
release by the US government. 

 The hunger strikes that the prisoners embarked upon (however small) 
have indeed become a source of consternation for US military author-
ities. Day after day, “official” and “unofficial” reports of how many 
prisoners were on strike filtered through various media sources. The 
tally of strikers was much lower in the official reports.  53   Furthermore, 
officially, the hunger strikers have been force-fed by having an IV tube 
led by a needle inserted through their nostrils, often hitting membrane 
or bone. It is a procedure that has been compared to torture by several 
human rights groups. As of December 2013, the US military, which is 
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the official authority for Guant á namo Prison facilities, announced that 
it would no longer report on the hunger strikes because “it was no lon-
ger in their interest to do so.”  54   

 As we saw, the response to Tolokonnikova’s hunger strike was much 
more successful than those of the Guant á namo Bay hunger strikers. 
Undoubtedly, the question of publicity, outside inf luence—or the 
absence thereof—as I have argued above, plays an important role in the 
“effectiveness” of the hunger strike. Yet, I want to suggest that there is 
another answer at play, namely the question of the humanity—or the 
lack thereof—of the strikers in each of these examples. 

 Here, Jacques Ranci è re’s analysis in  Disagreement: Politics and 
Philosophy  is useful. Ranci è re suggests that in any regime, the challenge 
of policing, or keeping order in the face of disagreement is that there 
must be an equality between the police and the minority group in order 
for the police not only to hear, but to comprehend the voices (the shouts 
and cries) of the marginalized population as something beyond mere 
noise. As he says,  

  There is order in society because some people command and some obey, 
but in order to obey an order, two things are required: you must under-
stand the order, and you must understand that you must obey it. And to 
do that, you must be the equal of the person ordering you.  55     

 It is only because “you” are the equal of the person ordering you that 
your disagreement can be recognized, heard, as something other than 
noise—but as disagreement. The condition of disagreement, of a chal-
lenge to the order, is equality, the capacity to obey, and, simultaneously, 
protest expressed in such a way that the person (or institution that is 
ordering you) can both hear and understand you. 

 This, then, is the rupture to the circuits of power that Foucault ana-
lyzes. These circuits don’t f low nearly as seamlessly as those of electric-
ity, since subjects, as Foucault famously says, are both subjected to and 
in charge of their own acts. But in order to hear, to obey, to engage, one 
must both be equal and somehow internalize the obedience. To refuse, 
to challenge, to desist—a topic that Foucault spends much less time 
on—requires the ability to speak so as to enact order or power, but also 
to comprehend and understand. 

 If this is the case, then we can understand Tolokonnikova’s hun-
ger strike as the successful expression of protest—because her “speech,” 
if you will, could be understood by the prison officials, and as such 
signaled disagreement in such a way that expressed a challenge to the 
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regime. But it was not the mere fact that Tolokonnikova engaged in the 
speech—but who she was: she was revealed to be equal to the prison 
officials, in that they could hear and understand her. This comprehen-
sion can be seen in two distinct modes: first, their understanding was 
demonstrated in their responses to verbal demands (to insist on more 
humane working conditions, to lay off her fellow prisoners, to recuper-
ate their lost “privileges” for hygiene, food, sleep, warmth); second, it 
was demonstrated by re-establishing “order,” or “policing” as Ranci è re 
suggests: by exacerbating the stressful conditions upon her and her fel-
low prisoners—either through direct orders or through their divide and 
conquer strategies. Ultimately, their acknowledgment—if not under-
standing—of Tolokonnikova as someone who can be heard (or someone 
with status) can be seen in her release from prison. 

 Some may object to my analysis by suggesting that the president 
of Russia—who was both the instigator of Tolokonnikova’s prison 
time and her liberator—released her due to various international and 
political circumstances, rather than because of the political import of 
Tolokonnikova’s letters from prison or the announcement of her hunger 
strike.  56   I agree that these are all part of the conditions of accepting a 
dissenter as rational and whose disagreement is somehow heard and 
understood. 

 This is where Ranc ì ere’s analysis could usefully be extended: the 
condition of equality rests not just in the dissenters, marginalized and 
vulnerable themselves, but in the recognition of that group by a larger 
society. He says later, “Nothing is the political by itself, for the politi-
cal only happens by means of a principle that does not belong to it: 
equality.”  57   Unlike Carl Schmitt’s notion of the political, which points 
only to the antagonism between two populations, resulting in the 
friend-enemy distinction, for Ranci è re, the political is given meaning 
when there is a disagreement that is recognized between a regime and a 
vulnerable population that is seen as its equal. 

 It is clear that Tolokonnikova, in her letter, is aware not only of how 
power is being exerted upon her by prison authorities—as mediated 
through her fellow prisoners. But she is also aware that for her to fight 
back against her fellow prisoners would be a capitulation to those prison 
authorities:

  Over and over, they [her fellow prisoners] attempt to get [Tolokonnikova] 
to fight one of them, but what’s the point of fighting with people who 
aren’t in charge of themselves, who are only acting on the orders of the 
administration?   58     
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 Not only is it possible to be aware, but it is also possible to resist, and to 
do so in a way that defies prison authorities—if they are concerned with 
not engaging in direct forms of coercion and violence. Tolokonnikova is 
not only able to understand the strategy being used to isolate her, divide 
her from potential allies in prison, to break her will, but she is able to 
find a mode of resistance: striking. 

 Shaker Aamer has a similar understanding of publicity, but what he 
lacks is the public, political will to support, coerce, and endorse the will 
to release himself and his fellow detainees from Guant á namo. What can 
change those dynamics remains to be seen.  59         
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  CHAPTER 8 

 Disrupted Foucault: Los Angeles’ 
Coalition Against Police Abuse (CAPA) 

and the Obsolescence of White 
Academic Raciality   

    Dylan   Rodr í guez      

  G. Armledet : What are your personal opinions of the problem created by 
the existence of prisons? 
  M. Foucault : I have none. I am here to receive, to disseminate, and to 
elicit documents whenever necessary. 

 —“I Perceive the Intolerable,” 1971  

  CAPA is requesting all concerned organizations and groups to supply us 
with as much information on police operations and activities as possible. 
We must become experts in the field of counter-intelligence. Our work 
can only succeed with the help and aid of others, such as yourself, that 
realize the need of this most important task. 

 —Coalition Against Police Abuse (Los Angeles, CA), 1976  

  I   Introduction: Within the Leveling 

 A spate of carceral revolts, in France and across the Atlantic in places 
like Attica and Soledad, pushed Michel Foucault into an engagement 
with his and others’ particular inhabitation of white academic racial-
ity. By “raciality,” i  1   mean the inhabitation of a racial position that is 
structured in global genealogies of power and dominance—in this case, 
the particular postconquest and modern modalities of white/European 
“transparency,” in which the white racial being constantly produces/
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fabricates their own mastery over both the external forces of the materi-
al-natural world and the ontological/physiological differences signified 
by racial others.  2   Foucault’s political work with the Prisons Information 
Group (GIP) disturbed his intellectual projects, altered the course of 
his scholarly formation, and momentarily placed him in the service of 
archiving and disseminating the knowledges of incarcerated people. “If 
I occupy myself with the GIP, it is only because I prefer effective work 
to university yacking and book scribbling. . . . A concrete political action 
in favor of prisoners appears to me charged with meaning.”  3   

 How and why did the GIP’s particular method of confrontation with 
the modern prison regime compel Foucault to confront, f lee, or rene-
gotiate the terms of (his) white f lesh, the racial-physiological violence 
of his exercised biopower and sociohistorical position? Foucault and 
the GIP enliven a notion of a “prison regime” throughout their state-
ments and writings, indicating the extrainstitutional technologies of 
discipline, policing, and carcerality that structure institutional forms 
beyond the prison proper (see  chapter 14  in this collection). Their bio-
political conception of prison and carceral power is a useful, incisive, 
and durable one. Here, however, i wish to decenter the GIP’s European 
and white raciality focused apprehension of the prison regime by invok-
ing a theoretical understanding of the “prison regime” i have offered 
elsewhere, which stresses the systemic logics and power formations of 
white supremacy, racist state violence, bodily disintegration, and racial 
chattel logics as articulating through modern racial-carceral forms that, 
in turn, constitute the logics of modern (racist and racial) social for-
mations generally.  4   This is to suggest that the modern prison regime 
both is not reducible to the discrete geography and formal institu-
tional reach of “the prison/jail/detention center” and “criminal justice” 
jurisprudence, and is also the very formation of power through which 
the modern racist state consistently articulates its authority/coherence 
in unfolding moments of historical crisis. In this sense, the produc-
tion of the prison regime—as both a logic of social dominance and 
dynamic arrangement of carceral institutions—is the ongoing material-
 institutional project through which the paradigmatic violences of racial 
and racial-colonial genocide—via the carceralities of human chattel 
transport, racial enslavement, colonial incarceration, apartheid, and so 
on—reproduce hierarchies of life and death within a historical contin-
uum of normalized dominance, terror, and racially differentiated suf-
fering. This working definition of the modern prison regime refocuses 
attention on the explosive and persistent scattering of danger, vulner-
ability, fear, and physiological incapacitation that is generated through 
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both biopolitical power and gendered racist state violence, neither of 
which can be disentangled from the distended, modern genealogies of 
racial and racial-colonial genocide. 

 Such a definitional departure raises another kind of question, per-
sonal in form but massively inhabited by implication: In Foucault’s con-
frontations with the (white) raciality of his being—most notably, within 
his and the GIP’s labored attempts to “think” carceral power through 
a vexing, almost entirely unqualified normalization of the positions of 
both white (French, European) prisoners and white people—toward 
what disintegrations is Foucault (perhaps painfully, and in other places 
joyfully) pushed? While Foucault’s engagements with “racism” in his 
formal lectures and writings provide schemas and theoretical trajecto-
ries worth extensive discussion on their own terms, i am more interested 
in exploiting this particular moment in Foucault’s thought/praxis to 
examine how certain encounters with (racist) state violence invoke the 
necessary (if never inevitable) obsolescence of white academic racial-
ity within projects of radical self-determination, human liberation, and 
transformative insurgency. 

 White academic raciality, in these terms, is both an epochal, dis-
ciplining knowledge-project and a laboriously contrived, trans-
parent racial subject position. It is this nexus of disciplinarity and 
 transparency—produced over five centuries of symbiosis between the 
institutional formations of Western academia (and its circulation of 
allegedly official/global knowledges), land/cultural conquest, racial 
chattel, racial-colonization, systemic sexual violence, and white suprem-
acist ideology/historiography  5  —that positions white academic raciality 
as the veritable monopoly position for the making of proper knowledges 
as such. (Other ways of knowing must thus constantly position them-
selves as “counter-knowledges,” minority discourses, and so forth.) 

 Foucault and the GIP offer themselves to us as useful archival 
fodder for considering how white raciality, in its inherited claims to 
epistemic and ontological ascendancy within the modern knowledge-
text, encounters its own impotence in the teeth of (seemingly) knowl-
edge-eviscerating apparatuses like the prison-policing systems. (That 
is, such regimes may often appear to destroy both the will and capacity 
for targeted peoples’ knowledge and cultural productions, but, in fact, 
provoke new conditions and urgencies for radical creative and intel-
lectual practices/forms.) More importantly, this encounter opens the 
possibility for highlighting modalities of critical knowledge production 
that appropriate, offend, bypass, and/or renarrate the knowledge forms 
that are privileged by the epistemological reifications of the hegemonic 
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disciplines, interdisciplines, and modern academy writ large. It is within 
this opening that i consider the emergent knowledge methods of the Los 
Angeles–based Coalition Against Police Abuse (CAPA), a Black poor 
and working-class-led grassroots organization that formed during the 
latter 1970s and—within the complex political tradition and imme-
diate urban insurgency precedents vitalized by the Los Angeles chap-
ter of the Black Panther Party alongside other radical organizations/
movements—points toward the veritable decentering of white academic 
raciality. That is, an immanent extinction of white racial being echoes 
within and beyond the intellectual circuit inhabited and signified by 
CAPA’s praxis. 

 This is to accelerate to its logical outcome the very thing that 
Foucault invokes, but does not consummate, in some of his ref lec-
tions on the origins of the GIP: white academic raciality gravitating 
toward irrelevance, as its claims to transparency and epistemic essenti-
ality become the obstacle to an unavoidably physiological modality of 
knowing that carceral (gendered racist) state violence renders possible, 
necessary, frequently insurgent, and potentially revolutionary. As others 
have demonstrated in extensive historical and theoretical genealogies of 
the formation of the Western white academic/epistemological project at 
the foundations of New World conquest, white supremacist modernity, 
and neoliberal empire, the premises of racial discourse are entangled in 
the ascendancy—sometimes restorative in conception—of a particular 
kind of white raciality.  6   

 White raciality is a matrix of racial being that has assumed the gener-
alized form of white supremacist globality and has gradually overtaken 
the planet since the sixteenth century. Importantly, white raciality is not 
reducible to white people, since its matrix has since been appropriated 
by nonwhite racial others as a paradigm for power, rule, and knowledge-
making. Here, i am concerned with two aspects of white raciality that 
acutely mark its academic embodiments and institutionalizations. 

 First, i am engaging white raciality’s ontological aversion to external 
determination by other living beings—that is, the white being’s com-
ing-into-existence is a declaration of independence from the potentially 
corruptive inf luences of the wild: animals, nature, savages, the ungodly, 
the unconquered and racially undomesticated. White raciality—unlike 
other traditions of human being and human community that variously 
embrace notions of co-determination and co-dependence with external 
natural, animal, and spiritual forces—positions itself as a modality of 
being that is uniquely ascendant over all others, and therefore transcends 
the alleged impurities of such external forces. This transcendence—or 
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aversion—is the source of the epochal assertion of white academic raci-
ality’s knowledge mastery over all other human and nonhuman life 
forms, as ref lected in everything from the birth of the sciences to the 
structuring of primitive-to-advanced DNA research. 

 This leads to the second, related dimension of white academic raci-
ality that is invoked by Foucault and the collective work of the GIP: its 
protective, supremacist claims of epistemic self-determination against 
the worldly coercions of natural and unnatural forces: that is, the 
ostensible insulation of the rational white academic from the violence 
of the natural world, brutalities of human-created institutions like the 
state, and what insurance actuaries have come to call “acts of God.” 
None of these external worldly forces are understood to either displace 
or penetrate the self-knowing and autonomous white epistemic subject. 
This dimension of white raciality is the origin point of the Western 
white being’s claims to the epistemological and political privileges of 
both self-determination and the (rationalistic and/or God-given) right 
to determine the destinies of racial others and the fate of the natural 
world itself. The ontology and epistemic formation of white racial-
ity posits inherent mastery of self/mind against the incursions of the 
external world (e.g., the scientific method) while mobilizing its exter-
nal mastery over nature and racial others. This is how the Treaty of 
Tordesillas (1494) can be understood to be as much a foundation for 
white academic raciality as the founding of the University of Oxford 
(ca. 1096  AD ). 

 Conversely, the assumptive objects/targets of white academic knowl-
edge-making—the racially enslaved and their descendants, civilly/
socially dead, militarily displaced, colonially eviscerated, and geno-
cide-vulnerable—are understood to be intellectually diseased with the 
toxin of external determination: their knowledges, therefore, are never 
capable of either transcendence or transparency, and are colloquially 
dismissed as lacking in requisite objectivity, dispassionate reason, and 
sober rationality precisely as a result of their intimacy with—and rebel-
lion against / ethical rejection of—subordination to the forces of nature 
(lack of self-mastery) and ascendant white rule (slavery, conquest, colo-
nization, empire, and so on, signifying the incapacity for political self-
autonomy). Yet, as CAPA’s political-intellectual example demonstrates, 
it is precisely such an intimacy with subjection to the constant violence 
of systemic, normalized gendered racist (state) violence that melts the 
differentiation between outraged resistance and objective data collec-
tion, collective survival struggle and rational analysis, passionate advo-
cacy and rigorous knowledge production.  
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  II   CAPA and the Conditions of the Knowledge Position 

 Following the groundbreaking studies of CAPA initiated by Black 
Studies scholar and radical anthropologist Jo ã o Costa Vargas, an 
examination of the Michael Zinzun Papers in the Southern California 
Library (a grassroots, community library based in South Los Angeles) 
clarifies the epistemic grounds of political struggle that necessitate the 
displacement of white academic raciality. Vargas’s published and forth-
coming work executes a thorough historicization of CAPA alongside a 
thoughtful, critical meditation on the political work and biography of 
its founder, principal organizer, and lead organic intellectual Michael 
Zinzun.  7   Founded in South Central Los Angeles in 1976, the Coalition 
Against Police Abuse was the political and organizational descendant 
of the L.A. chapter of the Black Panther Party as well as a historically 
specific communal response to resurgent (and long-running) “waves 
of police shooting, beatings, and harassment that so evidently define 
predominantly Black neighborhoods.”  8   While centered in the legacies 
of radical Black social movements, CAPA also embraced an approach 
to antiracist “coalition” that refused to compromise the basic tenets of 
Black radical critiques of racist state violence and continually echoed 
the strategic and tactical approaches of modern, urban-based Black lib-
eration struggles (including and beyond the Panthers). As the organiza-
tion increasingly adapted to the changing demographies and local crises 
deriving from 1980s migrations from Central and South America, neo-
liberal deindustrialization and systemic racist unemployment, the police 
militarization of the War on Drugs, and expanding (and simultaneously 
criminalized and state-induced) intracommunal violence emanating 
from gang struggles for control of the underground economy, CAPA 
consistently framed its primary mission—the struggle against police 
violence and brutality—as part of a larger radical social justice vision. 
Notable for playing a major role in the L.A. gang truce that preceded 
the urban rebellions of 1992 (and the success of which was disrupted 
by the persistent, insidious interference of the LAPD and select public 
officials), CAPA was a grassroots movement-building organization that 
prioritized attention to the well-being (and suffering) of an immedi-
ate, surrounding population of racially criminalized people: that is, 
youth, elders, working people, homeless people, unemployed people—
ordinary people rather than self-identified “activists” (a distinction that 
will become increasingly significant as this analysis unfolds). Crucially, 
CAPA viewed its mundane, everyday practices of information gather-
ing, including media research, amateur policy analysis, office interviews 
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with survivors of police violence, and archiving, as part of a consistent 
commitment to infusing “oppressed communities with fundamental 
political knowledge,”  9   a political education agenda that was grounded 
in a combination of empirical, theoretical, interpersonal, and historical 
knowledge. 

 I will not further replicate Vargas’s labors, here, and will instead 
direct the reader to his body of writing in the attached bibliography and 
citations. Rather, I wish to narrow my analytical view to consider how 
the CAPA crystallizes a scholarly, radical political-intellectual (Black) 
positionality that (a) aligns with a form and site of knowledge produc-
tion that is directly endangered by the technologies and rituals of the 
racist policing/criminalizing state, while also (b) embracing the absolute 
entanglement of knowledge, and of the activist intellectual themselves, 
with the constituting fear, terror, physiological suffering, and imminent 
(collective) subjection to state-sanctioned death that is the normative 
condition of this situated knowledge-making labor. 

 It is necessary to consider, in other words, how CAPA’s embrace of 
its communal knowledge’s interlacing with pain, terror, suffering, and 
state-induced racial fear (of police violence/brutality, incarceration, 
criminalization, and formalized social neutralization) signifies a truth-
position that refracts and inverts the GIP’s constitutive white academic 
raciality. In the local-historical context of CAPA’s work, i would argue, 
such models of white academic raciality are rendered generally irrel-
evant and ineffectual to the labors of truth-gathering, knowledge-mak-
ing, and discursive mobilization precisely because of their paradigmatic 
alienation from the vulnerability and endangerment that is the pro-
tracted intellectual condition for Black, Brown, Indigenous, and other 
racially marked and racially colonized scholars (academic and extra-ac-
ademic). This endangerment—and the epistemic embrace of/entangle-
ment with it—ref lects a condition of intellectual-physiological intimacy 
that Foucault and the GIP cannot consummate, precisely because of the 
relative inescapability (and auto-undertheorization) of white academic 
raciality. 

 In this sense, it is particularly significant that CAPA’s mission state-
ment firmly situates its work in the first-person plural—a collective 
assertion of “we” and “us” that is as essential to the integrity of its 
knowledge gathering as the data itself: 

 CAPA came into existence because of the growing need of  us as com-
munity people  to  address ourselves  to the systematic attacks of various law 
enforcement agencies. 
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 People began to feel the need to build some form of defense against 
the problems of police beating, harrassment [ sic ], and killings, which 
almost always came in the form of “justifiable homicide.”  10   [emphasis 
added]   

 CAPA’s emergence during the latter 1970s as the local inheritor of 
the Black Panther Party’s praxis of political education, legal defense, 
and communal mobilization against long-running racist police vio-
lence ref lects a Black radical intellectual tradition that has consistently 
aligned the work of the scholar, artist, teacher, and performer with the 
work of the liberation fighter. In this regard, it is useful to stage a par-
ticular contrast with the GIP, which Foucault tells us originated as a 
response to the political harassment and incarceration of leftist (and 
assumptively white) French students, many of whom may have been 
acutely targeted for their queer identifications:

  [The GIP] is an inquiry whose point of departure is linked to the 
imprisonment of a number of students or intellectuals we in France call 
“leftists.”  11     

 Remarkable here is the sense of aberration that animates the felt cri-
sis ref lected in the GIP’s rhetoric of urgency. The very idea that to be 
targeted for police repression and acute immobilization is other than a 
common occurrence is a profoundly, numbingly, painfully paradigmatic 
feature of white intellectual raciality (across its “academic” and “activist” 
articulations). Such a sensibility circulates throughout the GIP archive, 
largely understated, and sometimes against Foucault’s own laboring 
efforts to characterize the policing/prison regime as nonexceptional. 
There remains, in spite of this theoretical labor, a nagging sense that it is 
not the destiny of white people (or even the white activist) to actually be 
imprisoned/incarcerated. The GIP archive periodically betrays a sense of 
white/intellectual/activist ownership and even historical authority over 
the genesis of political struggle against the prison regime: 

 By going on hunger strike last winter, incarcerated political activists gave 
 new shape  to what was still but a  voiceless discontent . They marshaled 
many detainees around  their  action; outside,  they  instigated a movement 
against the conditions of detention; and on both sides of the prison walls, 
 they  made it possible for  people  to gather together, people who wanted to 
struggle against the same intolerable reality.  12   [emphasis added] 

 Let  us  profit from that breach [the 1971 political prisoners’ hun-
ger strike]: let what is intolerable—imposed, as it is, by force and by 
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silence—cease to be accepted. . . . Let  us  become people intolerant of pris-
ons, the legal system, the hospital system . . . etc.  13   [emphasis added]   

 At other points, Foucault and the GIP openly recognize the alienated 
distance between white raciality and conditions of normalized racial-
colonial dominance—and, in such moments, ooze a classical white 
political paternalism that presumes the intellectual, creative, and politi-
cal inactivity/illiteracy of the unnamed ghettoized masses:

  You see, we want there to be little difference between the inquirers and 
the inquirees. . . . For prisoners to communicate with the public.  This 
would mean breaking open the ghetto. Let them define their demands for 
themselves and let them define the necessary actions as well  .  14   [emphasis 
added]   

 It is within the moment of emergency largely catalyzed by the political 
incarceration of white humans that Foucault and the GIP recognize the 
possibility for a large-scale insurgency of knowledge—this is the “active 
intolerance” of which they speak. Yet, what remains utterly abandoned 
is any substantive interaction with the possibility that there may already 
be insurgencies of thought, mobilization, creativity, and collective sur-
vival occurring prior to, during, and after these times of exceptional 
(white racial) urgency. (We must ask, why the desire to “break open the 
ghetto” now and not before?) 

 Unlike the GIP, CAPA was formed within conditions that were/
are entirely “normal,” and which (unevenly though no less potentially) 
entailed racist state coercion that targeted/targets everyone in the Black/
Brown communities of South LA and elsewhere. CAPA is addressing a 
climate of state repression that is simultaneously “political” and trans-
political/extrapolitical (hence “normal”), and as such is inarguably 
genocidal in its capacity and potential, if not in its actual institutional 
exercise.  15   Under scrutiny is a technology of the racist state that dynam-
ically responds to both political insurgency and mobilization among 
the racially criminalized and spatially segregated/contained,  16   while 
normatively (preemptively) incapacitating (incarcerating) those same 
populations as the minimal procedures for the ongoing half-century 
racial statecraft of “law-and-order.”  17   

 The definitive urgency of CAPA’s praxis marks another subtle dif-
ferentiation from the GIP collective, which was formed under the lead-
ership of French professional intellectuals like Foucault and quickly 
broadened its reach to include the participation of incarcerated people 
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and their families/loved ones: while the GIP was convened as a response 
to a problem of state power that had recently culminated in a spec-
tacular acceleration of carceral-policing repression, the founding and 
evolution of CAPA dealt with the unspectacular, everyday constancy 
of intensified racist police violence. Unlike many recent antiracist 
coalitions, CAPA did not gather and sustain its animating political-
communal force from the affective economies of outrage, injustice, 
mourning, and liberal suturing that have characterized some elements 
of the far-f lung mobilizations around the street assassinations of ordi-
nary Black people  18   like Oscar Grant, Renisha McBride, and Trayvon 
Martin—and before them, Tyisha Miller and Amadou Diallo. Rather, 
CAPA honed its organizational energy in radical confrontation with 
a structure rather than a particular event(s),  19   a paradigmatic violence 
rather than an incidental or excessive one:  20     

 CAPA began its original work in the area of defense (committees). It later 
focused on the direct injustice of the police . . .  

 CAPA has, at a very early stage, realized the need to develop a 
research, resource, and intelligence network. This type of work is vital 
in the development and growth of an organization such as CAPA. 

  CAPA must have working and theoretical knowledge of the system of law 
enforcement, if it is to be engaged in the area of stopping police crimes.   21   
[emphasis added]   

 In contrast to the sometimes clinical distance asserted by the GIP 
between the practice of information gathering and the immediacies 
of direct political action against state violence—“the GIP assumed 
the task not of addressing the problems of the prison but of giving 
the f loor to detainees”  22  —CAPA can be understood as a galvanizing 
of Black radicalism’s historically consistent, conditionally specific, 
aboveground strategies of protracted guerilla struggle, in this case har-
nessing a collective body of empirical knowledge, standpoint analysis, 
and practical theory to wage a people’s war against what it deemed to 
be a criminally violent state regime. As we will see, this approach to 
knowledge, fact-gathering, and data-archiving is an already existing 
insurgent practice of a community whose political-analytical literacy 
regarding the continuity, persistence, and terrifying normalcy of police 
and carceral violence is a condition of (modern) existence. Such a lit-
eracy, for those inhabiting the violence of racial genocide’s material 
genealogies, is as natural and necessary as breathing. For CAPA and its 
extended constituencies, there is no choice but to always comprehend 
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and constantly analyze the circumstances of state and state-sanctioned 
terror and physiological aggression—such intellectual-theoretical 
activity is a prerequisite of collective, everyday survival within the 
entangled social-historical continuums of white supremacy and racial/
racial-colonial genocide. 

 CAPA’s approach extends the historical, geographic, and practical 
continuum of guerilla liberation struggles carried out by Black radicals 
in the modern urban and rural United States, and particularly ref lects 
Michael Zinzun’s (and numerous other CAPA members’ and affiliates’) 
biographical connection to the Los Angeles chapter of the Black Panther 
Party. Guerilla war, as a form of liberation movement, is premised on 
precisely such a transformative approach to ordinary, oppressed, and 
vulnerable (Black and Brown) peoples’ knowledges: as a consequence, 
however, CAPA could only solicit and organize this body of knowl-
edge/theory within a declaration of direct, multifronted (legal, cultural, 
and media-based) war against the normalized degradations of the rac-
ist state. This suggests, then, that the intellectual position of CAPA 
was structured by racial criminalization and hence could not afford the 
methodological, temporal, or epistemological entitlements of a white 
academic raciality. 

 Put another way, CAPA’s praxis indexes a productive and unapolo-
getic inauguration and constitution of insurrectionist knowledge via 
the multilayered, multigenerational, physiological experience of racist 
police and carceral violence. Racist state violence/power is both an intel-
lectual (pre-)condition and a materially enabling force of knowledge 
production, pushing explosively against the Western academy’s long-
standing conf lation of rational, meaningful thought with the assump-
tive physical-biological integrity of its practitioner. Rather, the complex 
epistemic stream(s) of CAPA’s work signifies a politicized embrace of 
vulnerability to normalized structural violence as the primary modality 
of critical thought itself. There is no place for white academic raciality 
within this schema. 

 Here, it is worth interjecting that the CAPA archives contain hun-
dreds upon hundreds of personal (largely handwritten) letters from sur-
vivors of police violence as well as the immediate and extended families 
of people who did not survive their encounters with what CAPA names 
“the direct injustice of the police.” These correspondences consistently 
express notions of gratitude, shared mourning, validation, solidar-
ity, and counterstate visions of radical justice, largely as a response to 
CAPA’s rigorous execution of its fact-gathering and police grievance 
protocols. (I have chosen not to arbitrarily quote from such gathered 
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correspondence here, out of respect for the private disclosures and inti-
mate feelings/knowledges that are often revealed in these writings.) 

 In this context, CAPA’s culling of “information” and “data” is already 
and simultaneously the groundwork of an insurgency against the racist 
state, as well as an immediate act of organized insurgency in-and-of-
itself. This is a form of insurgent knowledge production under circum-
stances of extended duress: a documenting of the normalcy of racist state 
violence that allows for an apprehension of how the fact of “normalcy” 
neither mitigates nor anesthetizes the terror, sadness, fear, pain, out-
rage, and rebellion that is persistently induced by such practices of sys-
temic domination. Normalcy and everydayness do not merely connote 
the omnipresence and systemic production of “police brutality” (et al.), 
but also suggest that to stave off individual and collective physiological 
extermination at the hands of such regular and regulated violation is a 
daily, coercive obligation. CAPA’s work ref lects a knowledge practice 
that simultaneously values the utility of gathered information (for the 
sake of formal grievance, media statements, and legal redress) and the 
shared sense of vulnerability, endangerment, racial terror, and physi-
ological suffering that such knowledge so fractionally—though no less 
immediately—conveys. Here I am emphasizing a form and trajectory of 
collective resistance and rebellion that does not (and need not) neces-
sarily culminate in vindicating (or even readily identifiable) moments 
of collective protest or street-level mobilization of direct confrontation 
with the militarized, proto-genocidal policing regime; rather, this is an 
insurgency that produces an ensemble of identifications, shared feel-
ings, collective political consciousness, and re-narrations of geography 
and place. 

 Such is the infrastructure of insurgency that CAPA’s organic, radical 
intellectual practice nourishes within its sustenance of a longer Black 
radical tradition.  23   To be clear: this archive indicates a formation of 
community that is cohered through a militancy of resistance to the 
everyday indignities and degradations of a racist policing regime; more-
over, the character of that militant resistance does not primarily take 
the form of rallies, mass demonstrations, or armed struggle (although, 
to be clear, CAPA and elements of its membership did selectively engage 
in some or all of these tactics), but rather assumes the character of a 
soliciting, archiving, and formal mobilization of an already existing col-
lective knowledge and a “common sense” countering the racist state. 

 Thus, while CAPA’s everyday organizational actions might other-
wise appear to be relatively mundane and uncontroversial to outsid-
ers unfamiliar with the lived conditions of a racist policing-carceral 
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state, its intellectual labors are engaged in a logic of countergenocidal 
community defense: its primary analytical rhetoric of police violence/
homicide and state crime (as distinguished from “police brutality” and 
state “corruption”—terms it tended to use far more selectively) echoes 
a sensibility of shared (Black and Brown) subjection to a normalized, 
structural and (racial) categorical regime of everyday evisceration and 
denigration. (I have argued elsewhere for a conception of “racial geno-
cide” that foregrounds a logic of evisceration over physical extermi-
nation and population decimation. As far as i am concerned, CAPA’s 
countergenocidal work is entirely premised on a politicization and radi-
cal confrontation with the logic of evisceration, which encompasses 
state-induced terror, humiliation, and death.)  

  III   From within the Leveling: A Modest Rejoinder to 
the GIP-as-“Critical Movement” 

 CAPA stands in prolific contrast to the GIP, the purposes of which 
Foucault consistently describes as neither hierarchically organizational 
nor conventionally “political,” in the sense of attempting to wage strug-
gle within the institutional channels and on the cultural terrain of the 
state.  24   In Foucault’s interpretation, the GIP was solely concerned with 
producing a “critical movement” that brought attention to the existence 
of prisons as a problem in-and-of-itself and was not concerned with 
generating discrete agendas for institutional change, formulaic political 
demands, and public policy or juridical advocacy. “In this group, we 
wanted no prescription, no recipe, and no prophecy.”  25   

 A modest rejoinder to this position is necessary, one that both 
appreciates the worldly work accomplished by the most incisive critical 
practices of white academic raciality while pointing to the limits of its 
necessary alienation from the violence that is the normative condition 
of white raciality’s ascendance as such. As CAPA makes clear, there are 
other critical-intellectual positions that inhabit urgent chronologies and 
imminently endangered geographies, which in turn compel a recontex-
tualization of the time, force, and place of critique. Put another way, 
the critical knowledge-work of CAPA was animated by the alchemy of 
radical critique and immediate (collective) survival, knowledge produc-
tion (fact compilation) and defensive revolt against a racist state, the 
traditions of Black radical imagination and the compulsory require-
ment of some form of grassroots organizational power and lasting infra-
structure.  26   It must be emphasized, in this context, that CAPA’s body of 
political analysis and practice suggests a notion of “police lawlessness” as 
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utterly systemic and foundational to the modern racist policing regime, 
traceable to the precursors of the police in the roving, armed white male 
volunteer slave patrols of the southern United States.  27   That is, while 
CAPA made use of available formal channels to expose and resist police 
terror by way of citizen review boards, official complaints, lawsuits, and 
other delimited counter-“police brutality” measures, such were under-
stood as means to gain political leverage against the racist state rather 
than as ends within themselves. 

 CAPA’s knowledge-making and infrastructure-building amplifies 
that which Foucault’s own hesitations cannot quite muster: the abso-
lute disruption of the white academic position, guided by a creative 
and useful erosion of white raciality as the assumptive (and thus trans-
parent) genesis point of relevant analytic knowledge. As importantly, 
CAPA’s intellectual labor actually carries out a grassroots execution of 
white academic obsolescence that levels the fields of theory/practice, 
scholarly analysis, historical archiving, and epistemic creativity. This 
leveling—even if it is f leeting, precious and precarious, and therefore 
fragile—can and must be read and re-inhabited in a manner that radi-
cally empowers the intellectual work of the descendants and political 
inheritors of racial/racial-colonial genocides, racialized social and civil 
death, chattel-making violence, and the varieties of rebellion, radical 
survival, self-defense, and spiritual persistence that mark the occasions 
of the New World/Middle Passage and their distended aftermaths. 

 Two archival CAPA documents—a 1978 f lyer announcing a demon-
stration outside the L.A. County jail and a 1977 open letter addressed 
to “Friends”—indicate such a leveling. These communiqu é s outline 
exactly that which Foucault and the larger GIP collective refuse to 
engage: clear and immediate institutional interventions that intend to 
guide the mobilization of insurgent knowledge toward a tactical stand-
off with identifiable nodes of racist state power. To be clear, the purpose 
of CAPA’s work in such instances is to short circuit the normalized 
epistemic and cultural conditions of racist state violence and repression. 
The 1978 f lyer, for example, focuses on a hunger strike initiated by 48 
people incarcerated in the L.A. County Jail in response to a string of 
violent and fatal attacks by police and guards. Departing from news of 
the recent killing in custody of “Ferdinand Bell, an unconvicted, young 
Black man picked up by the Los Angeles Police,” the CAPA f lyer fore-
grounds the six demands issued forth by the strikers:

   1.     An independent investigation into the muder of Ferdinand Bell.  
  2.     Stop Sherriff harassment, brutality and murder of prisoners.  
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  3.     Adequate medical attention.  
  4.     More frequent linen changes (now they are changed once every 

two months).  
  5.     Decent shower hours.  
  6.     Full visiting rights. Visiting is a right not a privilege.  28      

 The distinguishing feature of CAPA’s call to mobilization, however, 
is the refusal to reify these six demands as the fundamental purpose 
of political action and collective insurgency against the racist state. 
Rather, CAPA is responding to the incarcerated strikers’ plea for sup-
port/solidarity by situating their movement as part of a larger imperative 
of rebellion in which the collective capacity to socially reproduce and 
physiologically survive is at stake. Here, the target of collective insur-
gency is far-reaching and multilayered rather than institutionally con-
tained to the site of the jail: CAPA is suggesting that the L.A. County 
Jail hunger strike is part of a continuum of struggle in which the racist 
state articulates its dominance via the prison/jail regime—an apparatus 
of violence that constitutes the “street” no less than the cell:

  Whether inside the jails or on the streets of the communities, we must 
take a strong stand against police and sheriff murder, brutality and 
harassment. The inmates in the Los Angeles County Jail have called on 
us to support their actions and demands. Come on Thursday night to 
show support for those fighting inside.  29     

 Note how the incarcerated already “speak for themselves,” and that the 
political obligation of CAPA is to sustain and expand an already exist-
ing insurgency that illuminates the organic demographic and biograph-
ical connections between the jailed and the not-jailed. The condition 
of incarceration is an expected (and resisted) social fate, not a state of 
exception. 

 White academic raciality is so deeply irrelevant to CAPA’s episte-
mological project that the alienation is enunciated through the letter’s 
echoing of the time-honored rhetorical antagonism between the white 
world and its institutionalized denigrations (“them”/“they”/“their”) and 
the community of (Black, Brown, racially criminalized) people whose 
humanity is coercively held in a state of terrorized contingency and 
physiological suffering (“we”/“us”/“our”). I would argue in this instance 
that the significance of CAPA’s (implicit) deployment of the binary “us 
versus them” opposition extends beyond a critical engagement with the 
circuit of fatally dichotomous power at the core of the modern white 
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supremacist global power relation (there are whites/human beings, and 
there are variable others). Here, as in other moments, CAPA is situating 
the position of racial-intellectual vulnerability—that is, the presumed 
fragility of the racially profiled body and its normalized physiological 
(simultaneously physical, biological, and psychic) exposure to devas-
tating state force—as the privileged “reality” (hence raciality) through 
which praxis, analysis, theorization, and epistemology are rendered 
operative and therefore truthful.   

 Recently CAPA has embarked upon a new, ambitious thrust. The 
objective of this new thrust is to decentralize the existing Los Angeles 
county-wide police complex (including LAPD, County Sheriffs, and all 
related law enforcement agencies); and restructure the corresponding LA 
county-wide investigative bodies (including the LA County [District 
Attorney], LA City Attorney, LAPD Internal Affairs, and the LA Board 
of Police Commissioners). 

 The basis of this thrust is two-fold. One is the reality that the LA 
county-wide Law Enforcement Agencies (particularly LAPD) are run-
ning uncontrolled and rampant through our communities. The second 
basis is the reality that the establishment investigative bodies (who are 
supposed to protect our rights) are not only unresponsive, partial, and 
have conf licting interest, but their actions and lack of action objectively 
supports, condones, and sanctions police abuse in our community.  30     

 Herein is a critical practice of knowing, reading and re-inhabiting the 
(anti-)social text from within the leveling. It is an explosion of the 
assumptive and historically fortified transparency of white being and a 
proliferation of knowledge practices from within the immediate wake 
of its momentary destruction—herein, social critique emerges as much 
as an imaginative labor as it is a performance of political rebellion and 
scholarly interrogation. Once again, CAPA makes use of formal channels 
of institutional challenge and “reform” (decentralization, restructuring, 
and so on) in order to shift the political terrain within a Gramscian 
understanding of the war of position. The production of counterknowl-
edge and the gathering of collective political momentum and leverage, 
over and above any liberal ambitions for definitive reformist “victory,” 
echo the protracted nature of (Black) radical struggle against the mod-
ern racist state in its various iterations. 

 Such a leveling is necessary not only because the fundamental white 
supremacist structuring of the modern and neoliberal global acad-
emy remains an unavoidable condition of intellectual and physical 
struggle  31  —and therefore ensures that such fragile moments of white 
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academic decentering (whether via CAPA or radical Black Studies gener-
ally) are in no way lasting or permanent—but also because the threat of 
white academic raciality is not reducible to the overbearing presence of 
Foucault, white academics, or even white people. White academic raci-
ality is, in its very moments of inception and articulation, a disciplining 
position that alleges privileged access to the kernels that compose that 
which we reference as proper “knowledge” and thus asserts monopoly 
over the capacity to perceive and organize those kernels into things (for 
that matter, worlds and people) that can be known.  32   In its global cir-
culation as such, white academic raciality is an allegation of monopoly 
that also insidiously constitutes how the rest of us may come into the 
work of knowledge-making, scholarly study, critical theorization, and 
even insurgent praxis. Anticolonial theorist and revolutionary Frantz 
Fanon famously illustrates the roots of this epistemic imposition:

  At the level of the unconscious, therefore, colonialism was not seeking 
to be perceived by the indigenous population as a sweet, kind-hearted 
mother who protects her child from a hostile environment, but rather 
a mother who constantly prevents her basically perverse child from 
committing suicide or giving free reign to its malevolent instincts. The 
colonial mother is protecting the child from itself, from its ego, its physi-
ology, its biology, and its ontological misfortune.  33     

 Fanon’s account is a performance of his own inhabitation of the 
 political-intellectual possibility that fractures open from within the 
renaissance of massive revolt against the racial-colonial edifices of white 
raciality. It is from within the danger and collapsing of this order—
another leveling of white raciality—that he can encourage a protracted 
destruction of the “colonial mother” that is illegitimate in the first 
instance: the colonial matriarch killed motherhood, and in many places 
disrupted natality itself. Now it is time to consider how and where she 
may be displaced, disrupted, for the sake of the colonized being allowed 
to know, feel, and experience themselves apart from the constitutive 
presence of white raciality. And here is the point that i believe Fanon 
understood, but could not himself fully embrace (and on this point he 
was painfully self-aware, as expressed in his well-known, semiautobio-
graphical critique of the “colonized intellectual” class): that if the col-
onized—the “ontologically misfortunate”—are to (even momentarily) 
succeed in shirking the epistemologically and culturally eviscerating 
“protective” coercions of the colonial regime, they must think wildly, 
that is, produce knowledge and ways of knowing from within their 
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own violations, vulnerabilities, and long-running proximities to sudden 
unnatural death. To know, in other words, from within the very stuff 
of their own disrupted and disintegrated collective physiology/biology/
ontology. It is an intellectual position that is not only a life world apart 
from white academic raciality, but is already constituted by a principled 
contempt for and hatred of it. 

 Imagine, then, the audacity of an organization like CAPA—founded, 
led, and supported by those who were primary targets of social neu-
tralization and liquidation by the post-“law-and-order” policing state,  34   
and unprotected by any modicum of the modern academy’s pretensions 
toward (academic/scholarly/intellectual) “freedom”—in formulating a 
“professional” component to their struggle that openly advocated the 
disarticulation of the juridical and policing arms of the racist state! As 
Black radical thinker and poet Fred Moten has said in a different (though 
related) context, it is necessary to be attentive to the power that exists 
in the act of the “demand,” once levied by those who are the objects of 
genocidal and proto-genocidal racism.  35   Given the acceleration of US 
and global policing, criminalizing, and incarcerating cultural-juridical 
regimes since the time of the GIP and CAPA, it is worth revisiting and 
co-imagining the possible (that is, creative and productively disruptive) 
implications of CAPA’s announced political-intellectual agenda: 

 The professional movement will be organized around three areas of 
research:

   1.      Developing an air-tight comprehensively documented case of police 
abuse . This will include documentation of the types of abuse 
(harassment, brutality, killings, and political spying)  

  2.      Developing an air-tight comprehensively documented case of the 
unresponsive, partial, conflicting interest of the various investigative 
bodies . (LAPD Internal Affairs, LA City Attorney, LA Board of 
Commissioners, and the LA County District Attorney)  

  3.      Determining what would be the most effective arena for our assault 
to be waged in  (LA County Grand Jury, US Justice Department, 
Federal Grand Jury, Special Prosecutor, Senate Sub-committee 
on constitutional rights, etc.). The focus of the research will 
be through legal visibility, mass appeal and the professional 
appeal.  36      

 CAPA’s departure from the GIP’s example is fully executed in its 
resonance with the language of guerilla war, staging the documen-
tary, analytic, geographic, legal, and ethnographic dimensions of its 
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intellectual work as part of an overarching and dynamic strategy to 
constitute aboveground “arenas for assault” against the racist policing 
state. In one sense, this resonates with and sharpens the GIP’s own 
understanding of insurgent “attack fronts,” which it understands as the 
purpose of mounting a compendium of “intolerance-inquiries” directed 
at the formal knowledge institutions of a broader political oppression: 
“specific targets, institutions which have a name and a place, admin-
istrators, officials, and directors,” beginning with those encompassed 
by the French prison regime. The difference here is that CAPA views 
its knowledge production as part of an already existing condition of 
(undeclared) civil-racial domestic warfare that has accelerated through 
the 1960s and momentarily crested in the amplified racial policing of 
post-urban uprising 1970s Los Angeles, while the GIP views its inqui-
ries as “the first episode of a struggle” that is to allow the “inquirees 
themselves” (the incarcerated) to “take charge of the struggle that will 
prevent the exercise of oppression.”  37   That is, the constituting differ-
ences are not only of geography, raciality, and political lineage, but also 
of temporality, strategy, and organizational paradigm. 

 In light of its historical-political continuity with precedent and 
descendant examples of Black radical organizational and intellectual 
genealogies, we must again amplify one essential aspect of CAPA as an 
extra-academic scholarly apparatus: it is an exemplar of the knowledge 
position that decenters and obliterates white academic raciality’s coer-
cive monopoly on the regimes of modern thought and its derivatives, by 
way of its refusal to sacrifice the lived racial-physiological practices of 
theory, critique, empirical truth, historical narrative, spatial analysis, 
and revolutionary thought at the altar of Western, white conceptions 
of freedom, physical safety, spatial liberty, and ontological security 
that have (tacitly) anchored the production of global white suprema-
cist knowledge regimes since at least the latter part of the fifteenth 
century. 

 By way of a closing ref lection on the significance of CAPA’s knowl-
edge praxis, it is worth brief ly ref lecting on a few nuances of white 
raciality’s confrontations with self-immolation in the face of carceral 
state violence.  

  IV   Conclusion: Prisons on Fire, White (Self-)Immolation 

 In “Prisons and Revolts in Prisons,” Foucault offers an overview of 
“political revolution” that focuses on the nineteenth- and twentieth-
centuries’ French and European contexts. The key element of his brief 
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historical outline concerns a description of the relationship between 
“prisons and detainees,” on the one hand, and “revolutionary move-
ments unfolding outside,” on the other.  38   The mere fact of this distinc-
tion is crucial. Foucault’s concern is with the relative disappearance 
(in France) of articulated relationships between prison revolts and (free 
world, extra-carceral) “political movements” through the first half of 
the twentieth century, and the “reappearance” of such political “liai-
sons” in the 1960s and 1970s, fueled by the increased imprisonment of 
leftist students, Algerian prisoners of war, and the generalized accelera-
tion of political imprisonment as a primary method of state repression 
of dissent, disorder, and organized popular movement. It seems that it is 
precisely toward the facilitation and enhancement of such liaisons that 
Foucault’s work in the GIP is most acutely focused—and it is here that 
his disrupted political-intellectual position can be usefully dissipated 
in favor of other radical political genealogies. How does Foucault’s 
narrowed conceptual mapping of political relationality—between the 
commonly detained and the politically detained, prison movements 
and (extra-carceral) social movements—provoke a critical countermap-
ping that centers carceral insurgency as a primary rather than reac-
tive or supplementary impulse for radical thought and movement in 
other places and times? Following CAPA’s geography of the racist state 
and its immobilizing violences, what might it mean to further remap 
the boundaries, institutional forms, technologies, and statecraft of rac-
ist carcerality itself, as a structure of aggression and terror that may 
well crystallize in the form of the jail/prison/detention center, but also 
proliferates throughout the “free world” of civil society, in its ongoing 
constitution in the logics of racial and racial-colonial genocide/proto-
genocide? 

 Foucault states, “In [the GIP], we wanted no prescription, no recipe, 
and no prophecy.”  39   At odds with this position has been the formation, 
also since the early 1970s, of an internally complex, ideologically and 
politically contested movement of radical intellectuals—such as those 
in CAPA—whose labors have generally crystallized around notions that 
are, in various ways, prescriptive, pragmatic, and even prophetic. This 
dynamic formation of radical intellectual praxis indexes a principled 
refusal to inscribe strict, impermeable political-intellectual boundaries 
between “free world” political movements and carceral insurgencies. 
This refusal, which further disrupts Foucault’s schema of politicalities, 
illuminates the operation of the prison/carceral regime as a form of 
social organization and power that constantly exceeds the geographic 
and juridical limits of the penal institution itself, and thus suggests a 
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different understanding of the (racial) logics of criminalization, deten-
tion, and state violence.  40   This is to say, the relation of white raciality 
to state-enforced policing and (racial/class/gender/sexual) immobiliza-
tion is productive in the sense that it is precisely when white beings 
are policed/incarcerated that the telos of white rehabilitation and social 
restoration is already staked—a telos that cannot and does not exist in 
relation to policed and incarcerated slaves, colonized beings, and their 
descendant racial pathologies. 

 Further indicating his encounter with white obsolescence, Foucault’s 
contentious responses to his interviewer in “The Great Confinement” 
effectively (if only temporarily) disown his previous intellectual self 
while allowing for the possibility that his very act of disavowal is none-
theless shadowed by the totality of his thinking: “I would really like 
us to establish no relationship between my theoretical work and my 
work in the GIP. That is very important to me. But there probably is 
a relationship.”  41   What, then, does the work of the GIP—and more 
importantly, the emergence of carceral insurrections in their various 
phases, modalities, and sites—teach us about the productivity and 
delimitations of suddenly disrupted white scholarly-intellectual prac-
tices and positions (one daresay, “academic subjectivities”), particu-
larly in relation to the critical knowledge and praxis that emerge from 
contexts of perpetual disruption—colonization, apartheid/segregation, 
racial chattel, racial genocide? I would argue that throughout much 
of his dogged work with the GIP, we witness Foucault deferring his 
own disintegration—even his political irrelevance—by way of restoring 
white transparency.  42   Despite his best intentions, he frequently asserts 
himself as (white) vessel for the carceral politicality/subjectivity, and as 
such cannot come into intimacy with his deterioration. 

 Let us be clear, such a disruption of white being is the condition of 
possibility for any radical becoming for racial and racial-colonial Others, 
particularly those whose ontology is, at minimum, made permanently 
precarious under the circumstances and legacies of the white West’s 
particular supremacies. It is toward the end of white academic raciality, 
the full immolation of white raciality’s stranglehold on thought, and 
perhaps the forced obsolescence of white raciality as a form of being, 
that centuries of liberation struggle have directed their energy.  
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     CHAPTER 9 

 Investigations from Marx to Foucault   

    Marcelo   Hoffman    

   Kristin Ross, in her magisterial study of social amnesia concerning 
the militant past of May 1968 in France, deftly recovers this past 
through its forgotten figures and targets as well as its various forms 
and practices.  1   She resuscitates this militant past against the weight 
of interpretations that reduce May 1968 to a student-led form of cul-
tural modernization that simply prefigured contemporary capitalism. 
As part of this critical undertaking, Ross dwells brief ly but incisively 
on the practice of investigations ( enqu ê tes ) launched by various Maoist 
groups under the broad imperative of “ ‘going to the people’ ” to facili-
tate their voices and to learn from them.  2   What is entirely novel about 
Ross’s approach to these Maoist investigations is her interpretation 
of them through Jacques Ranci è re’s crucial distinction between poli-
tics and the police. Ross suggests that the practice of investigations 
expressed politics in the sense of a disruption of the hierarchical dis-
tribution of places and functions in the logic of the police. Students 
and intellectuals physically dislocated themselves from universities 
to go to factories and rural settings to conduct investigations there, 
and these investigations were themselves placed under the “direc-
tion and control of workers.”  3   For Ross, the Maoist investigation and 
other practices that f lourished in and beyond the event of May 1968 
entailed forms of “dislocation” and “ de classification” that induced a 
whole “crisis in functionalism.”  4   Students, in her strikingly succinct 
formulation, simply ceased “to function as students, workers as work-
ers, and farmers as farmers.”  5   

 Ross enables us to begin to situate and appreciate the magnitude of 
a practice whose genealogy has yet to be fully written. Maoists, how-
ever, were not the only ones engaged in investigations after May 1968. 
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The Prisons Information Group (GIP), founded by Michel Foucault 
and  others in February 1971, put investigations at the very core of its 
political practices. The GIP conducted four investigations into prison 
conditions from 1971 to 1972. The investigations set out to heighten 
intolerance of the prison system through the voices of prisoners them-
selves. The GIP thus contributed in its own way to a history of investi-
gations as a kind of popular practice. 

 But this history preceded the experience of French Maoism. The 
GIP practiced a conception of investigations that drew explicitly from 
a Marxist tradition going as far back as Karl Marx’s 1880 “A Workers’ 
Inquiry.” This chapter revisits the Marxist tradition of investigations 
for two basic reasons. One is that we can ascertain a much more refined 
sense of the novelty (or lack thereof ) of the GIP investigations through a 
careful exploration of the Marxist tradition. The other more important 
reason concerns the specificity of GIP objectives in light of a recent crit-
icism. In a deeply provocative and illuminating critique, Cecile Brich 
charges Foucault in particular with failing to abide by the standard 
of neutrality in his approach to GIP investigations, thereby actually 
constraining the voices of prisoners in favor of his own political voice.  6   
Contra Brich’s imputation of the standard of neutrality to Foucault, the 
contention here is that Foucault and others in the GIP inherited a prac-
tice from Marxism that is emphatically not underpinned by this stan-
dard.  7   To simplify matters, the point of investigations in the Marxist 
tradition is to occasion the constitution of knowledge for the purposes 
of revolution rather than to even aspire toward a standard of neutral-
ity. An exploration of the Marxist tradition thus impresses upon us the 
extent to which the GIP inherited a practice that was necessarily bound 
up with the political agenda of its architects. This agenda certainly 
imposed constraints on the voices of prisoners but it also allowed them 
to f lourish in surprisingly critical ways. 

 There is a literature addressing the Marxist underpinnings of the 
GIP investigations. Perhaps most notably, Richard Wolin, in his recent 
book-length analysis of the inf luence of Maoism on French intellec-
tual life, highlights the Maoist underpinnings of the GIP investiga-
tions. He even goes so far as to bluntly (and somewhat problematically) 
describe the GIP as a “Maoist” organization.  8   Wolin, however, does not 
situate the investigations of the GIP within the broader Marxist tradi-
tion under consideration here. He restricts his focus mainly to French 
Maoism and barely even touches on Mao Tsetung’s important theoriza-
tion of the investigation.  9   Wolin also repeatedly insists that the “liber-
tarian” Maoist group Long Live the Revolution (VLR) played a central 
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role in the constitution of the GIP without ever demonstrating this 
point.  10   Indeed, the actual details of his analysis suggest that it was the 
Maoist Proletarian Left (GP) that played a far more foundational role 
in the formation of the GIP and its use of investigations in particular.  11   
Finally, and most importantly, Wolin casts his analysis as an edifying 
tale of political maturity in which French Maoism unwittingly facili-
tated a liberal turn to human rights and associative democracy.  12   The 
immediate raison d’ ê tre behind the broader story of Marxist investi-
gations in this chapter is not to vindicate liberal political sensibilities 
in our present so much as to respond to a contemporary criticism of 
Foucault’s political practices.  

  I   Investigations from Marx to Mao 

 The Marxist tradition of investigations goes back to Marx’s “A Workers’ 
Inquiry,”  13   a questionnaire published in  La Revue socialiste  in April 1880 
and reproduced in 25,000 f lyers for distribution throughout France.  14   
Marx’s rationale for the questionnaire can be comprehended against the 
backdrop of his comparison in volume one of  Capital  of the availability 
of information in England on working-class conditions and the avail-
ability of this information in Continental Europe. Marx wrote that, 
while social statistics in Continental Europe are “quite wretched,” they 
suffice to reveal the “Medusa’s head” of capitalist exploitation.  15   Still, 
he added that if Continental Europe only possessed the same robust 
and vigorous means of investigation as England there should be cause 
for genuine shock:

  We should be appalled at our own circumstances if, as in England, our 
governments and parliaments periodically appointed commissions of 
inquiry into economic conditions; if these commissions were armed with 
the same plenary powers to get at the truth; if it were possible to find 
for this purpose men as competent, as free from partisanship and respect 
of persons as are England’s factory inspectors, her medical reporters 
on public health, her commissioners of inquiry into the exploitation of 
women and children, into conditions of housing and nourishment, and 
so on. Perseus wore a magic cap so that the monsters he hunted down 
might not see him. We draw the magic cap down over our eyes and ears 
so as to deny that there are any monsters.  16     

 The British Parliament commissioned the factory inspectors praised 
in this rich and lively passage to enforce the limits on the work day 
embodied in the various Factory Acts.  17   Marx considered the reports of 
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the inspectors so useful that he relied extensively on them throughout 
 Capital  to the point of simply deferring to the words of the factory 
inspectors themselves.  18   In Marx’s judgment, the availability of expert 
knowledge sanctioned by the British state provided an impressive and 
immensely useful level of information about working conditions that 
was simply absent in Continental Europe. 

 It was this absence of information in France in particular that served 
as the core reason for the production and distribution of Marx’s ques-
tionnaire. The editorial introduction to the questionnaire even returned 
to Marx’s comparison between the availability of information on work-
ing conditions in England and elsewhere. It suggested that the success 
of the investigation in England had induced the “French bourgeoisie 
to tremble even more before the dangers which an impartial and sys-
tematic investigation might represent.”  19   The immediate purpose of the 
questionnaire was to compel the “republican government” in France “to 
follow” the lead of “the monarchical government” in England in con-
ducting an official investigation into “the facts and crimes of capitalist 
exploitation.”  20   To this end, the introduction solicited the support of 
workers in the countryside and the cities and insisted that only they are 
capable of describing the “misfortunes [from] which they suffer” and 
of applying “the healing remedies for the social ills [to] which they are 
prey.”  21   It was, in other words, up to the workers themselves to not only 
constitute “an  exact  and  positive  knowledge” of their own conditions but 
also to act on this knowledge.  22   

 We can draw out an important subtlety in Marx’s treatment of inves-
tigations. Marx’s praise of the factory inspectors for their freedom from 
“partisanship” suggests that he upheld the possibility of a neutral inves-
tigation by civil servants working on behalf of a bourgeois state and 
even considered it desirable, but it would be misleading to conclude on 
this basis that he cast his own investigation in the guise of neutrality. 
Marx’s questionnaire elicited knowledge from the working class about 
its own working conditions so that it could act to emancipate itself 
from these conditions. Even if the empirical contents of the answers to 
the questionnaire ended up resembling the information produced by 
the investigations of factory inspectors elsewhere, they had the alto-
gether different goal of transforming the working class into a subject 
of knowledge and political action. Marx’s questionnaire sought to form 
the partisan identification of which it spoke. 

 Beyond its editorial introduction, the questionnaire consisted of 
101 numbered questions divided into four sections. The first section 
addressed the character and conditions of work; the second section 



Investigations from Marx to Foucault  ●  173

concerned the length of the work day; the third section dealt with 
contractual relations, the payment of wages, and living expenses; the 
fourth section turned to organizational forms on both sides of the class 
 struggle.  23   The last question invited observations unanticipated by the 
questionnaire. It simply read “General comments.”  24   

 However, for reasons that are unclear, the questionnaire failed to 
elicit enough answers from workers in spite of its widespread distribu-
tion, as evidenced by a plea for more responses in a subsequent issue of 
 La Revue socialiste .  25   We can only speculate about whether this failure 
derived from a fear of reprisals from employers, illiteracy among work-
ers, or inadequate bonds between the organizers of the investigation 
and workers, to mention only a few possible explanations. Whatever the 
reasons for the lack of an adequate response among workers, the results 
of the questionnaire were never published.  26   The first effort to conduct 
an investigation in the Marxist tradition thus ended in a failure. 

 Over a decade later, V.I. Lenin engaged in his own investigations. 
He questioned workers about working conditions in factories during 
his period of Social Democratic activism in St. Petersburg from 1894 to 
1896.  27   If, as Lar T. Lih claims, such experiences played an altogether 
pivotal role in crystallizing Lenin’s vision of a people’s revolution led 
by the proletariat,  28   they also compelled him to adopt a critical stance 
toward the efficacy of questioning workers to obtain illegal material 
about working conditions. Lenin recalled that his own experience of 
questioning one worker over the course of weeks resulted in material for 
a description of working conditions in only one factory and exhausted 
the worker. The latter told him: “I find it easier to work overtime than 
to answer your questions.”  29   Lenin concluded that factory office staff, 
inspectors, and doctors distill a more comprehensive view of working 
conditions in newspapers and specialized publications, and that rev-
olutionaries should not hesitate to make extensive use of these legal 
materials.  30   

 But it was Mao who made the greatest strides in practicing and 
theorizing the investigation in early twentieth-century Marxism. Mao, 
in his early writings in particular, articulated the investigation as a 
technique for the transformation of political subjectivity through the 
mediation of objectivity. Indeed, this technique sought to ward off the 
perils of idealism in revolutionary struggle by mitigating, if not resolv-
ing, contradictions between what Mao called “subjective direction” 
and “objective conditions.”  31   Notably, the investigation was itself insti-
gated and entirely framed by a revolutionary outlook. In other words, 
the investigation for Mao was anything but an exercise in the neutral 
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collection of objective facts. It was suffused from beginning to end with 
a revolutionary purpose insofar as it sought to formulate tactics in the 
revolutionary struggle and, in particular, identify leading classes in this 
struggle on the basis of an appraisal of the totality of class forces. In this 
sense, the investigation sought to offer a nuanced answer to the highly 
f luid and therefore vexing problem for Mao of friends and enemies in 
the revolutionary struggle. 

 Mao’s deeply inf luential 1927 “Report on an Investigation of the 
Peasant Movement in Hunan” served as the catalyst for this render-
ing of the investigation.  32   Rebecca Karl suggests that the first stirrings 
of peasant unionization in Hunan in 1925 provoked Mao to begin to 
view the peasantry as “a potentially revolutionary force.”  33   The follow-
ing year Mao gauged the receptivity of categories of the peasantry to 
revolutionary propaganda, arguing that the sheer material destitution 
of poor peasants made them the most receptive to this propaganda, even 
as he stuck to Marxist orthodoxy about the leadership of the industrial 
proletariat in the revolutionary struggle.  34   

 Mao did not exactly abandon this orthodoxy but his appreciation 
of the importance of the peasantry took a whole new turn with his 
investigation into the peasant movement in Hunan in January and 
February 1927. Mao experienced the investigation as nothing short of a 
moment of profound revelation that reconfigured the very coordinates 
of his political imagination. As he declared in a bewildered manner: 
“I saw and heard of many strange things of which I had hitherto been 
unaware.”  35   

 Through his investigation, Mao learned that the peasants had trans-
formed themselves into veritable subjects of history. They had not only 
shattered the power of the landlords, but they had also demonstrated 
their ability to reorganize the whole fabric of everyday rural life. In 
the process of targeting landlords, the peasant associations had struck 
against “patriarchal ideas and institutions,” “corrupt officials in the 
cities,” and “bad practices and customs in the rural areas.”  36   Deeply 
impressed by these accomplishments, Mao not only defended the actions 
of peasant associations against charges from fellow revolutionaries of 
excessive violence and irresponsibility, but he also arrived at the conclu-
sion that the entire prospect of revolution in China suddenly depends 
on poor peasants. As he succinctly summarized the importance of their 
role: “Without the poor peasants there would be no revolution. To deny 
their role is to deny the revolution.”  37   

 Other than brief ly mentioning his fact-finding meetings with peas-
ants, Mao disclosed very few details about how exactly he conducted his 
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investigation in Hunan, focusing instead on its sea-changing implica-
tions for his understanding of the role of the peasantry in revolution. 
Three years later, however, Mao elaborated the investigation as a formal 
technique intended to avert the dangers of idealism in revolution, and 
this technique pivoted precisely around the kinds of fact-finding meet-
ings he had experienced in Hunan. He offered suggestions about how to 
conduct these meetings, touching on all kinds of practical details about 
who should participate in them, whether the meetings should consist of 
large or small numbers of participants, and how one should prepare for 
the meetings in advance.  38   Mao considered the investigation so impor-
tant for producing a knowledge of class forces and formulating revolu-
tionary tactics on the basis of this knowledge that he treated it as the 
condition for speaking about problems in the revolutionary struggle. 
In Mao’s famous dictum: “Unless you have investigated a problem, you 
will be deprived of the right to speak on it.”  39   

 Over a decade later, Mao defended his dictum against charges of 
“ ‘narrow empiricism’ ” on grounds that investigations hinge on a revo-
lutionary cognition in the first place.  40   He also revisited the practical 
intricacies of fact-finding meetings, depicting them as loci for the pro-
duction of knowledge driven by the zeal and humility of investigators. 
In his words:

  A fact-finding meeting need not be large; from three to five or seven 
or eight people are enough. Ample time must be allowed and an out-
line for the investigation prepared; furthermore, one must personally 
ask questions, take notes and have discussions with those at the meet-
ing. Therefore one certainly cannot make an investigation, or do it well, 
without zeal, a determination to direct one’s eyes downward and a thirst 
for knowledge, and without shedding the ugly mantle of pretentiousness 
and becoming a willing pupil.  41     

 Less obviously, Mao’s elaboration of the investigation as a technique for 
the production of knowledge indexed to the task of revolution prefig-
ured his own version of a Marxist theory of knowledge, with its emphasis 
on the processes of cognition moving from the particular to the general 
and back to the particular.  42   Indeed, the investigation for Mao allowed 
for the study of the particularity of contradiction that had so eluded 
adherents of Marxism as a dogma rather than as a guide to action. 

 Clearly, the investigation acquired a far more theoretically elaborate 
and historically consequential form in Mao. But we shall see that even 
Marx’s failed effort to conduct an investigation into the working condi-
tions of the French proletariat opened the space for the GIP to conduct 
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its investigations. The presence of an investigative orientation in such 
temporally and spatially disparate sources testifies to the conviction 
that workers and peasants possess a knowledge of their own conditions 
that should serve as the basis for political strategies and tactics. And this 
conviction grates against more vanguardist understandings of Marxist 
political practice.  

  II   Investigations from French Maoism to the GIP 

 The transmission of the practice of investigations from the Marxist tra-
dition to the GIP took place through the highly variegated experience 
of Maoism in France in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Throughout this 
period, Maoist groups of various stripes proliferated under the broad 
inf luence of the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Beginning in 1967,  43   many 
of these groups launched investigations into the conditions of workers 
and poor peasants under the inspiration of Mao’s dictum that without 
an investigation there can be no right to speech. Ross imparts the spa-
tial and social breadth of these investigations, observing that they were 
“conducted with workers and farmers door to door, in market places, in 
front of metro entrances, and in villages in  la France profonde .”  44   In the 
summer of 1967, the short-lived Union of Marxist-Leninist Communist 
Youth (UJCML) conducted investigations in the hope of establishing a 
connection with workers and poor peasants that would serve to build an 
authentically revolutionary communist party.  45   Born partially from a 
current within the UJCML in 1968, the most prominent Maoist group 
in France, the GP, undertook investigations “as the means of coming 
to know what people in specific contexts were thinking.”  46   The Group 
for the Foundation of the Union of Communists of France Marxist-
Leninist (UCFML), established by Alain Badiou in 1969, also engaged 
in investigations, especially among poor peasants.  47   

 Investigations were clearly in the air among Maoist groups and it is 
well known that the political repression of the GP and the hunger strikes 
among its members in particular served as catalysts for the very creation 
of the GIP, but it was Danielle Ranci è re who appears to have played the 
most important role in relaying the practice of the investigations from 
a Maoist milieu to the GIP. As a GP militant, Ranci è re had engaged 
in investigations at the entrances to factories, and her investigations 
abided by the Maoist method of recording questions and answers from 
her discussions with workers in a notebook.  48   She and other GP mili-
tants ref lected the information garnered through the investigations in 
pamphlets that were then distributed to workers. Ranci è re recalls that 
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this process of gathering information from workers and ref lecting it in 
pamphlets that were then distributed to workers aimed “to liberate the 
speech of workers.”  49   

 Ranci è re also participated in an initial meeting leading to the forma-
tion of the GIP at Foucault’s residence in December 1970, according 
to Daniel Defert.  50   Before this meeting, Ranci è re, the lawyer Christine 
Martineau, and Claude Liscia had composed a questionnaire about pris-
ons. The more than dozen participants at the meeting discussed the 
questionnaire and eventually decided to adopt it rather than to estab-
lish a popular commission of inquiry on prisons.  51   Wolin suggests that 
at least Foucault was concerned that the focus on the French state in 
a commission of inquiry would replicate “traditional, top-down, and 
juridical conceptions of power.”  52   

 In adopting the questionnaire, the nascent GIP embraced a Maoist 
form of political practice. Ranci è re leaves little doubt as to whether she 
considered this practice the source of inspiration for her questionnaire. 
As she relates:

  Personally, perhaps without saying it expressly, I suggested taking as a 
model the Maoist investigation such as we practiced it in the GP. That 
existed, the Maoist investigation, it consisted of going to question people 
to know what they had to say: their revolts, their angers; and to then 
‘ref lect’ the information as if the investigator was just a mirror; and finally 
to diffuse by way of the press or pamphlets what we had learned.  53     

 Ranci è re even elaborates explicitly that the use of these pamphlets to lib-
erate the speech of workers “served, in part, as a model for the militant 
activity that we developed in the Prisons Information Group (GIP).”  54   

 Just as tellingly, the architects of the nascent GIP drew inspiration 
from the original source of investigations in the Marxist tradition. They 
sought to emulate the meticulous attention to material conditions from 
Marx’s 1880 questionnaire in their own questionnaires.  55   As Foucault’s 
partner and GIP founder, Defert, recounts: “Our model was Marx’s 
workers’ inquiry.”  56   

 But an investigation into the prisons based on this model faced a 
unique set of constraints. The goal of the GIP was to heighten public 
intolerance of the prison system through the voices of prisoners them-
selves, but these voices were not available in a manner analogous to the 
voices of workers and peasants. One could not simply pass question-
naires directly onto prisoners, much less convene a fact-finding meet-
ing with them, for the simple reason that there were restrictions on 
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information f lowing between prisons and the outside world, including 
the widespread censorship of mail and limitations on prison visits to 
family members only. If the questionnaires were to serve as the instru-
ments for eliciting the voices of prisoners, how were they going to make 
their way to the prisoners? How were these voices to be accessed in “that 
darkest region in the apparatus of justice,” as Foucault later described 
the prison?  57   

 It was in response to this practical conundrum that the GIP distrib-
uted questionnaires to persons in immediate contact with prisoners, 
namely, prisoners’ family members, lawyers, and social workers. The 
GIP also distributed questionnaires to former prisoners. The distribu-
tion of the questionnaires for the first investigation took place from 
February to April 1971 at the entrances to prisons.  58   Foucault himself 
was tasked with distributing questionnaires to prisoners’ family mem-
bers awaiting visits at the entrance to La Sant é  prison in Paris.  59   

 Apart from bearing Foucault’s personal address, the contents of the 
questionnaire consisted of dozens of unnumbered questions addressing 
a broad range of aspects of prison life. The questions were organized 
under the following subheadings (in the order of appearance): “Visits,” 
“Letters,” “Your Rights,” “Cell,” “Walk,” “Food,” “Canteen,” “Leisure 
Time,” “Work,” “Medical Care,” and “Discipline.”  60   Notably, one of the 
questions asked prisoners to comment on the investigation and ques-
tionnaire themselves, suggesting that from the outset the GIP sought to 
open up its very method to a critical interrogation.  61   

 As the completed questionnaires made their way back to Foucault’s 
address, the GIP held meetings there with prisoners’ family members 
and former prisoners to sift through the questionnaires and collate the 
answers to them.  62   On the basis of this collective effort, the GIP pub-
lished the results of its first investigation,  Investigation in 20 Prisons , in 
May 1971. 

  Investigation in 20 Prisons  contains a preface written by Foucault but 
signed by the “GIP,” followed by the reproduction of two completed 
questionnaires, two narratives, and samplings of responses from prison-
ers about various aspects of prison life. In other words, apart from the 
preface and the questions themselves,  Investigation in 20 Prisons  consists 
entirely of the words of prisoners in the form of answers to questions 
and narratives.  63   As the preface serves as a crucial basis for Brich’s claim 
that Foucault constrained the voices of prisoners in favor of his own 
political voice, I will turn brief ly to its contents. 

 Foucault, in his preface to  Investigation in 20 Prisons,  revealed his 
own awareness of the Marxist backdrop to investigations and incor-
porated Marxist language. He cast the investigations as “instruments” 
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inherited from nineteenth-century proletarian struggles but modulated 
for the purpose of heightening intolerance toward a political oppression 
extending to new social strata as well as the proletariat. Foucault went 
on to elaborate that these “ intolerance-investigations ” amount to acts 
of political struggle intended to unify social strata kept apart by the 
“ruling class” through “the game of social hierarchies and divergent 
economic interests.” In a language that easily recalls the introduction 
to Marx’s questionnaire, he also insisted that the investigators are none 
other than the investigated themselves, rather than “a group of experts,” 
and that only they can “ take charge of the struggle that will put an end to 
oppression being exercised. ”  64   

 Against the backdrop of these general remarks, Foucault explained 
that prisons are the first targets of the investigations because of their 
expanded role in facilitating a political oppression that serves the 
dominant class in the aftermath of May 1968. Hunger strikes among 
imprisoned political militants had drawn attention to the prisons, 
spurring a movement inside and outside of them against “a justice that 
serves the dominant class.”  65   Having situated the turn to investigations 
among these developments, Foucault insisted that the investigations 
are about “giving the prisoners from different prisons the means to 
speak at the same time about conditions of detention, incarceration, 
release.”  66   He devoted the remainder of his preface to an elaboration of 
the method behind the questionnaires, the contents of the investiga-
tion, and the specification of criminal records as the targets of the next 
campaign.  67    

  IV   Investigations as Weapons of Struggle 

 Brich contends that Foucault’s articulation of a radical political agenda 
in the preface to  Investigation in 20 Prisons  imposed an interpretive lens 
on the prisoners’ responses and served as the basis to foreground certain 
responses. She discerns this agenda in the very “tone set” by Foucault’s 
references to widespread political oppression in the first paragraph of the 
preface.  68   Brich claims that Foucault’s ensuing depiction of prisoners’ 
struggles against oppression “encased” the prisoners’ responses “within 
a very strongly worded interpretive framework” rather than allowing 
these responses to appear “simply on their own terms.”  69   Consequently, 
Foucault ended up foregrounding “his own ideas rather than faithfully 
reporting prisoners’ responses.”  70   

 Brich also brings her criticism to bear on the selection and ordering 
of prisoners’ responses in  Investigation in 20 Prisons . She suggests that 
the GIP privileged the response of a prisoner from La Sant é  by placing 
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his response first in the sequence of responses for the simple reason that 
his views corroborated Foucault’s radical political agenda.  71   

 In the elaboration of these finer points of her critique, Brich repeat-
edly levels charges of bias against the GIP and Foucault. She points 
to the “remarkably biased selection” of prisoners’ responses in GIP 
publications,  72   and cautions that these “publications did not always 
impartially ref lect prisoners’ contributions.”  73   Brich also underscores 
the “far from neutral” tone in the opening paragraph of Foucault’s pref-
ace to  Investigation in 20 Prisons .  74   

 Elsewhere I suggest that these charges speak to an expectation of a 
standard of neutrality from the GIP that simply loses sight of its over-
arching goal of heightening intolerance toward the prison system.  75   
Brich too easily buys into the view that the purpose of the GIP was to 
facilitate the views of prisoners and nothing more only to then use this 
view as the basis for her insistence on its lack of impartiality or neutral-
ity. Indeed, Brich’s argument seems to draw sustenance from an implicit 
reference to a pure voice of prisoners unsullied by the pernicious politi-
cal baggage of intellectuals. 

 My contention here is that we can ascertain an even greater appre-
ciation of the extent to which Foucault was working from a stridently 
partisan position against the backdrop of the Marxist tradition of inves-
tigations. We saw in the preceding discussion that this tradition casts 
investigations as weapons of struggle rather than as instruments of a 
putatively neutral standard. Foucault and others in the GIP fully and 
unambiguously embraced this understanding of investigations even as 
they affirmed struggles for intolerance of the prison system rather than 
socialist and communist revolutions. As one GIP publication declared: 
“This is not a sociological investigation, a curiosity-investigation, it’s an 
 intolerance-investigation. ”  76   

 If we keep this partisan dimension of the GIP in view, we can bet-
ter understand the constraints it imposed on the voices of prisoners. 
Indeed, we may well wonder how the GIP could not have imposed these 
constraints given its overall goal of generating intolerance toward the 
prison system. This goal most likely determined the exclusion of cer-
tain responses of prisoners from publication as well as the inclusion and 
ordering of other responses for publication. 

 Even so, there is evidence to suggest that the GIP enabled the voices 
of prisoners to f lourish in surprisingly critical ways. As indicated above, 
Brich refers to the placement of the responses of one prisoner from La 
Sant é  at the beginning of  Investigation in 20 Prisons  as proof that the 
GIP privileged his voice on the basis of its coherence with Foucault’s 
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radical political orientation. However, if we look carefully at one elabo-
rate response from this prisoner, we can find something altogether dif-
ferent and revealing. The prisoner used the space opened up by the 
question “ What observations do you have about this investigation and 
about this questionnaire?  ” to formulate a fairly sustained critique of the 
GIP for its focus on prisons.  77   Let us defer to his words:

  You’re on the wrong track. The reforms in the prison cannot be carried 
out alone. They depend entirely on police and justice reforms. To act 
otherwise is to saw the tree into planks before cutting it down. The peni-
tentiary system is not independent like the P and T [Post, Telegraph, and 
Telephone Administration] and the SNCF [French National Railway 
Corporation]. It’s a part of a vaster system that we call justice. Moreover, 
the injustices committed by the administration can be seen as benign, 
next to those of all kinds of police and magistrates. With the powers they 
dispose, a warden of a prison or a head guard could render prison condi-
tions absolutely untenable. They do not do it. For example, I never heard 
anyone speak of men hung by their feet and beaten in their most sensi-
tive areas, nor of those plunged into baths, nor of men whose testicles 
would have been attached to electric generators. No woman, I believe, 
aborted because of kicks in the belly. Various police commonly use all 
of these methods. If magistrates full of humanism do not employ physi-
cal violence, they nevertheless use a still more inadmissible violence: the 
conditioning of witnesses and the orientation of their depositions, the 
will to make an investigation fit not with the truth but with the belief in 
guilt prompted by the police, threats of imprisonment, preventive deten-
tion, rigging cases, etc. Of course, outside of their contexts these facts 
appear benign. They are however tragic for those who experience them. 
Gold-plated cells and chicken for each meal would change nothing in 
the underlying condition of the prisoner. For a reform of the offender 
to be worthwhile, justice must present him with an inviolable face. The 
magistrate should ceaselessly question the legality of his methods. That 
an offender uses violence, theft, even murder is his concern. A magistrate 
who uses similar methods, deceitfulness, the cover up of police violence, 
the refusal of objectivity concerns a whole system, a whole civilization. 
If justice employs the same methods as the man that it judges, what is it 
done for? The offender will harden and have the conviction that he’s the 
noble man, the righteous man because he struggles alone, without the 
apparatus of the law, without the immunity of magistrates. The impris-
oned man more than any other has a need for justice. He must find 
before him the face of a social order that is the essence of civilization 
and not a group of bandits hiding beneath their magic robe to satisfy 
hatreds and the complexes of their education. In attacking the prisons, 
the problem is inverted. One takes the effect for the cause. In spite of 
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what I have just told you, the necessity of an inquiry such as yours was 
urgent. I thank you. I am available to confirm my declarations at any 
time you wish.  78     

 The point of quoting this whole response is certainly not to suggest 
that it distills the uncontested truth of prison life. In fact, the sugges-
tion that prison guards refrain from torture finds no corroboration in 
the responses of some other prisoners.  79   The point of the quote is to 
dramatize the presence of a critical voice rather than to validate the 
content of its claims. 

 If the placement of the response above at the beginning of a sequence 
of other responses tells us anything at all, it may be that the GIP was 
simply open enough to foreground a sharp though sympathetic critique 
of its own institutional focus. What made the response critical of the 
GIP was not its appeal to a more holistic understanding of the problem 
of imprisonment. The founding manifesto of the GIP had already iden-
tified the police and justice as integral elements of this problem.  80   What 
rendered the response above critical was its reduction of the problem of 
the prison to a mere epiphenomenon apparently unworthy of any fur-
ther investigation. Obviously, the GIP could not and did not subscribe 
to this reduction. 

 Foucault himself seems to have engaged this critique at a more the-
oretical level. He dwelled brief ly but explicitly on the interrelations 
between prisons, courts, and the police in his sweeping genealogy of the 
prison-form. He even identified the prisons and police as the means of 
investing courts with morally corrective or “punitive” rather than purely 
“penal” functions.  81   For Foucault, these punitive functions transformed 
the courts into mechanisms for punishing moral faults rather than mere 
infractions of the law. 

 If I have emphasized that the GIP adopted and adapted investiga-
tions  as  weapons of struggle from the Marxist tradition at such length, 
it is to recall a basic but occluded point: Foucault and others in the GIP 
sought to facilitate the voices of prisoners in order to heighten intoler-
ance of the prison system rather than from a neutral, impartial, or unbi-
ased perspective. Beyond this point, a more general implication f lows 
from the preceding analysis: Marxism was not an exogenous moment 
in Foucault’s political practices, one opposed to something preordained 
as authentically and essentially “Foucauldian.” It was, rather, a moment 
that inhabited Foucault’s political practices and propelled them in 
unique directions, thereby producing whole new configurations.  
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     CHAPTER 10 

 The GIP as a Neoliberal Intervention: 
Trafficking in Illegible Concepts   

    Shannon   Winnubst    

   The prison industrial complex exemplifies the neoliberal inversion of 
a fundamental structure of classical liberalism: the state/market rela-
tion. With exponential growth that tellingly begins in the late 1970s, 
prison populations in the United States exploded from 1.8 million in 
1980 to 7.3 million in 2008.  1   Increasingly serving as a racializing tech-
nology that imprisons persons of color, especially African Americans, 
at disproportionately high rates, the prison industrial complex has 
become a remarkably productive and expansive economic site. As 
Michelle Alexander explains in her well-circulated book,  The New Jim 
Crow , “prisons are big business and have become deeply entrenched 
in America’s economic and political system.”  2   Not only has the pri-
vate prison market boomed since the early 1990s, but many rural (and 
mostly white) communities have become dependent on prisons for jobs 
and economic growth. Moreover, as Alexander argues, a whole range 
of industries profit from the ongoing growth of the prison industry: 
phone companies that gouge prisoners’ phone rates; gun manufacturers 
that arm penitentiary security forces and the police forces that incar-
cerate the prisoners; private health care providers contracted by pris-
ons; the US military and corporations that exploit prison labor; and so 
on. The market of the prison industry demands that the state continue 
to feed it. 

 In the terms of Foucault’s 1979 lectures on the emergence of neo-
liberalism,  The Birth of Biopolitics , the prison industry sits at the 
intersection of the fraying of the social contract of liberalism and the 
burgeoning of the neoliberal market.  3   In those lectures, Foucault argues 
that the neoliberal transformation of classical liberalism is a process of 
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intensification, not displacement. Accordingly, he shows how concepts, 
categories, values, and forms of social rationality endemic to classical 
liberalism intensify and thereby mutate into neoliberal modes of gov-
ernance. For example, the concept of the liberal subject of rights does 
not suddenly disappear with the elections of Margaret Thatcher and 
Ronald Reagan; rather, it intensifies into a different kind of concept 
that Foucault calls “a subject of interests.”  4   

 Central to these transformations is the intensification of the relation 
between the state and the market. In neoliberalism, Foucault writes, 
the market that is already deemed free in classical liberalism intensi-
fies into the barometer of truth in neoliberal economic theories and 
practices.  5   He argues that, displacing the role of the law as a juridical 
limit to the power of the state, the market becomes a site of veridiction 
that, in turn, begins to saturate the field of the political, writ large. In 
the ascendancy of neoliberalism as economic theory and practice, that 
is, the market emerges as a site of “truth” that governmental practices 
need to leave alone. The relation between economics and politics is 
subsequently f lipped: no longer is it the government’s duty to rein in 
the market to ensure fair prices; rather, “to be good government, gov-
ernment has to function according to truth.”  6   And it is the market that 
is the site of veridiction. As Foucault puts it, “the market must tell the 
truth ( dire le vrai ).”  7   

 This is a seismic shift. While the market has always been deemed 
“free” in classical liberalism, the contractarian tradition relies on juridi-
cal reason and legal force to police the boundaries of the market, keep-
ing it hemmed in from time to time. The neoliberal intensification of 
the market into a site of truth-telling initiates, for Foucault, new kinds 
of social rationality and governance that turn not on the classically lib-
eral values of justice, equality, or humanism, but on neoliberal values 
such as competition, calculable risks, and maximizing interests. This 
proliferation of market calculations as the site of truth-telling eclipses 
the forms of authority, whether symbolic or material, that bind the 
social contract to juridical constructs.  8   Moreover, the truths told by the 
market calculations intensify into a new kind of social rationality that 
reaches far beyond economic domains to infect decisions such as the 
choice of life partners, whether and how to rear children, the value of 
educational systems, normative concepts of health, and the proper role 
of pleasure in a maximized life. When Foucault describes the neoliberal 
intensification of the market into a social rationality, he describes a 
seismic shift—an unnerving, decentering transformation that unmoors 
the mechanisms of the social contract.  
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  I   Trafficking in Illegible Concepts 

 In an effort to read the remarkable work of the GIP in relation to the 
contemporary prison industrial complex, I place it in the context of 
these 1979 lectures on neoliberalism. Delivered seven years after his 
work with the GIP, Foucault’s analyses of neoliberalism, which he pos-
its as the birth of biopolitics, offer several critical frameworks through 
which to cast the political tactics of the GIP. In this chapter, I focus on 
his repeated insistence that neoliberalism does not function as an ideol-
ogy. In the 1979 lectures, Foucault argues that the incursion of mar-
ket calculation into noneconomic domains extolled by early neoliberal 
theorists (especially those “anarcho-neoliberals” in the United States) 
will require new modes of critique, especially ones that do not assume 
the conceptual infrastructure of ideology. In addition to heightening 
the vexed role that Marxism plays in Foucault’s thinking, this persistent 
call for nonideological analyses of neoliberalism cautions against any 
exclusive reliance on ideology to capture the complex machinations of 
social power in these contemporary, neoliberal times. Consequently, I 
take it as a critical warning against the sufficiency of ideological cri-
tique to track the prison industrial complex and all its insidious social 
tentacles. 

 By approaching the work of the GIP through these later lectures, 
I argue we can locate political tactics in the 1971–72 documents that 
foreshadow this theoretical distancing from ideological analyses that 
we hear in the 1979 lectures. In 1979, Foucault presciently grasps how 
the intensification of market rationalities beyond the economic sphere 
will gradually materialize as an eclipse of traditional, unified modes of 
authority. That is, when neoliberal modes of social rationality prolifer-
ate beyond the economic domain, the kinds of authority that structure 
ideological interpellation, such as the school and the church, will fade 
as singular forces of social cohesion. 

 Eerily, in 1971–72, the tactics of the GIP already enact this theoreti-
cal claim. That is, the tactics of the GIP redirect political intervention 
from the revolutionary call to behead the king, as it were, toward the 
exposure of the banal conditions of everyday life to mobilize widespread 
intolerance of the institution of the prison. Through the circulation and 
publication of prisoners’ questionnaires, the GIP exposes and intensi-
fies the general carceral logic that displaces any easy division between 
those “inside” and those “outside” the prison. This reorientation from 
centralized authority with a strict inside/outside demarcation towards 
the dispersed, capillary formations of power is also one of the central 
stakes of Foucault’s calls for nonideological analyses of neoliberalism in 
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1979. Consequently, if the contemporary prison industry is an exemplar 
of these neoliberal times, then attention to the distinctly nonideological 
character of the GIP’s tactics may offer some fresh resources for contem-
porary intervention in these neoliberal times, especially regarding the 
obscene prison industrial complex. I call these tactics the trafficking in 
illegible concepts. 

 To argue that the GIP develops tactics that are illegible to ideological 
analyses, I first show that the GIP is fundamentally aimed at exposing 
the general carceral logic of Western society. Placing the documents of 
the GIP in the context of Foucault’s writings in the early 1970s, I show 
how this entails a “cutting” against the concepts of humanist ideology 
by blurring any boundary between the innocent and the guilty. I focus 
particularly on how the GIP’s questionnaires and the details they exca-
vate outstrip the legibility of the liberal contractarian tradition alto-
gether, including its ideology of humanism. The questionnaires achieve 
this through two routes: (1) by blurring the division of innocence and 
guilt, they attack the fundamental assumptions of humanist ideology 
that situate the prison as an unfortunate rehabilitative aspect of the 
social contract; (2) by excavating banal details that do not fall into the 
schematic of humanist ideology, the questionnaires expose a general 
carceral logic. These details, I argue, are not legible to the ideology 
of humanism and its rhetoric of amelioration. But they are also not 
legible to ideological critique itself, as I demonstrate through a return 
to Althusser’s classic account of ideological interpellation. The raison 
d’ ê tre of the GIP’s work, these exquisite and banal details, traffic in 
illegible concepts. By listening carefully to them, we may find fresh 
resources for contemporary prison abolitionist politics.  

  II   Exposing the General Carceral Logic: 
The Politics of Questionnaires 

 Across his remarkable range of genealogical work, Foucault often placed 
the specific object of analysis back in what Bataille called “a general 
economy.” Remember, for example, the infamous language of  The History 
of Sexuality, Volume One , where Foucault clarifies that he is interested 
not in showing the repressive hypothesis is mistaken, but in “putting it 
back within a general economy of discourses on sex in modern societies 
since the seventeenth century.”  9   This same epistemological move frames 
the work of the GIP and its exposure of a general carceral logic. 

 As Foucault puts it in a July 1971 interview, “From a general point 
of view, one can enjoy classifying societies into different types. There 
are exiling societies . . . There are also killing, torturing, or purifying 
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societies . . . and, finally, there are confining societies, such as ours has 
become since the 16th and 17th centuries.”  10   This general framing of 
Western modern society as a confining society particularizes the work 
of the GIP as an intervention into one of many instantiations of this 
more general confining or carceral logic. As he accentuates later that 
same year (November 1971) in a discussion focused mostly on the prag-
matics of the 1968 student revolts, “In more general terms, . . . we can’t 
defeat the system through isolated actions; we must engage it on all 
fronts—the university, the prisons, and the domain of psychiatry—one 
after another since our forces are not strong enough for a simultane-
ous attack.”  11   The educational, medical, and penal systems are all part 
of a general economy that constitutes a society of confinement, which 
I also call a general carceral logic. Paired with the aim to expose and 
attack this general carceral logic, the GIP described “the ultimate goal 
of its interventions”  12   as the questioning of “the social and moral dis-
tinction between the innocent and guilty.”  13   Put differently, the GIP 
focused directly on the particular task of blurring any clear demarcation 
between the inside and the outside of the prison. It sought “to obliterate 
the deep division that lies between innocence and guilt.”  14   

 The manner in which the GIP undertakes these aims constitutes 
the critical intervention—both epistemologically and politically. When 
Jean-Marie Domenach, Michel Foucault, and Pierre Vidal-Naquet deliv-
ered the manifesto of the GIP at a press conference in February 1971, 
they framed their work primarily as an epistemological intervention:

  We plan to make known what the prison is: who goes there, how and 
why they go there, what happens, what life is like for the prisoners and, 
equally, for the supervisory staff, what the buildings, diet, and hygiene 
are like, how internal regulation, medical supervision, and the work-
shops function; how one gets out and what it is, in our society, to be one 
of those who has gotten out.  15     

 To do so, they began distributing questionnaires to prisoners. The 
detainees then rewrote, responded, and circulated the questionnaires 
further, from cell to cell as well as in and out of prison, often at great 
risk of punishment. As Daniel Defert explains in a second manifesto in 
May 1971:

  The detainees are the ones who give information. They give it by respond-
ing to questions they themselves have posed. The first questionnaire was, 
from the beginning, drafted with the help of former detainees: it was 
modified after responses were received. Several thousand copies are now 
in circulation.  16     
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 This circulation of information was the fundamental material work of 
the GIP. All of the interviews, discussions, and manifestos return to this 
as the touchstone of the GIP, leading various members to refer to the 
GIP’s position as a “relay station”  17   or “meeting ground”  18   to enable the 
circulation itself. Over and over they insist that “the information must 
circulate, from mouth to ear, from group to group.”  19   

 The circulation itself was thus a political act. An anecdote from 
Defert captures the intense commitment to the questionnaire:

  The mother of a young man, detained near Paris, got the questionnaire: 
it was impossible to give it to him directly and she was forbidden to speak 
of it during visitation. She copied it in fragments, on bits of paper. In the 
visiting room, while the screw [ maton ] had his back turned, she quickly 
read a question. Upon leaving, she wrote down his answer. The screw 
caught them at it recently; the young man was written up and had to go 
to the  pr é toire . He wanted to continue anyway; in two months’ time, the 
questionnaire was complete.  20     

 Worth risking intensified punishment and/or extended detainment, the 
questionnaire was itself the site of political intervention in the working 
of the GIP. With its focus on a range of quotidian deprivations (visits, 
letters, cells, walks, food, canteen, leisure) and more egregious modes 
of punishment (rights, medical care, discipline, surveillance, hazings) 
forced upon prisoners, the questionnaire excavated information that, 
echoing the more well-known essay by Foucault of the same period, 
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” cuts against the dominant frameworks 
and ideologies of the time. 

 By putting the questionnaires in the more familiar language of that 
essay, which Foucault wrote contemporaneously and published in 1971, 
we can see how the work of the GIP informed Foucault’s more abstract 
formulations about genealogical thinking. For example, when the ques-
tionnaires’ excavation of the quotidian deprivations blurs the bound-
ary between those inside and outside the prison, we can see how this 
“fragments what was thought unified”  21  —namely, the ideologies of 
responsibility, guilt, and punishment that allow the strict inside/out-
side demarcation. The kind of everyday bodily discomfort reported in 
the questionnaires, such as prisoners freezing without adequate heat or 
filthy with only one shower a week, blurs the inside/outside demarca-
tion with the banality of such punitive measures. Perhaps perversely, 
the usual punitive measures of physical violence and deprivation of 
rights are exonerated by the concepts of an essentially criminal soul or 



The GIP as a Neoliberal Intervention  ●  193

the culpable, agential, founding subject on which they stand. But these 
kinds of low-level bodily discomforts, such as freezing and filth, are not 
strictly contained in the prison. These are not exclusively the pains and 
punishments incurred in the particular space of the prison. 

 The questionnaires thereby cut against the ideology of humanism 
by using details and concepts that do not succumb to its schematics of 
humane/inhumane punishment, with its alleged fealty to rehabilitation. 
As Foucault puts it in a discussion in  Actuel  in November 1971:

  Confronted by this penal system, the humanist would say: “The guilty 
are guilty and the innocent are innocent. Nevertheless, the convict is 
a man like any other and society must respect what is human in him: 
consequently, f lush toilets!”  22     

 But the GIP is aiming to expose the general carceral logic and the ques-
tionnaires’ information about bodily effects of imprisonment under-
cuts the innocent/guilty dichotomy central to the humanist ideology. 
As Foucault and Pierre Vidal-Naquet (March 1971) describe the work 
of the questionnaires, “we want there to be little difference between 
the inquirers and the inquirees.”  23   In the more abstract language of 
genealogical thinking, the questionnaires of the GIP excavated a desub-
jectifying site that undercuts habitual concepts of analysis and modes of 
evaluation, especially those of a humanist founding subject that grounds 
a dualistic system of normative judgment.  

  III   The Ideology of Humanism 

 The specificities of the questionnaire are thereby the raison d’ ê tre of the 
GIP. To grasp their details, however, is not an easy or simple task: the 
details are the genealogical cutting. They are the danger. To hear them 
requires a cutting against at least two of the most firmly and deeply 
sedimented, intertwining habits of our contemporary episteme, espe-
cially in its classically liberal mode: ideology and humanism. It is in 
this vein that Defert emphasizes the work of the GIP “is not sociologi-
cal work,”  24   not an invitation to “talk about oneself.”  25   Foucault echoes 
this, proclaiming the circulation of the questionnaires “is not a socio-
logical inquiry. Rather, it aims to let those who have an experience of 
prison speak. Not that they need our help to ‘gain consciousness.’”  26   
While a critique of the discourses of humanism and the founding 
subject is not a new theme for Foucault in 1971 (or his readers forty 
years later), the connection directly to ideological analytics, such as 
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consciousness-raising and superstructures, sharpens the kind of politi-
cal intervention underway in the GIP’s circulation of questionnaires. 

 First of all, the GIP persistently undermines any easy recourse to the 
dominant ideology of rehabilitation that circulated in French society in 
the 1960s/1970s (and still manages to surface in the United States in 
the twenty-first century). Foucault simply and directly dismisses this 
as a gross form of false consciousness: it simply is not materially true. 
Deepening that dismissal, however, Foucault persistently distances the 
work of the GIP from mere reformism that would aim to offer a correc-
tive to an ideology of humanism, such as we find, for example, in the 
above call to fight for the humane treatment of prisoners. Focusing on 
the general carceral logic itself, Foucault addresses the kind of Marxist 
analysis that undergirds this reformist humanism directly in “Prisons 
and Revolts in Prisons,” an interview in 1973:

  There is a so-called Marxist analysis . . . which consists of attributing all 
of [the penal system] to superstructures. At that level, one can always 
imagine adjustments and modifications. But, in fact, I don’t think that 
the penal system forms part of superstructures.  27     

 Explicitly refusing the possibility of attacking the penal system fully 
through superstructures, the GIP also undercuts the ideologies of 
humanism, responsibility, and humane punishment as correctives for 
improving the current practices of imprisonment. The GIP refuses to 
traffic in the concepts of the social contract and its politics of correction 
and amelioration. 

 The aim of the GIP, once more, is the general carceral logic itself. As 
Foucault describes in that same interview,  

  The penitentiary system . . . forms part of a larger, more complex system 
which is, if you will, the punitive system: children are punished, stu-
dents are punished, workers are punished, and soldiers are punished. 
Ultimately, we are punished our whole life long . . . Hospitals, asylums, 
orphanages, colleges, schools, factories, workshops with their discipline 
and, finally, prisons, all formed part of a kind of great social form of 
power, which was put in place at the beginning of the 19th century.  28     

 This focus on the general pattern and rationality of confinement 
broadly indicates the turn in Foucault’s thinking toward disciplinary 
and, ultimately, biopolitical forms of power. But in terms of the work of 
the GIP, it sharpens the focus of the intervention on the blurring of any 
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simple division between those inside and those outside the prison. As 
the quintessential demarcation of innocence/guilt, the blurring of this 
boundary throws the central tenets of humanism into question: if the 
prison is but one of many instantiations of a general carceral logic, then 
what normativity can the concept of “responsibility” hold? And if the 
universality of responsibility is in question, then the founding subject 
and all that it subtends also begins to falter. The GIP intervenes in the 
bedrock values and concepts of the ideology of humanism.  

  IV   The Quotidian as beyond Althusser 

 The work of the GIP “to obliterate the deep division that lies between 
innocence and guilt”  29   thereby incites creative political tactics that 
unsettle the discursive field of ideological humanism, especially as 
it situates the prison as an unfortunate aspect of the social contract 
required for rehabilitating the guilty. Much of that unsettling, however, 
occurs in manners that outstrip ideological analytics per se. It is not 
merely that the GIP challenges the assumptions, concepts, and values 
of humanism: it instantiates a nonideological and nonsubjective register 
of critique and intervention. Insofar as Foucault insists that neoliberal-
ism does not function as an ideology, it is here that I suggest we prick 
up our ears. 

 Fittingly, I turn directly to a sample of the questionnaires. 
 From 1971–72, the GIP produced four reports based on the circula-

tion of thousands of questionnaires among prisoners in France at the 
time. Foucault edited the first of these, published as  Investigations in 
20 Prisons  in May 1971, and authored its preface. In this first collec-
tion of the questionnaires, we find the following topics: visits, letters/
censorship, rights/rules, cell, walks, food, canteen, leisure time, work, 
medical care, discipline, surveillance, hazings, suicides-strikes-revolts. 
The responses under each heading are, generally and simply, intoler-
able: the visiting room is filthy, noisy, under capricious control and 
surveillance; letters are censored, drawings from children are confis-
cated, and Christmas packages are plundered; the question of rights or 
uniform rules is scoffed at and the caprice of (often intoxicated) guards 
is detailed; the cell is tiny, isolating, bug-infested, and, again, filthy; 
walks are crowded into small spaces and speech is largely forbidden; the 
food is bland, poorly cooked, sometimes rotten; the canteen is neces-
sary to make the food edible; for leisure, one can smoke cigarettes and 
study, but largely there is no television, radio, film or newspaper worth 
reading; work is long, monotonous, and virtually unpaid once all the 
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“fees” are subtracted from the wage; medical appointments are consis-
tently less than 2 minutes long and result in the prescription of aspirin; 
discipline is harsh, physically and psychologically, with most sentences 
beginning with 45–90 days of solitary confinement; all of prison life 
is vulnerable to surveillance, including the use of the chamber-pot or 
the prohibition of lying down during the day; the guards discipline and 
punish erratically, both in terms of the cause and intensity; suicides, 
both attempted and successful, are widespread, involving the swallow-
ing of nails, razors, broken glass, metal buttons; and revolts are grow-
ing, involving actions such as prison-wide drumming and burning of 
mattresses. To read these, even forty years later, is most certainly to 
“perceive the intolerable.”  30   

 But how exactly is it intolerable? What is intolerable and what is 
not even legible by the metric of tolerance? To ask these questions is 
to sort these various topics according to their different socioaesthetic 
modes. For example, the questions of whether a guard beats a prisoner 
capriciously or whether a prisoner must freeze under sperm-encrusted 
and bug-infested sheets every night animate different kinds of socio-
aesthetic responses. This differential, I argue, demarcates the nonideo-
logical analyses circulating through the work of the GIP. While some 
of these topics—e.g., rights, medical care, discipline—might clearly 
become part of a “humanist” evaluation of prison practices, others do 
not fall so easily into this kind of discourse. 

 I suggest this is because some of the topics—rights, medical care, dis-
cipline, surveillance—are already considered the norms of prison life: 
the stripping of rights or punishment of unruly prisoners, for example, 
are often assumed to be the very meaning of imprisonment and, as such, 
can easily be absorbed into a rational discourse about the acceptable 
(“humane”) limits of such a practice. The ideology of humanism can 
interpellate these practices as partially constituting punishment and 
thereby requiring oversight and policing. But the anxiety produced by 
the ticking clock in the visiting room or the delirium produced by the 
breaking of all social contact and cohesion does not give way to such 
rational discourse of limits and amelioration. And the information that 
“an unbearable odor of shit reigns in the passageways,”  31   that there is 
“no heating in the dorms and workshops,”  32   that the prisoners can only 
shower once a week, that “the mice and rats swarm”  33   and that prison-
ers “bang [their] head[s] against the walls to break the monotony?”  34   
What ideology can render these practices legible and thereby claim to 
fix them? What ideology can lay claim to these as extreme, but still 
understandable, conditions of imprisonment? 
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 To push this a bit further, I turn brief ly to the work of Althusser and 
his well-known accounts of both ideology and interpellation.  35   To be 
interpellated, for Althusser, is to become a subject in one’s society—or, 
more specifically as Judith Butler put it, to become a legible subject 
in one’s society. Processes of interpellation emerge from multiple soci-
etal places, ranging from the church and the school to the press and 
the prison. Across his rich account in “Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation),” the recognition that 
one is always already interpellated—or hailed—is immediate. Even 
more so, one becomes a subject capable of such recognition precisely 
through the ideological hailing itself: without hailing, there is no sub-
ject. And yet, we are always already subjects—and thus always already 
hailed, always already interpellated by ideology. As Althusser puts it, 
“the category of the subject is the constitutive category of all ideology, 
whatever its determination (regional or class) and whatever its histori-
cal date . . . but . . . the category of the subject is only constitutive of all 
ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of 
‘constituting’ concrete individuals  as subjects. ”  36   

 Enmeshed in the constitution of the subject, Althusser’s account 
assumes social topographies of hegemony and the Marxist super/infra-
structure division, whereby class divisions become the explanatory 
engine for dominant ideological norms. He thereby focuses his analy-
sis on the dominant (hegemonic) functions of the liberal contractarian 
ontology—namely, a social authority that functions through a juridical 
rationality and an obedient subject who responds with a psychological 
interiority. It is telling, therefore, to recall what kinds of cultural prac-
tices and historically sedimented repetitions Althusser has in mind in 
these processes of interpellation: attending Mass on Sunday, kneeling 
to pray, obeying the headmaster, getting married with no concept of 
a divorce (or a prenuptial contract), keeping one job for an entire life-
time, obeying and pleasing one’s husband, devoting oneself entirely to 
parenting, professing undying loyalty to one’s nation, one’s race, one’s 
community, one’s sports team, and so on. These are the rituals that bind 
Ideological State Apparatuses’ together: they are the heart and blood of 
ideology. And, most importantly, they are the rituals that interpellate us 
into clearly scripted subject-positions. 

 On this Althusserian account, ideology always already sets forward 
the terms in which any given object of analysis will be taken up. When 
Foucault repeatedly places particular objects back in a general economy 
of historical discourses across his genealogical work, he is (among other 
things) attempting to step back from an ideological framing to excavate 
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the various, heterogeneous processes through which norms emerge in 
their apparently given, sedimented form. In the documents of the 
GIP, this primarily means stepping back from a humanist ideology 
about prisons to a general economy of the emergence of this general 
carceral logic. To step back from a humanist ideology entails, at the very 
least, a stepping back from the figure of a founding subject and from 
the persistent narrative and logic of amelioration. Given Althusser’s 
account, this means engaging objects of analysis that are not easily 
interpellated—not easily legible—into that ideology. That is, it means 
excavating objects of analysis that do not give in to the ameliorative 
logic of humanism that renders punishment acceptable insofar as it is 
not inhumane punishment. We have to traffic in illegible concepts. And 
this is what the questionnaires do.  

  V   “The Leftist Ritual Is Sterile” 

 When the GIP insists it wanted “no prescription, no recipe, and no 
prophecy,” this does not mean it did not want political change.  37   To the 
contrary, it aimed at a radical political attack on the general carceral 
logic that renders Western society itself a confining society. To under-
take this, it insisted on a new form of political action and the prison 
revolts at Toul (December 1971) and Nancy (January 1972), rooted as 
they are in the circulation of questionnaires, demonstrates this new 
form of intervention. Reading this intervention through Foucault’s 
1979 lectures on neoliberalism, I argue that it literalizes the kind of 
nonideological political strategy that neoliberal social rationality and 
practices also require. 

 Writing about the revolts at Toul, Foucault proclaims “a new type of 
struggle thus appeared.”  38   In these series of revolts, the prisoners did not 
resort to old tactics: they did not take hostages or stage a break-out or 
enact dramatic suicides. As Foucault described it in January 1972:

  They formed a barricade. They confined themselves within a prison of 
which they were now masters, and from which they chased the adminis-
tration . . . They inverted the functions of the wall, the gate, and impris-
onment itself. On that day, they did not want to get out of prison, but 
rather to be free of their status as humiliated prisoners.  39     

 The tactics used at Toul became emblematic of the revolts inspired and 
facilitated by the work of the GIP: prisoners occupied “strategically 
important places, like the roofs from which they can be seen and heard 
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on the outside, from which they can demonstrate . . . that they exist, that 
they struggle and why they struggle.”  40   

 These tactics are then repeated on January 15, 1972, when the pris-
oners at Nancy also take to the roofs to disseminate information about 
the conditions of living in the prisons. In this revolt, the GIP reports 
directly on the leaf let that was distributed. Written on Nancy prison 
letterhead, the leaf let’s demands, I argue, are both ideologically legible 
and illegible: 

 We ask for equitable justice, within the prison, on the parts of the guards 
and the supervisory staff. 

 Detainees demand honorable justice, including the suppression of 
criminal supervision and residency prohibition . . .  

 We request the improvement of food standards and the canteen. 
 We demand that newspapers no longer be censored. We demand 

decent hygiene and heated dormitories. We demand that detainees no 
longer be beaten by the guards over slight infractions.  41     

 Emphatically proclaiming the existence and distribution of this leaf-
let as the emergence of “a totally different form of revolt,”  42   Foucault 
reports the scene of the distribution and the role of the GIP in this 
political act:

  The detainees wrapped this leaf let around stones and threw it. It was the 
police’s job to collect all the leaf let-wrapped stones so that no one would 
know what the detainees wanted. GIP activists got hold of one of these 
leaf lets, immediately reproduced it, and distributed it in the street.  43     

 Revolts such as these consequently spread widely. In March 1972, 
Foucault reports that “there were public meetings at Nancy, Toul, Lille, 
Poitier, and detainees often took the f loor there. They mounted the 
platform to say: ‘I spent two years in a prison like that, or five years in 
another.’”  44   Once more, the excavation, dissemination, and circulation 
of this information constitute the radical political act of the GIP. 

 These insurrections of subjugated knowledges do not track along 
traditional routes of political intervention or revolution. From the per-
spective of reform, they failed: the revoltees at Toul, for example, were 
relocated to another prison and the press circulated various apocryphal 
stories of hostages and suicides. But Foucault insisted that “what hap-
pened at Toul was the beginning of a new process: the first time a politi-
cal struggle was led against the entire penal system by the same social 
stratum that forms its primary victim.”  45   The barometer of “success” 
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for the GIP was the spread of this kind of struggle against the general 
carceral logic itself across all arenas of social life. As he elaborates in 
March 1972, with an exquisite twisting of the blade against traditional, 
ideologically bound revolution:

  The local discussions in your centers and clubs, villages, small circles, 
the marketplaces seemed more interesting to us. It was more fecund.  The 
leftist ritual is sterile . These kinds of mass gatherings are no more the 
barometer of revolutionary mobilization than 11 o’clock village mass is a 
barometer for the intensity of faith.  46     

 Through the widespread circulation of the conditions of the institu-
tion that exemplifies the ideologies of confinement, the GIP achieves 
its singular aim: the exposure of a general carceral logic that structures 
many areas of society. In this way, we all become prisoners of one sort 
or another. 

 And this is intolerable, but also illegible.  
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     CHAPTER 11 

 The Disordering of Discourse: Voice 
and Authority in the GIP       

    Nancy   Luxon                          

   I   Introduction 

 In January 2000, Dr. V é ronique Vasseur published an account of 
the conditions she saw daily while working at the Prison de la Sant é  
from 1992 to 2000.  1   Her account caused no small amount of scandal, 
prompting  Le Monde  to report on the difficulty of journalistic access 
to the prison;  Le Figaro  to call her alternately courageous and defama-
tory, even as its editors lamented the breakdown in internal oversight 
within the prison; and if  Lib é ration ’s editorial board described Vasseur’s 
account as awkward, its reporter argued that a scandal was necessary 
to break the opacity of the penal system. Many lamented the very real 
absence of substantive change in prison conditions since the pivotal 
prison revolts at Nancy and Toul in the winter of 1971–1972. Yet, what 
is most striking about her account is the register in which it is made: 
Vasseur speaks from a position authorized by her personal experience 
working at La Sant é , by her medical training, and by a moral indigna-
tion that fueled an act of testimony under the banner of unmasking. 
The voice of this testimonial, moving as it is, shifts across these different 
registers—that of individual experience, the expert, the scandalized—
but always remains rooted in an order seemingly apart from the prison. 
No doubt Vasseur sought to use her intervention to call attention to a 
broken system of incarceration in which she could no longer have sub-
stantive, professional effect. Nonetheless, by framing her description of 
prison conditions in the first person, Vasseur inadvertently abandons 
any of the gains realized by the GIP at the height of its activity: namely, 
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the ability to prise apart those silent and hidden regimes of the see-able 
and the sayable, so as to shift the terms of discourse itself. 

 Vasseur’s intervention and others return us to the persistent challenge 
of disorganizing public discourses. Given the silent, invisible nature of 
these regimes, under what conditions might they be undone and dis-
articulated? Such a disorganization recognizes that to “counter”—a 
politics, a discourse, or justice—is to proceed from a disordering made 
canny by its precise, localized interventions. Toward this end, if the 
political turbulence of 1960s France is often understood under the sign 
of the police,  2   then the efforts to marry critique and political activity 
might be broadly thought under the sign of the media. Such a sign 
operates on two registers. On the one hand, even as the official media 
were the condition and limit for any publicity about prison life, the GIP 
sought a different relationship to events of  l’actualit é   that might allow 
a different regime of truth-telling to open up, if only around this single 
issue. On the other hand, this appeal to “media” also reminds us of a 
denser network of mediated relationships that hold in place any given 
regime of the see-able and the sayable. The GIP’s efforts, then, should 
be understood as something other than the inclusion of new voices on 
the political scene. Instead, the GIP sought to theorize the intersection 
of regimes of jurisdiction and veridiction, and of site and incitement. 
The GIP did so by disarticulating the usual dynamics that bind speech, 
mediated relationships, and politics, while also seeking to rewrite the 
usual social forms that organize relations between persons. It gradu-
ally moved from staging a public context, to initiating a new genre of 
“seized speech” that might counter anonymous habit, so as to make vis-
ible struggles around voice, authorization, and publicity. 

 If Foucault’s work with the GIP emerged from the remnants of the 
leftist party, the Gauche Prol é tarienne, and its Maoist emphasis on 
localized interventions rooted in inquiry, such emphatically “unoffi-
cial” projects sought to counter both the power of officialdom and 
its organizing logic.  3   Interaction between prisoners and others worked 
to interrupt the policing of divisions between citizens and the mar-
ginalized. Differently from Vasseur’s work, the GIP turned to the 
media to provoke the “disclosure of unsuspected relationships,” in a 
way that made its work more than a scandal of unmasking.  4   Instead, 
the GIP participated in a broader project that dominated oppositional 
French politics of that period, a project that targeted those relations—
between caregiver and care-recipient (as in the anti-psychiatry move-
ment), between guardian and prisoner (in the prisons), between  ma î tre  
and student (as in the university)—that compose the social “forms” 
through which power is inhabited and lived-out in the everyday. This 
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project sought to counter and redirect the usual power of the media 
through its own journalistic interventions. Speaking less from the 
authority of a byline than from the authority of one’s (collective, anon-
ymous) subject-matter, such journalistic interventions construe those 
interpretive lenses that might crystallize the circulation of power and 
its social forms.  5   

 Dissidence has a long history in French politics—from the Dreyfus 
affair, to Camus’ figure of the ethical journalist, to Barthes’ mytholo-
gist-cum-“vicarious revolutionary.” The GIP’s contribution to this his-
tory is to redirect attention to those social forms that continue to haunt 
our politics, and to open up their vocalization beyond intellectuals and 
ideology. The collection of coauthored texts, anonymous tracts, popular 
interviews, academic roundtables, and polemical pamphlets that consti-
tute the GIP archive demonstrates its own early forays into such jour-
nalism, even as their primary impact is to make questions of “voice” and 
resistance reverberate in politics.  

  II   Moving between Regimes of Jurisdiction and Veridiction 

 Many scholars have associated the GIP’s activities very tightly with 
Foucault’s own work on prisons and the specific intellectual, a figure 
who works “not in the modality of the ‘universal,’ ‘the exemplary,’ the 
‘just-and-true-for all,’ but within specific sectors, at the precise points 
where their own conditions of life or work situate them.”  6   Doing so, 
however, overlooks that Foucault delayed work on  Discipline and Punish  
for two years to avoid creating the impression that his participation in 
the group was strategic.  7   Associating the GIP so closely with Foucault 
as a specific intellectual risks framing the GIP on individualist terms 
and reducing it to Foucault’s own politics. More importantly, such a 
perspective also severely truncates any effort to understand the GIP’s 
activities as oriented toward a profoundly collective thought and expe-
rience.  8   In part an exemplification of the political bonds of solidar-
ity, such collectivity is also necessary to engage the discursive regimes 
that hold something like the prison, as social institution, in place. But 
what does it mean to theorize collective thought and experience—and 
what prevents these from remaining trapped in a disembodied and pro-
foundly anonymous speech? To answer these questions, I will argue that 
the GIP sought to challenge a political order framed most obviously on 
jurisdictional terms; it also sought to leverage, ultimately unsuccess-
fully, its collective voice to rework the terms of order itself. 

 Rejecting a biographical approach to the GIP allows the f luid 
dynamics of the GIP to come into view and emphasizes its turn toward 
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those regimes that organize speech and action. These dynamics, and 
the traces left in the GIP’s written and photographic archives, suggest 
a group defined by its efforts to establish a novel space of inquiry, one 
that makes its tactical interventions into a different sort of work—the 
work of carving out a differently mediated political space. After all, the 
group’s founding serves as a pivot point in the militantism of the 1960s 
and 1970s, and especially a turn away from a fractured party-based 
political organization. When a number of Maoists from the illegal 
Gauche Prol é tarienne were imprisoned for selling the party newspaper, 
 La Cause du peuple ,  9   they quickly found themselves on hunger strike 
to be recognized as political prisoners (a claim that would afford them 
certain privileges and protections apart from the general population).  10   
As activist and sociologist Daniel Defert, charged with preparing papers 
for their legal appearances, became more generally aware of the execra-
ble prison conditions, he reached out to a number of persons to propose 
a broader investigation into carceral conditions.  11   Thus emerged the 
GIP. What began as a prototypical militant provocation led to a group 
of intellectuals, judges, doctors, and social workers working alongside 
detainees so as to allow the investigated to become the investigators. 
Recent work has sought to capture this shift in politics and inquiry by 
rethinking French politics of the period under the sign of the police 
and regimes of jurisdiction. The emphasis thus falls on policing and 
prisons as those sites putatively “apart” from political order even as they 
are profoundly constitutive of it.  12   Prison’s ordering of space, its mate-
rial conditions, the barbed relations between guards and prisoners, all 
might lend themselves to the same interpretive register. An emphasis 
on police order immediately raises questions of how to provoke critique 
less of specific officials and policies than of the terms of political order 
itself. 

 Police order is most obviously an order of jurisdiction: an order that 
demarcates spatially the array of legal and illegal actions and the distri-
bution of bodies. Kristin Ross vivifies this aspect of 1968 by underscor-
ing the repetitive image of the  matraque , or police baton, wielded by a 
police officer, one that dominated student-made posters of the period.  13   
Published somewhat later (in the mid-1970s), Foucault’s own academic 
work on discipline and surveillance came to be framed on such juris-
dictional terms, terms that toy with the legality and illegality of differ-
ent spaces.  Discipline and Punish  emphasizes the spatial organization 
first of prisons and then of modern society, a spatial organization that 
became overlaid with moral order. No static display of hierarchy, these 
jurisdictional concerns come with their own undulating movements. 
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Though not a member of the GIP, Jacques Ranci è re glosses these when 
he later writes:

  The police say there is nothing to see on a road, that there is nothing to 
do but move along. It asserts that the space of circulating is nothing other 
than the space of circulation. Politics, in contrast, is transforming this 
space of “moving-along” into a space for the appearance of a subject: that 
is, the people, the workers, the citizens. It consists in refiguring the space, 
of what there is to do there, what is to be seen or named therein.  14     

 Across these moments—from  matraque  to the spatial power of the 
police to Ranci è re’s space of circulation—emerges a gradual connection 
of political space and subjectivities. Yet many of the most radical think-
ers and activists around political change—from Marcus Garvey and 
W. E. B. Du Bois, to Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X in the 
United States, and Frantz Fanon in decolonizing France—frame politi-
cal order so as to reveal constitutive tensions that create a fundamental 
friction between political and social subjectivities. That many of these 
same thinkers were themselves formed in part by time in actual prisons 
only underscores this point. These frictions undermine, precede, exceed 
the containing power of police order and suggest a legitimizing ground 
not captured by the terms of jurisdiction. 

 Ranci è re’s gloss remains powerful in part because it captures some-
thing of the materiality of such jurisdictions, and the work required 
either to manifest or disrupt the usual subjectivities. Refracted through 
media coverage, the prison continues to be construed as “a space in per-
petual tension in which multiple maneuvers and transactions play out, 
so as to maintain a precarious equilibrium between war and peace.”  15   
Seemingly, the prison serves as the material site of whichever struggles 
are already at play, albeit more covertly, on the public stage. These juris-
dictions anchor in place those social roles that would allow for public 
space to be domesticated, cultivated, inhabited. Appeals to prison and 
police order, however, oddly stabilize the GIP as a political movement 
that consciously sought to destabilize, and these same appeals would 
render mute any challenge to those mores alternately authoritarian or 
more silently coercive. How, then, should we grapple with the GIP’s 
efforts to tap a social and symbolic domain not entirely contained 
within a police order? 

 Already, May 1968 and its aftermath had begun to disrupt any easy 
coincidence of space, moral order, and social role. One might then 
complicate Ranci è re’s analysis by noting that, as these social roles col-
lapse, the stabilizing power of jurisdiction itself begins to disintegrate. 
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Ross provocatively claims that, “What has come to be called ‘the 
events of May’ consisted mainly in students ceasing to function as stu-
dents, workers as workers, and farmers as farmers: May was a crisis in 
functionalism.”  16   Amid these jurisdictional unsettlements, speech and 
the conditions of utterance come to play a different role in the com-
position not just of public space but also of political events. The rela-
tionships mediated by the usual social roles come to shift as they are 
interrupted by   é nonc é s  that exceed the usual discursive regimes. If the 
 matraque  figures an authority premised on a presumptively legitimate 
hierarchy and visible brutality, then students could be said to counter 
this image with their own, anonymous slogans peppered across the city, 
the most famous of which is  C’est interdit d’ interdire  (It’s forbidden to 
forbid). Such open-ended, diffuse claims would seem to evade the usual 
terms of legitimation and to trouble the usual ways of seeing and saying. 
They challenge jurisdictional efforts to limit the terms on which speech 
is exchanged and audible. 

 After all, by the terms of the regime of jurisdiction, speech is the 
adversarial speech of combat in which two parties face off as in a court-
room; one might think of the official tribunal at Lens and the popular 
countertribunal organized by Sartre.  17   Or such speech is that not-quite-
quelled by a police order, a speech forced onto the impersonal terms 
of an anonymity rooted in its seeming rootlessness.  18   Here one might 
think not just of the student slogans that caption the images of 1968, 
but also the irruption of manifestos, tracts, and pamphlets, as well as 
the anonymous commentaries of philosopher and psychoanalyst Didier 
Anzieu, Foucault (writing as “Louis Appert” and “Maurice Florence”), 
and others.  19   Through its anonymity, the force of this speech surges 
forward but risks dissipation; the undulating movements of police cir-
culation channel it and render it indirect, not quite able to interpellate a 
clear audience. Thus, despite the numerous student manifestos from the 
period—gathered into the voluminous  Journal de la commune  é tudiante  
edited by classicists and later GIP members Alain Schnapp and Pierre 
Vidal-Naquet—questions of jurisdiction come to overshadow those of 
speech.  20   

 Returning to the GIP, two sets of challenges emerge: the challenge 
of engaging anonymous speech and that of refiguring usual social roles 
and hierarchies from within their state of collapse. The functional roles 
of “student, worker, and farmer” mentioned above might no longer 
shorthand a Gaullist idea of France; the materialist presence of these 
bodies-out-of-place might instead begin to dislocate these social spaces 
and practices. The political work at hand was not only one of disloca-
tion, but also the framing of new publics. Such halting changes work 
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toward a reconsideration of the normative truths on which order rests 
and the relationships through which they are refracted. Perhaps Foucault 
had this change in mind when he uses “veridiction” and “jurisdiction” 
jointly to describe his analysis of a “regime of practices” with “practices 
being considered as the site of imbrication of what one says and what 
one does, of the rules imposed on oneself and of the reasons given, of 
projects and evidence.”  21   Backing away from framing the GIP’s space 
of action and inquiry only on terms of jurisdiction makes it possible to 
attend as well to regimes of  veridiction , or those regimes that govern 
what is recognized as truth. The GIP thus works the interval between 
site and incitement to speech. 

 Despite the power of resignifying politics as police order, to empha-
size the regime of jurisdiction alone is to too quickly resettle challenges 
to its organizational logic as more settled and coherent than these 
unruly practices were. Specifically, this singular emphasis leaves unex-
plained both the origins of the values it is charged with enforcing, or 
the everyday relationships that sustain its speech. Challenges to norms 
and social relations must find their articulacy in reference to a knowl-
edge and set of practices distinct from political boundaries. Broadening 
one’s view of the aftermath of  les  é v é nements de ’68  makes visible both a 
variety of interpretive responses that skitter across multiple registers as 
well as the GIP’s particular insistence on questions of voice and autho-
rization. By refusing to rely only or even primarily on such actions as 
hunger strikes and claims for political status, the GIP alters the register 
in which its actions might be understood. Too easily, such actions might 
devolve into the grievances of a particular prison, a set of inmates, a 
class of prisoner—and so become framed either on particularist terms 
(of seeking privileged protection) or on humanistic terms (of render-
ing incarceration more tolerable for those who inf lict it but leaving the 
norm of punishment intact). As it turns out, these issues arose after 
the hostage-taking of two prison workers at Clairvaux, when detainees 
across the penitentiary system—but most visibly in the 1971–72 revolt 
at Toul—realized that to pursue individual plaints or efforts at escape 
would be to undo the collective project.  22   By contrast, a turn toward 
regimes of veridiction highlights those personal relationships that con-
strue social forms—from guard/prisoner to doctor/patient, to  ma î tre /
student—as well as the distinctions between truth and falsity that orga-
nize a community. 

 I argue that by emphasizing these questions of voice, authoriza-
tion, and publicity, the GIP illuminates the regime of veridiction that 
intersects with that of jurisdiction. In so doing, it differently orga-
nizes and connects information, knowledge, and critique so as to 
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disorder existing discourses that humanistically move, like Vasseur’s 
account, from experience to expertise to public scandal. This disorder-
ing also seeks to wrench speech onto different terms. Constituted as 
a  groupe d’ information  to distinguish it from the more usual, judicial 
form of a  commission d’enqu ê te ,  23   the GIP took inspiration from those 
Marxist inquiries into everyday events associated with the Gauche 
Prol é tarienne, even as it took leave of an Enlightenment faith in public 
reason. This interpretive approach makes clearer sense of the decision 
to move beyond classic tactics such as the hunger strike, as well as 
the GIP’s insistence on speaking with a collective voice (rather than 
from personal autobiography, for example). Foucault argues that the 
emphasis on analysis “insisted at the same time on the collective expe-
rience of thought and on the need for detainees to take the f loor.”  24   
The multiple insistences on collective thought and “taking the f loor” 
( une prise de la parole ) were to become a constant motif of the GIP and 
constantly invoked in its public events and printed materials.  25   “Our 
problem,” explained Foucault in an interview, “is in some manner to 
get detainees to speak, to give detainees the right to speak for the first 
time, I think.”  26   Less an inclusion of new voices, such “seized speech” 
is also a move away from speech as adversarial combat and toward the 
creation of a new regime of veridiction that might apprehend audiences 
and claims differently.  27   

 The result promises a more complex picture of the intersection of 
regimes of jurisdiction and veridiction. In moments of destabilized 
jurisdictions, the prison exemplifies, as Deleuze will later argue, an 
order “of saying and seeing, discursive practices and forms of self-evi-
dence,” which entails that one activity is visible and that another is not, 
that some words “are heard as discourse and others as noise.”  28   To focus 
on the shift between discourse and noise is to unsettle the values that 
orient community by unsettling the cultural interlocutors who medi-
ate public values and social practices. For his own part, when speaking 
about his activism and scholarship during a 1978 roundtable on pris-
ons, Foucault states: “To eventialize singular ensembles of practices, 
to make them appear as different regimes of jurisdiction and veridic-
tion—this is, on extremely barbaric terms, what I would like to do.”  29   
Such an intervention—one that cuts to the heart of historical analysis 
and political critique—further alters what might count as an archive 
through which to understand incarceration and so alters the touchstone 
by which one examines truth claims and truth-telling practices. By 
these terms, the GIP seeks political opportunities to wrest such “seized 
speech” onto new claim-making terms and to compose a context that 
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would make this speech newly audible to existing audiences. Already 
liminal to any conventional public sphere, the prisoners abandoned the 
expert credentialing that anchors usual speech, and instead sought to 
highlight the extreme difficulty in constituting, let alone authorizing, 
political claims. As the next section will demonstrate, the GIP was less 
successful at engaging the social forms that haunt the process of autho-
rization itself.  

  III   Anonymous Speech, Truth-Telling, and 
Regimes of Veridiction 

 What would it mean to think protest on irreducibly collective terms of 
action and authority? One of the challenges of theorizing resolutely at 
the level of collective organization and speech is that the commitment 
to political practice cuts against the impulse to record. Artifacts of the 
GIP’s activities have become remarkably f luid and f leeting. For all that 
this volume of writings speaks to recent and forthcoming translations of 
the GIP’s written documents, the same writings collected in  Le Groupe 
d’ information sur les prisons: Archives d’une lutte, 1970–1972  have gone 
out of print in France.  30   And the volume  Une Journ é e particuli è re , which 
made use of a photographic archive deposited within the Biblioth è que 
Nationale de France, never found a wide audience (despite being a 
bilingual publication).  31   But these f leeting moments of near-anonymity 
prove telling. Philippe Arti è res, editor for both volumes, notes that  

  these largely little-known archives do not highlight Michel Foucault the 
person: the philosopher does not pose for them and he is often blurred 
or shown from behind. They show something else: an “  é v é nement ,” or 
political demonstration, in action. In them, the photographer captures 
the tiny details which essentially reveal a typically “Foucauldian” pres-
ence in a rally where he is only one of many protagonists.  32     

 With these  clich é s  (snapshots), Elie Kagan—a photographer noted for 
his images of the 1961 Algerian massacre in Paris and other moments 
of collective action—sought something other than a  J’accuse!  confron-
tation with power. Thinking in terms of the   é v é nement  makes it pos-
sible to catch traces of an only faintly audible speech as it seeks out 
an audience and discloses those relationships that shape and constrain 
its reverberation in various forums. Kagan’s photos are notable, then, 
for disclosing relations of power rather than personalities. Opening 
such a space requires two, imperfectly coincidental efforts: the prising 
apart of the existing regime of veridiction—what I call “disordering 
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discourse”—as well as the transformation of the resulting spaces into 
ones in which claims might become differently audible. 

 In the first instance, such a different kind of speech aims to trans-
valorize the usual divide made between discourse and noise above. 
Foucault argues that “the aim of internment is not only to punish, but 
also to impose by constraint a certain model of behavior as well as norms 
[ acceptations ]: the values and the norms of society.”  33   How should a pub-
lic audience approach a collective speech that seeks to evade the usual 
roles of interpretation? Here, the writings of GIP members offer some 
guidance. One of the reasons for the GIP’s resolute insistence on the 
collective nature of the group, its thought, and experience was to ren-
der its claims in such a way that they became irreducible to individual 
intentions or ideological effects. Retrospectively, Foucault explains that 
by moving from a singular event toward discerning the broader pro-
cesses that frame it, one arrives at “a polyhedron of intelligibility the 
number of whose faces cannot be given in advance.”  34   By slowly decon-
structing the putatively internal relations of an event—the policies reg-
ulating incarceration, for example—the greater is the ability to identify 
the web of external relations that exceed and yet condition this event.  35   
If understanding, as Foucault argues in the section on “Method” in 
 History of Sexuality, Volume 1 , derives from an immanent analysis of 
relations of power and the effecting of strategems, then any disorder-
ing speech would need to call attention to the ensemble of relations of 
power rather than to the individuals lodged within these. After all, as 
Gilles Deleuze will later claim, the prison is intolerable not because it 
is unjust but “because it was imperceptible.”  36   By keeping the focus on 
collective voice and action, the GIP sought to insist on the amplification 
of prisoners’ voices in public spaces. The near-anonymity of the early 
claims was not because nobody spoke but because no one listened.  37   A 
context did not yet exist that would oblige listeners, both practically 
and normatively, to attend to these claims and be interpellated by them 
as an audience. 

 In carving out a new form of speech and a new public, then, the GIP 
sought to circulate information among prisoners’ families, to constitute 
this everyday information into something more formally cognizable as 
knowledge, and then to place it in circulation.  38   Significantly, then, 
the GIP’s first project was to circulate a question(naire) rather than an 
edict, manifesto, et cetera—and with questions formulated by former 
detainees about prison conditions and life more broadly speaking. It 
opened from a position of critique. The GIP’s appeal was not to the 
umpire of public opinion but to the inarticulate desire for a different 
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kind of public space and speech. In a manifesto published by  La Cause 
du peuple , Defert (writing for the GIP) explains:

  This means that the questions are not neutral, external, or impartial. 
What matters is whatever detainees want to make known, by saying it 
themselves. The point is to transfer to them the right and the possi-
bility to speak about prisons . . . the questions were really addressed by 
detainees, to detainees. And responding to the questionnaire is an act 
of solidarity, of struggle against the censorship and silence imposed by 
punishment.  39     

 Answers to the questionnaire—ranging from “autobiographies, inti-
mate journals, fragments of stories”  40  —began to serve as a new lode-
stone of experience that might serve as a common point of reference. 
Disconnected from any political platform or ideology, this speech 
sought instead to illuminate the intersection of punishment and claim-
making, and so to disorder the informal ways in which speech is usually 
counted and discounted. On veridictional terms, truth-telling prac-
tices must be slowly cultivated by searching out speakers, testing their 
claims, and seeking a publicity that would sustain a knowledge born 
of common experience rather than one authorized from above.  41   On 
jurisdictional terms, the first contests over authorization emerge from 
the move to sidestep the officialdom of prison administration. If “these 
facts were known only within circumscribed milieus,”  42   then any trans-
fer of “the right and possibility to speak”  43   will be parried. Differently 
authored and authorized claims necessitate the delegitimation of one 
truth- telling regime and an amplification of those claims that have not 
yet found an audience nor settled the terms of exchange. Thus the GIP 
moves alternately to contest the regimes of jurisdiction and the veridic-
tional terms that would differently settle these contests. 

 A speech whose anonymity derived in part from its excess—its inabil-
ity to be contained within the usual social roles—gains voice through 
its consistent appeal to new collectives that might generate new social 
forms. As Foucault states in an interview, “The political or non-political 
character of an action is no longer determined by the sole end of this 
action but by the  form , the manner in which objects, problems, distur-
bances and sufferings . . . are politicized.”  44   By enabling the public to 
hear the voice of detainees, and the detainees to authorize claims in their 
own name, it becomes possible to disrupt the usual pairings of guard/
prisoner and police/criminal. Potentially, the social forms that encase 
and regulate what can count as speech lose their functionality. Tackling 
these pairings—and the symbolic social forms they embody—was the 
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GIP’s second challenge as outlined above. But what interventions might 
directly illuminate and rework such social forms? 

 Tackling this question requires first identifying the relationships and 
roles that constitute social forms within a society; and second, examin-
ing how individuals learn to live in relation to that norm, contained and 
contoured by these relationships. In an interview with  The Tunisian Press , 
Foucault clarifies that the GIP addressed itself not to the penal adminis-
tration, but directly to former detainees and by “entering ourselves into 
illegality” (namely, they sought to contact current detainees under false 
pretense).  45   Illegality, or the refusal to modify one’s actions in response 
to governing norms, becomes here an effort first to seize such a norm 
and then to redirect its effects. In the first instance, illegality makes 
certain comportments newly visible as “complicity” or the participation 
in unjust order. Such illegality subtly shifts agency toward those who 
transgress by interrupting the circuit that usually binds police surveil-
lance and prison and shapes the figure of the “delinquent.”  46   If prison 
and police view illegalities as a field through which to survey, isolate, 
and define delinquency  ex post facto , then “entering into illegality” can 
be understood as seeking out this f luid field from (an admittedly weak) 
solidarity and then acting so as to reverse the direction of surveillance. 
Many initial GIP movements are better understood as ways to build 
new social ties, while seeking out moral frameworks whose content and 
effects might be repurposed. When the GIP later urges, “Let us become 
intolerant towards prisons, justice, the hospital system, psychiatric ser-
vice, military service,”  47   it calls attention to a set of social institutions 
that encase formative relationships and give substance to the roles they 
embody. Its first intolerance-inquiry opens by citing those “courts, 
prisons, hospitals, psychiatric hospitals, occupational medicine, uni-
versities, press organizations and information centers;” indicating that 
“through all these institutions and under different guises, an oppression 
is exercised that is, at its root, a political oppression.” The language 
that follows begins by identifying these as work sites, their inquiries 
as “instruments the proletariat formed in the 19th century,” and then 
charts “the play of social hierarchies and divergent economic interests” 
that crack open these roles and allow them to be, slowly, articulated on 
different terms.  48   Initially such changes required backing away from 
official language as well as a class language that had become empty and 
ideological. “We are involuntarily serving the repression of the prole-
tariat,” wrote a detainee from Turin, a claim then publicized in a speech 
given by Defert.  49   Casting about for a language to signal the asymme-
tries of organization, without succumbing to hierarchy, the GIP comes 
to adopt a more open-ended appeal to “delegates—both leaders and 
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spokespersons”  50  —that instead framed these roles as ones of reciprocity 
and exchange rather than representation. The confusion of investigated 
and investigators, of speakers and audience, and of delegates and lead-
ers, becomes a deliberate means to illuminate and challenge the implicit 
hierarchies that organize social life. 

 By detaching claims from the existing normative framework and try-
ing to cultivate both a different knowledge and its husbandry within a 
different set of social practices, the GIP’s statements might eventually 
serve as the sort of   é nonc é   that works to disorder existing discourse. The 
group’s deployment of cultural celebrity to generate media attention 
thus becomes a means to remediate existing social relations while also 
getting publicity for these efforts. The staging of GIP press conferences, 
manifestos, and so on, very deliberately sought to invoke one public con-
text and to divert it toward the creation of a new public forum. To undo 
the standard talking head format of press conferences, Foucault spoke 
to the press quasi-illicitly in the Cour du Vend ô me (beneath the win-
dow of minister of justice Ren é  Pleven), within the walls of a tribunal, 
and publicized a hunger strike at the Chapelle Saint-Bernard—always 
reading the claims of others rather than speaking in his own voice. The 
resulting audio and video montage composes a very different media 
scene, finagles a place for noisome voices, and thus works to create a dif-
ferent media effect on audiences. Thus the GIP “utilized the know-how 
[ savoir-faire ] of intellectuals, their speaking-ability [ savoir-parler ] and 
their knowledge [ savoir ] of how to be heard, in order to inform, but they 
were only the amplifiers of a sincerity and of a conviction provided by 
the presence of detainees.”  51   The GIP’s early visibility—associated with 
the staid institution of the press conference and the well-worn public 
intellectual—sought to leverage the play between delegitimation and 
amplification. Iteration, though, of these words in different forms less-
ens the charge of self-promotion and makes the “seized speech” more 
than acts of ventriloquy. Such “seized speech” becomes transformed 
with the re-articulations and insertions into different contexts. 

 Seized speech thus seeks to overcome the previous inaudibility that 
left earlier claims near-anonymous, and sheds light on a different form 
of anonymity. To engage with “the public” and with “public opinion” 
is to counter public opinion’s own anonymity, the anonymity of claims 
made in the impersonal, third-person register of “they say.” The preface 
to  Le journal de la commune  é tudiante  saw in the texts of 1968 an effort 
to shuck off any impersonal ideal “who didn’t speak but through whom 
‘they’ spoke, ‘they’ thought, the ‘they’ that seemed to be a mythical 
transposition of the rational machine. . . . The May revolution restored 
first to the students and then to all the other victims of this ‘state of 
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affairs,’ the right to speak out . . . ‘They’ were the biggest victims of the 
May revolution, which does not mean, of course, that they were absent 
from it.”  52   The anonymity in play during 1968 and its aftermath now 
comes into clearer focus; it could be read as an effort to show up the 
anonymity that holds social prejudice in place, without foreclosing the 
voices shaping a new public forum, or prematurely authorizing some 
viewpoints by virtue of the speaker’s cultural status. If public discourses 
seek to sustain a set of practices, then these practices themselves must be 
rooted in a habit without voice. The GIP’s experiments with the context 
and content of press conferences, interviews, and other forms of public 
speech sought alternately to vocalize these challenges to old, untested 
judgments while also testing the vocative strength of others. 

 From the GIP’s deft staging of public context, to the “seized speech” 
of detainees, to its counter to the anonymous speech of habit, emerges a 
game of hide-and-seek between regimes of jurisdiction and veridiction. 
Each regime struggled over the terms of voice, authorization, and pub-
licity either by emphasizing discourse (veridiction) or political practices 
(jurisdiction), and so each resisted and reinforced the other. The GIP 
writes, “Some information about prisons is certainly accepted and solic-
ited by power. The sort of information that lets power hide other infor-
mation coming from detainees and hide the movement that, since the 
January hunger strike, resounds outside but also inside the prisons.”  53   
Halting this game requires targeted, specific interventions to freeze 
the dynamics in play, make them publicly visible, and alter their terms 
even if ever so slightly. Blanket condemnations would only leave the 
game intact. In a sharply worded exchange with high-school students 
involved in left militancy, Foucault retorts that not all forms of power, 
knowledge, and justice can be countered so simply. The challenge of 
counterpower is to find a way to respond to it that makes apparent “the 
manner in which one exercises it—and which must be visible, solemn, 
symbolic—and returns only to the power that one actually exercises, and 
not to another that is not actually in play at the moment.”  54   That claim 
resonates with his earlier analysis of the popular tribunal at Lens that 
turned the dispute into “a power of information” and sought to chal-
lenge the monopoly of the official trial. In this case, Foucault argues, 
“One has thus exercised two important powers, the one of knowing 
truth and the other of diffusing it.”  55   Such hide-and-seek between prac-
tices and discourse, power and knowledge, content and form, suggests 
that strategies of unmasking risk becoming political shell games. Only 
when the very play between form and content is targeted can the genre 
be revealed as such. 
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 The stumbling block of the GIP becomes viciously clear. The dis-
ordering of discourse does not easily or obviously engender the sec-
ond challenge highlighted above: the transformation of these hard-won 
spaces into ones in which prisoner claims become differently audible. 
Efforts to either disrupt certain relationships (police/criminal; guard/
prisoner) or to change the terms of authorization need to confront how 
even bystanders participate in them in some way. The stakes of these 
attacks on the social forms that haunt the prison are most visible in 
the prison response to a presentation of demands: that of “trying to 
make the distinction between leaders and led”  56   so as to reimpose a 
punishment regime of sanctions on the worst offenders—“worst” by 
virtue of being leaders. Yet, for any changes in prison policy to be more 
than procedural, these relationships need to be revalorized on terms 
that affect those on the outside as well. Following Vasseur’s account, 
six prisoners from La Sant é  collectively wrote a letter to the editor that 
recast the “juicy details” of her claims about hygiene, homosexuality, 
and violence in terms of broad trends in French culture. “It remains 
to be known if French society,” they challenged, “is ready for a debate 
bearing on the conditions of detention, without dissembling and with-
out hypocrisy.”  57   One might further insist: What would it mean for 
those on the outside to become carceral subjects—poked, prodded, 
investigated on the nature of their commitments to political order, and 
the costs they’re willing—or not—to bear? The GIP’s initial goal was 
for “there not to be too much difference between the inquirers and their 
subjects . . . That the prisoners communicate amongst themselves. That 
the prisoners communicate with public opinion.”  58   At this juncture of 
jurisdiction and veridiction, bystander response is crucial. To the extent 
that these silent audiences lose the impersonality that insulates them 
from words and deeds authorized in their name—to the extent that the 
dysfunctionalism of roles disables the usual response, this audience can 
challenge the presumptive legitimacy of order.  

  IV   Conclusion 

 In light of this brief reading of the GIP, and its efforts to disorder public 
discourse around prisons and the order they sustain, one might extend 
its impulse forward less to other reform movements (however necessary 
and laudable their work) and instead to the changing genre of prison 
writing. Always a profoundly unstable genre—as missives from the mar-
gins, it can never rely on stable organizing conventions—the intended 
or imagined audiences silently change across the genre. This genre has 



218  ●  Nancy Luxon

existed historically in many forms, from the letters of those detained at 
the Bastille, to the testimonies surrounding Pierre Rivi è re, to the early 
criminology of the conservative Alexandre Lacassagne, to the autobio-
graphical accounts of deviance penned by the incarcerated, intended 
for Lacassagne and more recently assembled by Philippe Arti è res in the 
 Livre des vies coupables . More recently, one might indicate Mumia Abu-
Jamal’s  Jailhouse Lawyers  and  Doing Time , along with the serial volumes 
of the San Quentin Prison University Project. Such writings offer a 
challenge to their readers by placing a heavy burden on them: the bur-
den of composing an interpretive frame both for these books’ contents, 
but also for any subsequent political response. 

 In different ways, this genre is predicated on upending received prej-
udices about the incapacities of prisoners held by the reading public. 
They rely heavily on interpretive apparatuses (including introductions by 
scholars or activists) to frame and contextualize the writings for reading 
audiences. Simply disrupting these prejudices, however, might well fall 
within the critique of prison revolts made above: these disruptive efforts 
might prompt discomfort at tolerating the conditions of imprisonment 
rather than the political order it sustains. But these writings also reveal 
certain thematics that reduce neither to the personal investments of the 
authors, nor to a humanistic project. One might take the San Quentin 
title  Is It Safe? , a title that initially seems at odds with the ref lective 
impressionistic pieces within, essays that probe mostly memories of life 
on the outside. The contrast, however, between a title that marks the 
binary of security/danger, and contents that bespeak the everyday, sug-
gests something different. While the security/danger binary might be 
seen to trouble the geographies of inside/outside prison—and so return 
to questions of jurisdiction—the title question is more elliptical. Who 
utters the question, and to whom is it addressed? What happens when a 
detainee seeks to arrest another with a question premised on, authorized 
by, the promise of vulnerability? And how does the promise of safety 
threaten to render speech anonymous and in need of new social institu-
tions and forms to make it audible? 

 These questions demand much from the reader and evade easy 
answers. But to leave the demand as one placed on a reader, rather than 
a political audience, is to lose sight of the GIP’s efforts to make such 
questions into grounds for political rather than readerly engagement. 
Doing so requires constantly highlighting the impersonal authority of 
“they say”; countering that anonymity empowered by pressing speech 
and power together into prejudice; and wrenching a “seized speech” 
into a context where its very different anonymity can become audible 
and heeded.       
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     PART IV 

 Present: The Prison and Its Future(s) 



  CHAPTER 12 

 Beyond Guilt and Innocence: 
The Creaturely Politics of Prisoner 

Resistance Movements   

    Lisa   Guenther    

   What does it mean to struggle against a system that is capable of 
crushing you? A system whose resources far outmatch your own: 
armed with weapons, with state power, and with multiple discourses 
of justice, security, and efficiency? What does it mean to struggle 
against a system that is beyond accountability, in part because it 
claims the right to hold individuals accountable for their own actions 
and choices? What does it mean—and what role does meaning play 
in this struggle? 

 These are questions for anyone who finds themself in a society that is 
structured by domination. But they are especially pressing questions for 
people who are incarcerated. These are the people from whom “society 
must be defended!”  1   They are the “dangerous individuals” who must be 
contained, controlled, and incapacitated so that the rest of us may be 
safe and prosperous.  2   What does it mean to organize collective political 
resistance from this position, and what can we who are not (yet  3  ) incar-
cerated learn from prisoner-led movements about our own position in a 
carceral society, our capacity to resist this position, and our responsibil-
ity to join with others in struggles for decarceration? 

 I will take up these questions in relation to the prison activism 
of the Groupe d’information sur les prisons (GIP), which helped to 
 organize and support prisoner resistance in France from 1970 to 1973, 
and the California prison hunger strikes (2011–2013), which were orga-
nized by prisoners in the Pelican Bay SHU Short Corridor Collective 
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and supported by a Prisoner Hunger Strike Solidarity network whose 
mission was to “amplify . . . the voices of CA prisoners on hunger strike.”  4   
While these movements emerged in different political and historical 
contexts, with different motivations and dynamics, a study of their 
points of intersection helps to disclose the way resistance emerges in a 
carceral state where prisoners are disqualified in advance from political 
agency, and yet nevertheless manage to act politically. The organization 
of effective resistance behind bars is, by most accounts, impossible; and 
yet it happens, and the way it happens is instructive for anyone who 
finds themself in an impossible situation. 

 In what follows, I will explore different moments of emergent politi-
cal resistance in the GIP and the California prison hunger strikes, 
including: a perception of the intolerable; the opening of a discursive 
space in which the intolerable may be articulated as such; the decision 
to stop tolerating it; the development of a shared critique of the sys-
tems that produce the intolerable; the concatenation of common inter-
ests to resist and dismantle those systems; the formulation of collective 
demands addressed to power itself; the declaration and affirmation of 
rights, in advance of their official recognition; and the proleptic perfor-
mance of collective liberation.  5   

 These moments are not “stages” of political struggle that unfold in 
a linear or even a dialectical pattern; they are not even moments in the 
sense of a temporal unit that arises and then passes away. Rather, they 
refer to meaningful turning points in the emergence and amplifica-
tion of collective resistance movements. These moments may appear 
simultaneously or sequentially; they may emerge and repeat themselves 
with different rhythms and different patterns of syncopation.  6   Because 
resistance movements are precisely that: movements to which embod-
ied creatures bring their needs, desires, voices, and capacities, as well 
as their confusions and frustrations, their messy pasts and uncertain 
futures. 

 Prisoner-led resistance movements are particularly complicated, 
given the scope and intensity of state violence to which prisoners are 
subjected, and given the pervasiveness of moral discourses deployed 
by prison reformers and apologists alike. Ultimately, the condition for 
effective resistance to carceral power is a movement beyond good and 
evil, and beyond the moral-legal categories of guilt and innocence. This 
calls for both a rejection of moral discourses on “compassion,” “empa-
thy,” and “tolerance,” and an affirmation of the creaturely politics of 
active intolerance and intercorporeal solidarity.  7   

 In this chapter, I will focus on three key moments in the struggle 
of the GIP and of the Pelican Bay SHU Short Corridor Collective: the 
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opening of a discursive space for questioning the prison system and 
calling for resistance and solidarity; the emergence of a community 
of resistance through the performative declaration and affirmation of 
rights that one does not (yet) have; and the simultaneous focus on “little 
things” or creaturely demands that situates the collective demand for 
rights in a radical political framework that contests and displaces the 
liberal assumption that, in order to be a political animal, one must rise 
above “mere” animality. The movement from inarticulate grumbling 
or whimpering, to a collective articulation of the intolerable, and ulti-
mately toward active intolerance, is not a movement of transcendence 
from the animal to the human, or from apolitical passivity to political 
action, but rather an intensification of the creaturely needs, desires, and 
capacities that motivate and sustain political life as such.  

  I   Questioning and Calling 

 The mission of the GIP was “To Inquire and To Fight.”  8   Like the Prisoner 
Hunger Strike Solidarity network in California, the GIP sought to relay 
and amplify the voices of prisoners or detainees [ d é tenus ].  9   Their mani-
festo affirms: “What matters is whatever detainees want to make known, 
by saying it themselves. The point is to transfer to them the right and the 
possibility to speak about prisons. To say what only they have the power 
to say.”  10   Scholars such as Gayatri Spivak and Cecile Brich have ques-
tioned whether it is possible, or even desirable, for outside intellectuals 
to relay the voices of detainees without presuming to represent them or 
to speak on their behalf.  11   These are important questions, but I am more 
interested in tracking the emergence of a discursive space—however 
fragile and problematic—for inquiring into carceral power and for fight-
ing it, both behind prison walls and across them. How do conversations 
about carceral power begin, and how do they enable a shift from mute 
suffering to complaint, analysis, and active intolerance? In this section, I 
will examine the discursive space opened up by the GIP’s questionnaire 
and by everyday conversation in the Pelican Bay State Prison SHU.  12   

 In early 1971, the GIP created a questionnaire in consultation with 
former detainees and distributed thousands of copies in prisons across 
France. A questionnaire is an ambivalent form of technology. Every 
question is motivated by interests and desires; someone asks a question 
because they want to know something, and they want to know because 
there is something at stake, something to be lost or gained by know-
ing or not knowing. Depending on how it is structured and utilized, 
by whom and for whom, and to what end, a questionnaire can func-
tion as a tool for reinforcing existing power relations or for challenging 
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them. A questionnaire that asks whether the respondent prefers Coke 
or Pepsi excludes the possibility of rejecting both options and tethers 
the agency of the respondent to the demands of the questioner. But 
an open-ended questionnaire, administered by and for a community 
of those who want to find out what they might have in common, seeks 
to amplify the collective agency of respondents, in part by constituting 
them as a collective subject of inquiry (in both senses of the genitive). 
Such a questionnaire invites the reader to become a writer as well as a 
reader: an active participant in a (still loose and informal) community 
of inquiry.  13   

 Outside intellectuals in the GIP wanted to know what was intoler-
able in prison, perhaps because they perceived something intolerable 
about their own position in a carceral society. The GIP’s manifesto 
begins with these words:

  None of us is sure to escape prison. Today less than ever . . . Little informa-
tion is published on prisons; it is one of the hidden regions of our social 
system, one of the black boxes of our life. We have the right to know, 
and we want to know. This is why, with magistrates, lawyers, journalists, 
doctors, and psychologists, we have formed a  Groupe d’ information sur 
les prisons .  14     

 Far from acting as a neutral relay-point for the voices of people inside, 
the outsiders who helped to create, distribute, and publish responses to 
the GIP’s questionnaire brought their own interests and desires to the 
emerging conversation. They also shared their own perception of the 
intolerable, as Foucault did in this 1971 interview:

  I am here to receive, to disseminate, and to elicit documents when-
ever necessary. Simply put, I perceive the intolerable. The blandness 
of the soup or the coldness of winter is relatively bearable. But to 
imprison an individual just because he has a run-in with justice, that is 
unacceptable!  15     

 What is marked as intolerable here is the common-sense logic that 
those who transgress the law should be punished with detention, where 
detention means “the privation of the freedom to leave, the freedom 
to act ordinarily within one’s family and work environment.”  16   This 
account of detention as literally detaining someone, preventing them 
from leaving the space of the prison and dwelling in their accustomed 
spaces of family and work, helps to shift the focus from the prisoner as a 
moral subject to the prison system as a mechanism for detaining people, 
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holding them back, wasting their time and restricting their movement 
through space, preventing them from getting on with their lives. But 
what do detainees find intolerable? And would they so readily downplay 
the importance of bland soup or cold winters? 

 The GIP’s distribution of an open-ended questionnaire asking detain-
ees themselves to name and describe the intolerable opened up a discur-
sive space of inquiry that was both shaped by the interests and desires 
of the questioner, and also open to being refigured by the interests and 
desires of those who are questioned. For a detainee to respond to such 
a questionnaire at the risk of being penalized by prison staff is “an act 
of solidarity, of struggle against the censorship and silence imposed by 
punishment.”  17   It is an ethical opening to what Levinas calls “veritable 
conversation,” which for him is the condition for a meaningful sense 
of social justice.  18   To take up someone’s question and to make it your 
own is to literally entertain their interests and desires, at the risk of 
having one’s own interests and desires co-opted or annihilated. There is 
nothing in this ethical opening that guarantees the emergence or ampli-
fication of collective agency, much less collective liberation. And yet, 
the mere act of inclining toward the question of another is already the 
germination of ethical, political, and intellectual community. When 
someone else’s question provokes me to put my own perception of the 
world in question, and to critically interrogate the status quo, then the 
possibility emerges for a critical praxis of sharing one’s confusion and 
insights, one’s suffering and relief, one’s perception of the intolerable 
and the refusal to keep tolerating it. 

 Prisoners at Pelican Bay State Prison in California also attest to 
the importance of conversation for their own political organizing. For 
them, it was less a matter of gathering information or questioning the 
intolerable than of opening the space of conversation as such, across 
both the social barriers of gang affiliation and racial antagonism, and 
the material barriers of concrete walls and steel doors. In 2003, seven 
prisoners from rival gangs such as the Black Guerrilla Family, Aryan 
Brotherhood, Mexican Mafia, and Nuestra Familia were moved to a 
part of the Pelican Bay SHU called the Short Corridor. Among these 
prisoners were Todd Ashker, Arturo Castellanos, Sitawa Nantambu 
Jamaa (Dewberry), and Antonio Guillen: the men who would later form 
the core leadership team of the PBSP SHU Short Corridor Collective. 

 According to Guillen, prison officials “intentionally assigned rival 
prisoners from different races and/or regional groups to a pod. The idea 
being, if a pod were populated with those who didn’t socialize with 
each other to begin with, then this would further serve the intended 
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purpose of discouraging their ability and/or desire to socialize” and to 
organize collective resistance.  19   Guillen explains how a sense of solidar-
ity began to emerge among prisoners in the Short Corridor, in spite of 
their extreme isolation: 

 At first it seemed to start off with common tier courtesies, then to casual 
conversations which led to more in depth discussions about a variety of 
topics. This allowed each of us to gain a better understanding of the next 
man—who he was, the things he cared about or believed in and his way 
of thinking. At least for me, I soon realized that many of these men were 
no different from who I am. We shared the same interests and things of 
importance, and some of us even thought along the same lines. 

 As time went by, we soon started to share reading materials—books, 
magazines, newspapers etc.—and providing legal assistance—filing 
prisoner grievances and court litigation. And for those men who didn’t 
have the means to purchase items from the prison commissary—writing 
materials, personal hygiene, food, beverages—the rest of the pod would 
get together and help out when we could . . .  

 Now this is not to say that everything has been sunshine and roses 
since then. There are still many negative forces that we routinely con-
tend with—namely, those that have led to the evolution of these hunger 
strikes. It was, however, the courage and determination of the men who 
chose to stand up to the CDCR [California Department of Corrections 
and Rehabilitation] and challenge the torturous intent for PBSP SHU 
on all fronts—but specifically in the area of men’s ability and/or desire 
to socialize—that ultimately forged strong and respectful relationships 
between men of different races and regional backgrounds that in turn 
allowed many of us to come together and bring this Human Rights 
Movement!  20     

 Even in a concrete box, locked behind steel doors and divided by social 
identifications that might otherwise have them plotting to kill each 
other, detainees in the SHU Short Corridor managed to create and sus-
tain a discursive space for the concatenation of shared interests and the 
organization of collective resistance.  21   

 Todd Ashker describes the Pelican Bay SHU Short Corridor Collective 
as “a collective effort initiated by a multiracial group of long-term, simi-
larly situated (SHU) prisoners who decided enough is enough.”  22   But 
how was such a decision made, and by whom? At what point does a 
contingent group of people who happen to be stuck in the same pod 
become a collective subject of political resistance, capable of organiz-
ing the largest hunger strike in California history? In other words, how 
does a space of conversation or questioning become a praxis of active 
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intolerance? How does one move from a perception and articulation of 
the intolerable to its rejection and, beyond rejection, to the creation of 
new possibilities for intercorporeal life?  

  II   Declaring and Affirming 

 People do not wake up one morning with a perception of the intoler-
able and a desire to fight against it. Even the political imagination to 
launch a hunger strike rather than, say, a sit-in, is rooted in a social and 
historical context. The California prison hunger strikes were, at least in 
part, inspired by the Dirty Protest in 1970s Ireland, as well as political 
writing by Che Guevara, Howard Zinn, Naomi Wolf, Thomas Paine, 
and others.  23   Even the GIP’s questionnaire project was a response to a 
series of hunger strikes organized by incarcerated activists in the wake 
of May 1968. While some of these activists lobbied for the status of 
“political prisoners,” others rejected it and began working with com-
mon law detainees to give “new shape to what was still but a voiceless 
discontent.”  24   What is at stake in this movement from “voiceless dis-
content” (whether on the part of detainees or frustrated intellectuals) 
to a perception of the intolerable, an articulation of the intolerable as 
such, a refusal to continue tolerating it, and the engagement in multiple 
forms of active intolerance? And how might the collective action of 
outside intellectuals work to support and amplify the collective action 
of detainees? 

 The GIP’s manifesto offers a clue by framing the questionnaire not 
just as a technology for gathering information or opening a space for dis-
course, but also for the self-assertion of political agency and of rights:

  These questions speak less to the experience or misery of detainees than 
to their rights. The right to their own defense against the courts. The 
right to information, visits, and mail. The right to hygiene and nour-
ishment. The right to a decent salary for their work and the right to 
work after they get out. The right to maintain a family . . . The question-
naire is a way of declaring these rights and affirming our will to advance 
them.  25     

 The political temporality of this declaration of rights is complex. As 
an invitation “to inquire and to fight,” addressed to subjects who have 
been disqualified as knowers and as citizens with a legitimate reason 
to fight or even to speak for themselves, the GIP’s questionnaire both 
opens a space for a community-to-come and already elicits the solidarity 
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that would become possible in such a community.  26   This declaration 
and affirmation of rights in the absence of their official recognition is 
already a way of embodying those rights and manifesting the power to 
claim them collectively; it is the proleptic performance of a status that 
one has not been granted, and may have no chance of being granted, by 
dominant forms of power, but which detainees grant to themselves as a 
self-organizing collective with the power not only to fight, resist, and 
negate but also to affirm, declare, and create. 

 In the Pelican Bay SHU, “The Call” played a similar role in literally 
calling forth the political agency and rights-bearing subjectivity that 
will have been necessary to issue the call in the first place. Written by 
Mutope Duguma (James Crawford) in 2011, “The Call” asks prison-
ers across the California system—“as well as the free oppressed and 
non-oppressed people” beyond the prison walls—to set aside racial and 
regional hostilities and to support a collective hunger strike by prisoners 
in the Pelican Bay SHU. In this sense, “The Call” has a vocative rhe-
torical structure; it addresses people who are similarly situated but from 
whom the writer is physically and socially isolated. 

 But “The Call” is also a critical analysis of the meaning and struc-
ture of the California prison system, understood as a system that pro-
duces a situation of intolerable suffering and torture for detainees. It 
names this intolerable situation as a form of “torture” and “civil death,” 
in resistance to which detainees in the SHU are collectively declaring 
their “civil/human rights” and affirming their will to do so. As such, 
“The Call” does not merely describe a situation of intolerable suffering; 
it names this situation and it offers this name to similarly situated pris-
oners, as a tool for inquiring and for fighting. It says, in effect: This is 
what’s really going on; this is the meaning of our shared situation; here’s 
a name for your “voiceless discontent”; join us by lending your own 
voice to a struggle to change the situation that is making us all suffer. 

 By making an appeal to similarly situated prisoners, and by offer-
ing a critical analysis of their shared situation, “The Call” creates the 
conditions under which such prisoners could decide and declare that 
“enough is enough.” It opens a complex discursive-political field for the 
concatenation of shifting subject-positions—“I,” “we,” and “you”—into 
an emergent form of collective resistance to a “they.” This process is 
beautifully enacted in the following passage:

  I say that those of you who carry yourselves as principled human beings, 
no matter you’re [ sic ] housing status, must fight to right this and other 
egregious wrongs. Although it is “us” today (united New Afrikans, 
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Whites, Northern and Southern Mexicans, and others), it will be you 
all tomorrow. It is in your interests to peacefully support us in this pro-
test today, and to beware of agitators, provocateurs, and obstructionists, 
because they are the ones who put ninety percent of us back here because 
they could not remain principled even within themselves.  27     

 In other words:  I say to you, or at least to some of you, that we are you, and 
tomorrow we will be all of you. You and I should form a we, in resistance 
to those who undermine our solidarity and reproduce the conditions of our 
torture.  Already as a call to future action (now read in retrospect, in 
light of the events it engendered), “The Call” performs the emergence 
of a collective subject who both issues and receives the provocation to 
engage in active intolerance. 

 This subject is political in the sense described by Foucault in his 
press release on the Toul Prison Revolt in 1972: “For I think we can 
call ‘political’ any struggle against established power, if and when it 
constitutes a collective force, with its own organization, objectives, and 
strategy.”  28   In becoming politicized as a collective force, the “voice-
less discontent” of one’s own singular suffering is not merely put into 
words, as if language were a neutral vehicle for externalizing an other-
wise unsharable feeling. Rather, it is actively declared and affirmed as 
the potential for becoming more than it is in the present moment. This 
potentiality is not inherent in the individual consciousness of a subject 
who “perceives the intolerable,” but rather emerges through the move-
ment by which embodied subjects call on one another, in unison and in 
cacophony, according to the demands of the situation and the unstable 
rhythms of collective organizing.  29    

  III   Toward a Creaturely Politics of Prison Resistance 

 For Foucault, the hallmark of contemporary political movements (ca. 
1973) is that they are oriented toward “the most quotidian things”: food, 
work, sexuality, and reproduction.  30   This is also true of contemporary 
prisoner resistance movements. Consider, for example, the importance 
of seemingly humble or even banal demands made by French detainees 
in the 1970s for “the right to a transistor [radio] in each cell,” or “the 
right to buy paperback books”  31   alongside demands for “equitable” and 
“honorable justice.”  32   Similarly, the Pelican Bay SHU Short Corridor 
Collective has demanded both an end to the torture of indefinite isola-
tion and also an expansion of privileges such as “more TV channels,” 
longer and more frequent visiting times, craft supplies such as “art paper, 
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colored pens, small pieces of colored pencils, watercolors, chalk, etc.,” 
permission to wear “sweat suits and watch caps,” and the installation of 
“pull-up/dip bars on SHU yards.”  33   As Antoine Lazarus, a former prison 
doctor and participant in the GIP, observed in a 1979 interview: “What 
is surprising . . . is that they ask for basic comfort: nourishment, bed-
clothes . . . Detainees display, sometimes at the risk of their own lives, an 
enormous need to change things, to be heard, and simultaneously they 
demand all the little things.”  34   

 What is the significance of these “little things”? The f luidity of 
demands for equal justice and for better living conditions may seem, 
from an outside perspective, to mix lofty and noble desires with mere 
needs or creature comforts, thereby diminishing its more radical claim 
with reformist compensations that would perpetuate the prison system 
rather than challenging its foundations. But such an interpretation 
would miss the point, underestimating both the genocidal logic of the 
prison system and the meaning of radical critique.  35   It is precisely by 
attacking and undermining the creaturely existence of detainees that 
“equitable” or “honorable” justice is denied to them. A meaningful 
experience of equality cannot be separated from the thickness of one’s 
mattress or the size of one’s meal portion. Likewise, a meaningful expe-
rience of freedom is grounded in one’s access to art supplies, exercise 
equipment, and radio or television programs. Prisoner resistance move-
ments demonstrate that politics is not a higher-order activity reserved 
for those who are willing and able to rise above the demand for chocolate 
and transistor radios. Rather, it is a set of embodied practices such as 
connecting with others, forming communities of inquiry and struggle, 
and concatenating our powers and desires for better food and for equal 
justice. Political movements that diminish or deny the vital importance 
of warmth, nourishment, and pencil crayons, cannot claim to be radi-
cal, even if they embrace a pure, ideal form of prison abolition. Far 
from undermining radical decarceration projects, the creaturely politics 
of prisoner-led resistance movements affirms the meaning of political 
subjectivity, not as an abstract status that is granted on the decimated 
ground of animality but rather as an elaboration and amplification of 
(inter)corporeal life.  36   

 A study of the GIP’s response to demands made by French prisoners 
in the early 1970s helps to demonstrate—even in its ambivalence—the 
interconnection of demands for justice and for warmth, nourishment, 
and enjoyment, as well as the vital importance of pleasure for a radical 
politics of prison resistance. In defense of “the little things,” Foucault 
says: “these are not merely details or rather every detail is essential when 
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one struggles to obtain, against a boundless arbitrariness, a minimum 
of juridical status; when one struggles to have the right to demand. 
It is important to have the right to wash, but it is essential when one 
obtains it in this way.”  37   To struggle collectively for the right to demand 
(one’s rights) is to embody in one’s struggle the possibility that one 
is struggling to bring about. The struggle is already a performance of 
capacity-building, movement-building, community-building; it is the 
accomplishment of meaning in the making, a political poem created 
through the materiality of collective struggle. 

 Ultimately, what is at stake in the radical politics of “little things” is a 
movement beyond good and evil, and beyond the categories of guilt and 
innocence upon which penal systems are founded. In a 1971 interview 
entitled, “Revolutionary Action: ‘Until Now,’” Foucault links “the fear 
of criminals” to the affective reinforcement of “the ideology of good and 
evil, of the things that are permitted and prohibited.”  38   He explains:

  The ultimate goal of its interventions was not to extend the visiting rights 
of prisoners to thirty minutes or to procure f lush toilets for the cells, but 
to question the social and moral distinction between the innocent and 
the guilty. And if this goal was to be more than a philosophical statement 
or a humanist desire, it had to be pursued at the level of gestures, prac-
tical actions, and in relation to specific situations. Confronted by this 
penal system, the humanist would say: “The guilty are guilty and the 
innocent are innocent. Nevertheless, the convict is a man like any other 
and society must respect what is human in him: consequently, f lush toi-
lets!” Our action, on the contrary, isn’t concerned with the soul or the 
man  behind  the convict, but it seeks to obliterate the deep division that 
lies between innocence and guilt.  39     

 To move beyond innocence and guilt, and in effect beyond good and 
evil, is to shift the terrain of both prison systems and prison reform 
movements: the terrain of sin and expiation, transgression and peni-
tence, delinquency and rehabilitation, moral fault and moralizing 
reform.  40   It is to shift one’s critical attention from the individual subject 
who remains the target of rehabilitative models of prison reform to the 
systems that constitute and perpetuate the prison as a social, political, 
economic, and even pedagogical institution. 

 But Foucault speaks too quickly when he contrasts the movement 
beyond good and evil with the demand for f lush toilets. As he sug-
gests elsewhere, it is precisely in demanding creature comforts as a con-
dition for any meaningful experience of equality, freedom, or justice 
that contemporary prisoner resistance movements move beyond liberal 
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humanism, and even beyond more abstract forms of radical politics. 
In a 1979 roundtable discussion (in which he spoke under the pseud-
onym, Louis Appert), Foucault recalls that “among detainees there was 
absolutely  no shame  in emphasizing and putting to work the problem 
of being hot or cold, the problem of chocolate or grub, even if it killed 
someone. This represented, it seems to me, a  deculpabilization. ”  41   

 Foucault contrasts the deculpabilization of radical prisoner-led 
resistance movements with the writing of prisoners in the nineteenth 
century, who took up the moral discourse of the penitentiary system: 
“The whole literature was steeped in: surely, what I did is dreadful, I 
must atone for it, I am here to pay my debt to society . . . I wonder if it 
changed around ’68. Now people say: “Yes, I killed someone, but this 
is no reason for me to be cold.”  42   While such demands may seem petty 
or even offensive in contrast with the lofty political ideals of freedom 
and equality, it is of the utmost importance to grasp the continuity of 
demands for better food and better legal representation, for heated cells 
and equal justice, for more contact visits and an end to prison slavery. 

 This point is connected to the vital importance of understanding 
civil life as an elaborated form of embodied, creaturely life, rather than 
as an abstract status that is granted through the suspension of “mere” 
animality. At stake here is both the meaning and the materiality of 
political life, understood as the embodied, f leshly, animal life of a crea-
ture who eats and sleeps and enjoys her chocolate, and who also speaks, 
demands, affirms, and organizes collective resistance. This creaturely 
life of radical decarceration moves beyond good and evil but—precisely 
as such—it affirms the ethical and political potential of intercorporeal 
solidarity.  

  IV   Creaturely Accomplices 

 It is clear that outside intellectuals have much to learn from prisoner 
resistance movements. But what do we have to contribute? In his state-
ment on the 1972 Nancy Prison Revolt, Foucault affirms that it is up to 
outside supporters of prisoner-led resistance movements “to follow these 
demands and lend them our support.”  43   In the case of Nancy, this meant 
literally picking up messages thrown from the rooftop by detainees, 
relaying these messages to others, and not forgetting to enjoy the nou-
gats tossed into the crowd by detainees, “so the crowd could bear with 
them and be able to eat!”  44   This suggests that, in order to participate 
effectively in radical political struggles for decarceration, activists must 
not only work hard, but also open ourselves to the creaturely enjoyment 
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of struggle and solidarity, in resistance to both the moralizing discourse 
of liberal prison reform and the (equally moralizing) discourse of purist 
approaches to prison abolition, which discount the importance of “little 
things.” Activist enjoyment may take many forms, from the simple plea-
sure of sharing space or exchanging letters to Robin Kelley’s affirmation 
that “After the revolution we STILL need Bootsy! That’s right, we want 
Bootsy! We need the funk!”  45   

 In addition to amplifying the voices of people inside, our challenge 
as outside intellectuals is to issue a call of our own to nonincarcer-
ated people to name, analyze, and reject our own position as alibis for 
the civil death of others, as the “good” or “innocent” ones for whose 
sake “society must be defended.” Our task is to open and sustain dis-
cursive spaces for the emergence of new, decarceral forms of political 
subjectivity behind and across the razorwire. This means organizing 
in our own communities to dismantle the conditions of our own privi-
lege, to use whatever power we have to open spaces for others to be 
heard, and eventually to disappear from the scene, not because we have 
become a neutral switchpoint in the seamless transmission of inside 
voices, but because the subject position that enabled us to serve a spe-
cific purpose in the struggle has become obsolete. This means using 
whatever resources are at our disposal to abolish white supremacy, eco-
nomic exploitation, heteropatriarchy, and oppressive norms of physical 
and intellectual capacity. In short, it means destroying the conditions 
under which one became an outside intellectual, as opposed to some 
other kind of intellectual, without ceasing to think and to act criti-
cally. Ultimately, what is required of outside intellectuals is not to speak 
for others but to bring our own creaturely demands and desires to the 
politics of prison abolition, by articulating what is intolerable in our 
own position among those whose voices and lives are privileged at the 
expense of others, so that we may act as accomplices rather than allies 
in the creaturely politics of prison abolition.  46    
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     CHAPTER 13 

 Resisting “Massive Elimination”: 
Foucault, Immigration, and the GIP   

    Natalie   Cisneros    

   In 2014, mainstream debates about immigration—a frequent topic of 
news headlines in the United States—shifted to the subject of what was 
widely reported as “the new immigration crisis”: an inf lux of migrant 
children from Central America.  1   Frequently described as a “surge,” 
this new topic of intense national debate occasioned the rehearsing 
of long-standing discourses surrounding border security, criminal 
invasion, and illegality. But national debate and discussion of what 
should be done about this “surge” also shed light on a central aspect 
of practices surrounding immigration rarely made visible in the media: 
immigrant detention. Popular culture in the United States is rife with 
representations of prisons—from mainstream news magazines to widely 
watched shows like  OZ  and, more recently,  Orange Is the New Black . 
The prison seems a ubiquitous part of cultural production and con-
sumption in the United States. But while, as Angela Davis states in  Are 
Prisons Obsolete? , “the prison is one of the most important features of 
our image environment” (even as what actually happens within pris-
ons remains largely invisible), spaces of immigrant detention are rarely 
represented.  2   For this reason, it was all the more striking when, during 
national discussion about the “surge,” images of Central American chil-
dren in detention centers made their way to mainstream news media 
outlets. As some politicians and other public figures called the “surge” 
a “humanitarian crisis,” they drew attention to the conditions of the 
children’s detainment, leading to the production of rare images depict-
ing immigrant detention. Countless mainstream news outlets published 
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pictures, vivid descriptions, and video of spaces where the immigrant 
children were held, and members of Congress were granted access to 
tour the facilities.  3   

 Of course, though the “surge” has brought a new level of visibility 
to these spaces, the detainment of immigrant children—and, indeed, 
the imprisonment of immigrants in general—is not new. Discourse 
surrounding the “surge” is just a recent making visible of a decades-
long trend: the detainment and detention of undocumented children 
has been increasing exponentially since immigrant policy in the United 
States shifted toward detention in 1981, when the Reagan administra-
tion responded to an inf lux of Haitian and Cuban migrants.  4   According 
to Angela Davis, this same time period saw a drastic rise in mass impris-
onment.  5   That the increase in detaining immigrants has coincided with 
and resembled in many ways the dramatic expansion of the prison 
industrial complex more broadly has prompted critics of mass incar-
ceration to acknowledge immigrant detention as a part of this larger 
trend. Davis, for example, identifies the incarceration of undocumented 
people in immigrant detention centers as the work of the racist system 
of mass incarceration, and states, “current campaigns that call for the 
decriminalization of undocumented immigrants are making impor-
tant contributions to the overall struggle against the prison industrial 
complex.”  6   Indeed, there are compelling reasons to understand strate-
gies of immigrant detainment in their functioning as part of the larger 
prison industrial complex: not only did immigrant detention increase 
at the same time that prisons were expanding, such detention also 
employs similar strategies in its expansion. Not only do detention cen-
ters resemble jails and prisons in their practices and spatial organiza-
tion, but the facilities themselves also often occupy former prisons. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) frequently contracts 
with the same private corrections companies that have taken over the 
operation of many prisons in the United States, including Corrections 
Corporation of America, the largest ICE contractor, which operates a 
total of 14 immigrant detention facilities, and GEO Group, Inc., which 
operates seven facilities.  7   

 But, though it is important—and politically and theoretically fruit-
ful—to understand how immigrant detention resembles and contributes 
to the expansion of mass incarceration in general, there are important 
differences between the strategies and structures of immigrant detain-
ment and those of other forms of incarceration.  8   In addition to their 
contrasting levels of visibility, one of the most important—and prob-
ably most obvious—differences between these forms of imprisonment 
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is the fact that, unlike the incarceration of citizens, immigrant deten-
tion is explicitly oriented toward deportation. National discourse sur-
rounding the recent “surge” of migrant children from Central America 
brought this to the fore; while debates raged over how to “stop the f low” 
of migrants and manage the children’s detainment and detention, most 
mainstream voices (including President Obama’s) tacitly concurred on 
the inevitability of their deportation.  9   

 What can we make of these differences between immigrant detain-
ment and other forms of imprisonment—and of the patterns of visibility 
and invisibility surrounding these two strategies of mass incarceration? 
More importantly, how do these differences affect the possibility of 
critiquing—and resisting—the prison? In his writings and in the docu-
ments produced during his involvement with Le Groupe d’information 
sur les prisons (GIP), Michel Foucault, like Davis, acknowledges that 
immigrant detainment is part of the larger “intolerable” prison system 
and that political acts of immigrants are political acts against the prison 
system itself.  10   Foucault, however, doesn’t examine in a comprehensive 
way the specificities of the imprisonment of immigrants in particular, 
except to gesture toward the ways in which they are especially vulner-
able to the violence and exploitation visited upon the marginalized by 
this system.  11   

 Thus, though he mentions the incarceration of immigrants and 
political movements at centers for immigrant detention in his work 
on prisons, Foucault does not discuss these subjects or the differences 
and particularities of immigrant detention in depth. The purpose of 
this chapter, then, is to develop Foucault’s work during his involve-
ment with the GIP, and particularly his conception of “massive elimina-
tion” in these texts, in order to shed light on the central importance of 
resisting intolerable practices of immigrant detention, of deportation, 
and—indeed—of the production of illegality surrounding immigra-
tion and citizenship itself.  12   In fact, the practices of the GIP underscore 
the importance of such a project. By placing Foucault’s involvement 
with the GIP in conversation with his other work, including especially 
his analysis of racism and normalizing power in the  Society Must Be 
Defended  lectures at the Coll è ge de France in 1975–1976, as well as 
the work of Davis and other thinkers in critical prison studies, I show 
how cultivating practices of active intolerance of immigrant detention 
and deportation are central to resisting the prison as a tool of “massive 
elimination.” 

 In what follows, I first discuss Foucault’s concept of “massive elimi-
nation” as he develops it in his work with the GIP. Through an analysis 
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of practices and documents of the GIP—carried out and produced 
largely during the 1970s—alongside Foucault’s 1975–1976 lectures at 
the Coll è ge de France, I show that “massive elimination” (of which the 
prison is a primary strategy) must be understood as a function of mod-
ern racism. Next, I analyze how immigrant detention, the deportation 
of migrants, and the illegality of migration itself are all central strate-
gies of “massive elimination” in the contemporary US context. I argue 
that instead of breaking with strategies of confinement, deportation 
actually rehearses and extends what Foucault and the GIP called the 
“intolerable” practices of the prison. Finally, I explore what it means to 
resist “massive elimination” in the contemporary US context. I suggest 
that the strategy of “giving migrants the f loor” is central to—and has 
important implications for—a project of active intolerance.  

  I   Containment as “Massive Elimination”: 
Prisons, Normalization, and Racism 

 In her 1998 essay, “Racialized Punishment and Prison Abolition,” Davis 
discusses Foucault’s visit to Attica, which he made eight months after 
the 1971 uprising and massacre. She describes Foucault as being “espe-
cially struck by the disproportionately large population of black men” 
and remarks that “one wonders how Foucault might have responded 
in the 1990s to the fact that one out of three young black men is pres-
ently incarcerated or under the direct control of the criminal justice 
system.”  13   In the interview from which Davis quotes extensively in this 
piece, Foucault explicitly discusses the central role of race and racism in 
the functioning of prisons in the United States, remarking that “in the 
United States, there must be one out of 30 or 40 black men in prison: 
it is here that one can see the function of massive elimination in the 
American prison.”  14   But though Davis acknowledges that Foucault 
understands practices of imprisonment in the United States as functions 
of a racist state, she agrees with Joy James about the need to move away 
from Foucault’s work in  Discipline and Punish  and toward an account 
of the prison that sufficiently attends to the histories and strategies of 
racism in the United States.  15   Indeed, in this text and others, Davis 
traces a new genealogy of prisons, one that emphasizes the links among 
punishment, confinement, and race. But Davis’s and James’s are far 
from the only critiques of Foucault’s engagement with questions of race 
and racism, especially surrounding mass incarceration. Brady Heiner, 
for example, argues that Foucault and Foucault scholars alike have been 
problematically silent about the inf luence of Black radical thought (and 
the Black Panthers in particular) on his work.  16   
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 Davis is particularly critical of Foucault’s focus in  Discipline and 
Punish  on the prison as an instrument aimed at “punishing and reform-
ing white wage-earning individuals.”  17   She shows how this emphasis 
elides the complex strategies of racist and gender oppression that have 
and do shape the incarceration of those bodies historically excluded 
from waged public economy: white women and people of color. But 
though Davis, like others, is convincingly critical of Foucault’s failure 
to account for histories and realities of race and racism in this text, 
she maintains that, in his interview on Attica, “Foucault allows for 
the possibility that the prison’s purpose is not so much to transform, 
but to concentrate and eliminate politically dissident and racialized 
populations.”  18   In what follows, I read the interview on Attica in con-
cert with Foucault’s other work with the GIP as well as his lectures at 
the Coll è ge de France. I contend that Foucault not only allows for the 
possibility that the prison’s function is eliminative, but that he also 
emphasizes “massive elimination”—a strategy of racism—as a central 
function of the prison and, indeed, of the modern state itself. 

 In the same interview from which Davis quotes, Foucault states, 
“prison is not only punitive; it is also a part of an eliminative process. 
Prison is the physical elimination of people who come out of it, who die 
sometimes directly, and almost always indirectly.”  19   By emphasizing its 
role in a larger “eliminative process,” this description of the function of 
the modern prison underscores the centrality of normalizing power in 
the contemporary era, and of detention’s purpose in this vein. Discussing 
changing practices of social exclusion and inclusion in a 1971 interview, 
Foucault distinguishes among “exiling societies,” “killing, torturing, or 
purifying societies,” and, finally, “confining societies.”  20   He describes 
the contemporary era of confinement as the epoch of normalization, in 
which practices of inclusion and exclusion preserve and enforce social 
and economic norms. The confining society, then, practices internment 
and imprisonment “not only to punish, but also to impose by constraint 
a certain model of behavior as well as norms: the values and norms of 
society.”  21   In other words, the prison is much more than a means of 
punishing criminals—it is a complex political instrument that targets 
individuals deemed abnormal. And at the same time that it is funda-
mentally a tool of normalization, the prison should also be understood 
as an institution of “massive elimination.” In a 1972 interview about his 
work with the GIP, Foucault describes how the prison was invented to 
“eliminate, as dangerous, a select portion of the population,” in order 
to enforce economic norms.  22   Thus, the prison, in its fundamental role 
as a tool not only of punishment but—perhaps more centrally—of nor-
malization, simultaneously serves an eliminative function. 
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 The notion that ours is a “confining society” on the surface seems 
to reinforce an understanding of the modern prison as a space of con-
tainment or, perhaps, of reform, an institution that contains dangerous 
individuals and/or remolds them. Indeed, normalizing power explicitly 
justifies its confinement of these marginalized subjects as necessary for 
the protection and well-being of society as a whole. But for Foucault, 
though mechanisms of the “confining society” justify themselves as tools 
of preservation, in their materiality, strategies, and structures, they are 
actually aimed at elimination. In his 1975–1976 lectures at the Coll è ge 
de France, Foucault describes this eliminative function of normalizing 
regimes of power as “modern racism.”  23   He explains how “racism justi-
fies the death function in the economy of biopower,” or normalizing 
power, “by appealing to the principle that the death of others makes 
one biologically stronger.”  24   Put differently, “modern racism” is cen-
tral in this regime because it is through racism that normalizing power 
“exercises its sovereign power” of elimination.  25   The primary function 
of “modern racism,” according to Foucault, is to “introduce a break 
into the domain of life” that has come under power’s control in the 
normalizing (or confining) society. Racism creates fractures in a popu-
lation and hierarchizes these fractured elements, constituting particular 
races as inferior “subraces.”  26   By dividing human life into “types,” racist 
strategies thus render these divided bodies as either “good” or “infe-
rior,” “degenerate,” and “abnormal.”  27   According to Foucault’s analysis 
in these lectures, in the regime of normalizing power, racism is the 
strategy that allows for the exposure of these deviant, abnormal, “bad” 
races to violence, expulsion, and social, political, or literal death. In 
fact, members of the dangerous, inferior, or abnormal “subraces” must 
be eliminated—either symbolically or literally—for the security of the 
social order. For Foucault, then, in the transition from “exiling” and 
“purifying, torturing or killing” social systems to our present epoch 
of the normalizing “confining society,” racism plays the central role of 
allowing for—and, indeed, calling for—“massive elimination.” 

 This understanding of modern racism as the strategy that allows 
for and requires “massive elimination” in our confining—or normaliz-
ing—society is consistent with both Foucault’s ref lections on his visit 
to Attica in the aforementioned interview as well as the analysis of the 
uprising and massacre in “The Masked Assassin.” The latter document, 
which Foucault cowrote with Catharine von B ü low and Daniel Defert, 
describes racism as a key—if not the key—tool used to “fight the revo-
lutionary movement” both inside and outside of prisons and observes 
that “the entire black avant-garde lives under the threat of prison.”  28   
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This analysis describes the prison as a tool of racist power that preserves 
the normalizing social order. In his interview on Attica, Foucault again 
makes explicit the fundamental connection among racism, “massive 
elimination,” and the prison, emphasizing that in addition to being “a 
place of punishment,” the US prison has another function: “a role of 
‘concentration camp,’ as there existed in Europe during the war and 
in Africa during the European colonization (in Algeria, for example, 
during the period when the French were there).”  29   By drawing a paral-
lel between practices of confinement in the United States and these 
historical examples of racist, genocidal, eugenic, and colonial violence, 
Foucault acknowledges that the prison is not only an instrument of ref-
ormation but is primarily—and horrifyingly—a tool of racist “massive 
elimination.” Prisons in the United States, like the concentration camps 
of European colonization and Nazi Germany, unite strategies of con-
finement and mass murder for the purposes of racist normalization. In 
his interview on Attica, Foucault explicitly states that his visit prompted 
him to think anew about the problems raised by prisons and the kinds 
of resistance that can and should be levied against them. It is clear that, 
for Foucault, the prison is not only a punishing institution. Rather, the 
prison is a central technique in normalizing power’s racist function of 
“massive elimination.”  

  II   Immigration and “Massive Elimination”: 
Detention, Deportation, and Racist Violence 

 Though Foucault does not consider the strategies and discourses sur-
rounding immigration in a comprehensive or sustained way, he does 
explicitly mention immigrant detainment as consistent with the prison 
as a strategy of normalizing power—and, indeed of “massive elimina-
tion.” In a 1971 interview, Foucault and Pierre Vidal-Naquet named 
immigrants as one of the groups in France constituted as dangerous—
and thus eliminable—by strategies of normalization: “There is a slum 
population, the over-crowded projects, the immigrants and the margin-
alized, whether youths or adults. There is nothing astonishing about 
finding them, especially them, before the courts of justice or behind 
bars.”  30   Foucault thus expressly identifies immigrants as members of the 
human group constructed as a “subrace” by normalizing racism in the 
contemporary era. That is, immigrants, as members of the “slum popula-
tion,” are targeted by strategies of criminalization and incarceration. In 
this vein, documents produced by the GIP occasionally list immigrants 
among the groups identified as dangerous by the judicial apparatus in 
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France; immigrants—and particularly Algerian immigrants—are men-
tioned alongside workers and students as a group especially vulnerable 
to strategies of confinement, and the struggles of immigrant detainees 
are cited as an example of political work against the penal system.  31   

 The implication that practices of immigrant detention should be 
understood as part of the larger oppressive—and violently racist—
prison system is consistent with much work done in critical prison 
activism and theory.  32   This understanding of strategies of immigrant 
detainment as consistent with—and, indeed, part of—the prison indus-
trial complex is supported by patterns of the confinement of migrants in 
the United States. Practices of immigrant detainment have become rou-
tinized strategies of national security at the same time that the prison 
industrial complex has dramatically expanded its reach as “the privi-
leged instrument” of racist “massive elimination,” to borrow language 
from the manifesto of the GIP.  33   In the years since the detainment of 
immigrants began in 1981, the number of those housed in immigrant 
detention facilities has increased dramatically: in 1996, there were 
approximately 8,500 people in centers of detainment, and, in 2011, 
there were over 33,400 individuals in custody on any given day, with 
over 429,000 people detained over the course of the year.  34   

 Just as other spaces of confinement have functioned as tools of racist 
“massive elimination,” so have centers of immigrant detention exposed 
migrants (and those perceived to be migrants) to violent marginaliza-
tion and literal death. Almost as soon as immigrant detention in the 
United States began in 1981, reports of abuses began to surface. And 
with the dramatic increase in the number of bodies detained has been 
an equally significant increase in the number of reports of abuse issued 
by individuals, nonprofit organizations, and news outlets. Over the past 
few years, sources including Amnesty International, the American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU), the  Los Angeles Times , and the  New York Times  
have reported abuses resulting in bodily and nonbodily harm and even 
in death.  35   Because those imprisoned in immigrant detention facilities 
are often denied sufficient medical care, people with illnesses or disabil-
ities and those who are exposed to violence while incarcerated are often 
left to suffer without medical attention, sometimes fatally. As is brought 
to the fore by the work of Davis, Dean Spade, and others, cisgendered 
women of color, queer people, and gender nonconforming people are 
particularly vulnerable to violence in the context of incarceration and 
are thus more likely to suffer injury or death.  36   In immigrant detention 
facilities, as in other spaces of imprisonment, “massive elimination” is 
exercised through explicitly state-sanctioned violations (like frequent 
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invasive strip-searches) and implicitly accepted abuse (including wide-
spread tolerance of sexual assaults and normalizing violence concerning 
gender). And sexual violence in centers of detention is at once both 
alarmingly prevalent and problematically invisible. Instances of sexual 
assault, for example, are widely underreported in the outside world, but 
according to the ACLU there had been nearly 200 allegations of abuse 
between 2007 and 2011 alone. Though detention centers are still not 
required to make records of allegations public, new accounts of sexual 
violence continue to emerge.  37   As noncitizens, migrant detainees have 
relatively few legal protections and no guaranteed access to council. 
They are therefore particularly vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. 
Sexual abuse and gender normalizing violence are institutionalized—
and foundational—elements of racist normalization in immigrant 
detention centers as well as other spaces of imprisonment. 

 While some of the injuries and deaths of immigrants in deten-
tion are made public, these strategies of elimination (as with sexual-
ized and gender normalizing violence in general) are often rendered 
completely invisible. And, even when abuses are made public, they are 
rarely publicized in a widespread way or on a national level. Though 
the US government has failed to give a detailed and timely reporting 
of deaths in custody, a 2010 investigation by the  New York Times  and 
the ACLU yielded thousands of pages of government documents point-
ing to a significant number of deaths in detention. After being accused 
by the  New York Times  and other nonprofit organizations of covering 
up many of these deaths, ICE reported that, between 2003 and 2009, 
107 people had died in detention.  38   But, though over the past decade 
the detainment of migrant people in the United States has expanded 
significantly, discussion about the proliferation of these practices of 
“massive elimination”—and about what happens within detention cen-
ters themselves—has gone largely unmentioned by mainstream media 
outlets and politicians. 

 It is thus in the context of a national discourse lacking knowledge 
about—or even images of—immigrant detention that the debate over 
the recent so-called surge of immigrant youth made headlines in main-
stream US news outlets. Many US citizens saw for the first time images 
of immigrant detention facilities when pictures of them overcrowded 
with migrant children were widely published. But rather than prompt 
a widespread call for halting detention itself, the images reinforced the 
necessity of rapidly deporting the children.  39   In this vein, the widely 
reported increase in the number of children migrating from Central 
America was immediately and almost universally understood as a 
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national “crisis,” an invasion that threatened the economic, political, 
and/or social security of the nation as a whole.  40   Even the language used 
to describe the changed pattern of migration revealed the threatening 
nature of the people in question; the term “surge,” the descriptor most 
frequently used to refer to the “crisis,” was most recently used in US 
political discourse to describe the 2007 strategic increase of troops dur-
ing the Iraq War. In this way, the use of the term “surge” identified this 
group of young Central American migrants with the threat of a military 
“takeover.” And though what ought to be done about the “crisis” was the 
subject of intense national debate, voices across the mainstream politi-
cal spectrum suggested the inevitability of mass deportation for these 
migrants—an inevitability reinforced by the visibility of immigrants in 
detention.  41   This pattern of strategic visibility is consistent with how 
images of the prison reinforce its status as natural. Just as prison is the 
common-sense place for criminals, deportation—not detainment—is 
seen as a foregone conclusion in the contemporary US context. 

 Understanding contemporary practices of imprisonment, and espe-
cially the imprisonment of immigrants, as tools of “massive elimination” 
makes clear that both detainment and deportation are strategies of rac-
ist normalizing power. Like the detainment of immigrants, deportation 
functions as a central strategy of “massive elimination;” the deporta-
tion of migrants from the United States results in the systematic expo-
sure of the immigrant “slum population” or “bad race” to injury and 
death. Studies over the past few years have revealed the violence that 
often results from practices of deportation. Migrant people are regu-
larly deported to the most dangerous areas of Northern M é xico and not 
infrequently become victims of kidnapping, extortion, sexual violence, 
and murder.  42   Moreover, because deportation often occurs in the middle 
of the night and employs strategies such as “lateral repatriation” (where 
people are deliberately deported hundreds of miles from where they 
are apprehended in an often unsuccessful attempt to prevent reentry), 
migrants are left even more vulnerable by these practices. Detainment, 
incarceration for noncriminal offenses, and deportation often turn into 
a death sentence. Instead of breaking with strategies of confinement, 
then, deportation actually rehearses and extends what Foucault and the 
GIP called the “intolerable” practices of the prison.  

  III   Resisting the Intolerable: Giving Migrants the Floor 

 Understanding the detention and detainment of immigrants as con-
sistent with—and a reinforcement of—the prison as a tool of “mas-
sive elimination” has important implications for projects of resisting 
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normalizing racism in all its forms. Such an analysis brings to the fore 
pressing questions about the nature and possibility of active intoler-
ance: how should a comprehensive understanding of the complexities of 
immigration in the United States inform projects of resisting the prison 
as a tool of “massive elimination”? And how might understanding the 
criminalization of migration as an extension of the prison’s strategies of 
marginalization shed light on movements for immigration reform? 

 Answering these questions requires acknowledging how the violent, 
normalizing, and racist strategies that are foundational to the prison 
as an institution extend beyond its walls. In other words, while refus-
ing to tolerate “massive elimination” means resisting the existence of 
the prison, this project requires more than the formal abolition of the 
prison as an institution. While Foucault emphasizes the prison as a—if 
not the—primary tool of normalizing violence in the contemporary era, 
he understood that the project of actively refusing to tolerate “massive 
elimination” means resisting “modern racism” in all its forms:

  The problem is not a model prison or the abolition of prisons. Currently, 
in our system, marginalization is effected by prisons. This marginaliza-
tion will not automatically disappear by abolishing the prison. Society 
would quite simply institute another means. The problem is the fol-
lowing: to offer a critique of the system that explains the process by 
which contemporary society pushes a portion of the population to the 
margins.  43     

 It is the logic of the normalizing, confining society, a logic that reaches 
its violent zenith in racist “massive elimination,” that we must refuse to 
tolerate. Though the prison is the central strategy of this racist violence, 
the problem extends beyond this particular institution. And, as I have 
argued throughout this chapter, strategies of “massive elimination” are 
integral to discourses and practices surrounding immigration—even in 
those that don’t directly involve containment or incarceration. 

 Given this, what does it mean to offer a critique of “massive elimina-
tion” in the contemporary US context? Such a project requires extend-
ing Foucault and the GIP’s project of “giving the f loor to detainees” to 
undocumented people, migrants, and others at the center of strategies of 
racist violence surrounding immigration.  44   The GIP’s stated project in 
this vein was expressly intended to be perspectival. It was not a sociolog-
ical or reformist project, but instead one oriented by detainees and their 
questions. Instead of visiting prisons, or interviewing prison admin-
istrators or planners, the GIP endeavored to bring to light the knowl-
edge of detainees—knowledge long rendered invisible, unreasonable, or 
nonsensical by dominant discourses surrounding imprisonment: “What 
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matters is whatever detainees want to make known, by saying it them-
selves. The point is to transfer to them the right and the possibility to 
speak about prisons. To say what only they have the power to say.”  45   
Understanding immigrant detainment and detention as strategies of 
“massive elimination,” then, requires that subjects targeted in various 
ways by this type of racist normalization are “given the f loor.” This, of 
course, means “transferring the right to speak” to immigrants, migrants, 
and the undocumented, but it should also mean “giving the f loor” to 
those perceived as such: other Spanish speakers, Latinos, Chicanos, and 
people of color in the United States and the global South. 

 Giving these voices “the f loor” requires us to expand the critical phi-
losophy of prisons to think across borders. Ref lection on the experiences 
of immigrants relative to the prison industrial complex, and particularly 
on the increasing criminalization of border-crossing itself, demands that 
we pay attention not only to how racist strategies of “massive elimina-
tion” operate with and through the prison domestically, but also across 
the boundaries of the state. This compels us to rethink the relationship 
between prisons and borders, and also to analyze how the violence of 
the prison as an institution extends across national boundaries. One 
example of how the structures of racist normalization surrounding mass 
incarceration transcend US borders can be seen in discourses and prac-
tices surrounding the so-called war on drugs. The growing violence in 
Central America, as well as the US foreign policies and practices that 
play a role in this violence—the same forces that prompted the so-called 
surge of child migrants—must also be understood as intersecting with 
the structures of “massive elimination” that incarcerate in large num-
bers Black, Latino, and Native American bodies in the United States. 

 Such an analysis also requires us to rethink not only who retains the 
rights of citizenship, but also the construction of citizenship itself.  46   
As a result of this reexamination, citizenship becomes another inter-
sectional axis through which we understand how the prison functions 
as an expression of racist normalization. Understanding the way that 
the construction of citizenship is implicated in strategies of “massive 
elimination” also demands a critique of particular goals of immigra-
tion reform. If the denial of residency or citizenship through deten-
tion or deportation is understood as a tool of “massive elimination,” 
immigration reform that is not directed at resisting these practices will 
be ineffectual. Instead, refusing to tolerate racist normalization means 
resisting the criminalization of migration itself. This kind of refusal 
echoes a central strategy of the GIP as articulated by Foucault in a 1971 
interview, where he described the “ultimate goal of its interventions” 
as not to reform the conditions of the prison, but instead to “question 
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the moral distinction between the innocent and the guilty.”  47   In the 
context of immigration and citizenship, this means we must call into 
question the difference between the documented and undocumented, 
and between the citizen and alien—and also the work done by this dis-
tinction. In terms of the recent so-called surge, we should understand 
the political problem not as hinging on how to most humanely detain 
and deport migrant children, but instead on how the criminalization 
of migration is itself a strategy of “massive elimination.” Just as, for 
the GIP, “with a criminal record, there is no release, there are only 
reprieves,” for those at the center of strategies of racist normalization 
surrounding immigration, without the deconstruction of the distinc-
tion between citizen and alien, detainment and deportation will always 
be forms of “massive elimination.”  48   

 If, as I have argued, the distinction between the documented and 
undocumented—and, indeed, the very construction of citizenship—
are strategies of “massive elimination,” then migration itself must be 
understood as a political act. Describing the GIP’s project, Foucault 
locates meaningful political resistance to prisons in demands posed by 
detainees addressed “not to their superiors, the prison directors, but 
power itself.”  49   For Foucault, political action in the context of the prison 
can appear apolitical and even insignificant from the vantage point of 
the dominant discourse. It involves such things as demands for “better 
diet, heating, not being condemned to absurd punishments for piddling 
infractions—demands, then, that exist in the domain of [detainees’] 
immediate interest.”  50   For Foucault, what characterizes political move-
ments in this vein is “the discovery that the most quotidian things” 
are, in fact, political.  51   In this light, the act of moving across borders 
is a political act, even and especially when this movement is made for 
the purpose of making demands in migrants’ immediate interests and 
resisting death itself. Indeed, to migrate illegally is not to request, but to 
make a demand—not of immigration and customs officials, but of the 
state, of power itself. It means to resist the ideology of decency and the 
interiorization of norms surrounding citizenship and legality. In other 
words, migration is a way of articulating that the conditions of “massive 
elimination” surrounding citizenship and borders are intolerable, and of 
refusing to exist within dominant social and legal norms.  

  IV   Conclusion 

 Any account of “massive elimination” or its strategies, including those 
surrounding the prison and the detainment and deportation of immi-
grants, which does not involve those rendered marginal by them “taking 
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the f loor” is fundamentally incomplete. This is evident in the strate-
gic making visible of both the prison, and, during the recent “surge,” 
centers of immigrant detainment. Such moves toward visibility cover 
over the intolerable nature of racist normalization itself. This is because 
the simple act of producing images of or knowledge about normalizing 
institutions does not necessarily bring to the fore the experiences and 
knowledges that have been subjugated or rendered invisible. As Foucault 
writes, in our contemporary normalizing epoch, “it is not specific pro-
cesses that have been excluded from knowledge, but a certain kind of 
knowledge.”  52   The perpetuation of structures of “massive elimination” 
is not resisted by knowing more, but by knowing differently. In other 
words, actively refusing to tolerate the prison—and racist violence in 
all its forms—means centering the transformative knowledges that are 
currently excluded from the domain of knowledge itself. 

 Describing how strategic visibility and knowledge of the prison sup-
ports its repressive functioning, Foucault and Vidal-Naquet compare 
the prison to an “iceberg”: “the visible part is its justification: ‘Prisons 
are necessary because there are criminals.’ But the hidden part, the 
most important and formidable of the two, is this: prison is an instru-
ment of social repression.”  53   In the context of the recent proliferation of 
discourse surrounding the “surge” of migrant children—and contem-
porary discourse about immigration more generally—this means that 
our understanding of immigrant detainment and detention must move 
beyond the knowledge that justifies it. In other words, our knowledge 
of detainment must not be used to justify deportation, and our under-
standing of both detainment and deportation must go beyond the ways 
of knowing produced by those who have not experienced either. Indeed, 
in order to mobilize against the most formidable functions of institu-
tions of racist normalization, we must give the f loor to ways of knowing 
that reveal structures of “massive elimination” and, ultimately, refuse 
to tolerate them.  
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     CHAPTER 14 

 “Can They Ever Escape?” 
Foucault, Black Feminism, and 

the Intimacy of Abolition   

    Stephen   Dillon    

   In 1972, when Michel Foucault was asked, “Do you know of a model 
prison?,” he responded:

  The problem is not a model prison or the abolition of prisons. Currently, 
in our system, marginalization is effected by prisons. This marginaliza-
tion will not automatically disappear by abolishing the prison. Society 
would quite simply institute another means. The problem is the follow-
ing: to offer a critique of the system that explains the process by which 
contemporary society pushes a portion of the population to the margins. 
Voil à .  1     

 Throughout the GIP documents, Foucault and his coauthors argue 
that “none of us is sure to escape the prison” because the police and 
prison are so unimaginably expansive—physically, discursively, and 
epistemologically—that one is always already ontologically “marked 
by police custody.”  2   In this formulation, the prison is more than an 
institution composed of cages, corridors, and guard towers; it is also 
a system of affects, desires, discourses, and ideas that make the prison 
possible. Thus, the prison captures not just bodies, but also feelings, 
desires, and forms of knowledge. The prison could disappear tomorrow 
and the types of power that give rise to its reign could live on in other 
forms such as the regimes we call freedom, rights, and the state or struc-
tures like settler-colonialism, heteropatriarchy, and white supremacy. 
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For Foucault, it is not only the prison that must disappear, but also 
the “margins.” The question for theorists of the prison and anti-prison 
activists is how to adequately grasp these systems of “marginalization.” 

 We can position Foucault’s call to theorize the expansive forms of 
power that inaugurate and animate the prison within the historical 
and “psychic terrain” of Black feminism, and women of color feminism 
more broadly.  3   As Chela Sandoval has observed, the work of thinkers 
like Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Frederic Jameson, and Roland Barthes 
share “lines of force and affinity” and contain the “decolonizing inf lu-
ences” of the formation she calls “U.S. third world feminism.”  4   So, 
while the corpus of Foucault’s work has been criticized and expanded 
because it at times did not consider processes of valuation and devalu-
ation like colonialism, slavery, patriarchy, and white supremacy, Black 
feminism emerged at the same historical moment as Foucault’s work to 
take these formations as its condition of possibility and as foundational 
to its grammar. 

 Black feminism—and radical and revolutionary Black feminisms 
on which this chapter focuses—coalesced in new ways in the 1970s 
to name the types of marginalization that other modes of thought 
rendered unthinkable and unknowable. Most critically, Black femi-
nism understands race, gender, and sexuality not as static categories 
of identification but as processes that produce value and disposability 
for individuals, populations, and forms of knowledge.  5   As a mode of 
culture, thought, and action, Black feminism emerged from the mar-
gins to theorize the production of the margins. Indeed, since Sojourner 
Truth analyzed the racialized and gendered production of the category 
“woman” and its relationship to the social death of chattel slavery, Black 
feminism has worked to name the forms of regulatory marginalization 
produced by the state, but also by radical, revolutionary, and intellec-
tual formations like (white) feminism, Black nationalism, abolitionism, 
queer politics, postmodernism, post-structuralism, and the left more 
broadly. 

 We can thus understand Black feminism as providing a pathway for 
thinking through the systems of marginalization that authorize the 
racialized and gendered terror of the prison—one that complements 
and exceeds the theories of Foucault and the GIP. In other words, Black 
feminist theories of the prison are essential to understanding the systems 
of marginalization that Foucault argued produce the prison. Indeed, the 
critiques of the prison advanced by many scholars of incarceration often 
do not comprehend the forms of devaluation that render poor women of 
color and queer and trans people of color vulnerable to the power that 
makes the prison possible. Black feminism emerged, in part, because 
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formations like Black nationalism and white feminism could not theo-
rize the forms of power that produced human disposability through the 
racialization of gender, sexuality, and capital. These movements often 
could not think of race as gendered and gender and sexuality as racial-
ized, and thus failed to comprehend the assemblages of power that ani-
mate the prison. For example, in Eleanor Holmes Norton’s essay, “For 
Sadie and Maude,” included in the 1969 “Black Woman’s Manifesto” 
pamphlet distributed by the Third World Women’s Alliance, Norton 
writes, “Some subjects are so complex, so unyielding of facile insight, 
that it will not do to think about them in the ordinary way.”  6   The “ordi-
nary way” was an epistemological collusion between statist epistemolo-
gies, “white women revolutionaries,” and Black nationalism that failed 
to name or comprehend the “predestined half-life of the black woman 
in this country.”  7   Norton and the other contributors to the “Black 
Woman’s Manifesto” worked to theorize how “the afterlife of slavery,” 
heteropatriarchy, and capitalism produced new forms of human dispos-
ability in the moment after the civil rights reforms of the mid-1960s.  8   
These regimes of value and valuelessness were foundational to the rise 
of what Dylan Rodr í guez calls the US prison regime.  9   

 Beth Richie has observed that this failure lives on in anti-prison 
politics and critical prison studies. Feminist theories of the prison often 
cannot think race, while antiracist theories of incarceration fail to cen-
ter, or even consider, gender and sexual politics.  10   Black feminism is one 
formation we can turn to—along with queer of color critique and the 
growing movement around imprisoned transgender women of color—
that can name the particularities of power that escape the theories pro-
duced by the GIP, Foucault, and dominant Western epistemologies.  11   
This is because Black feminism emerged out of the material conditions 
of “the prison of slavery and the slavery of prison” and thus does not 
let the racialized and gendered operations of power go unnamed or 
unthought.  12   As Sandoval puts it, “U.S. third world feminism rose out 
of the matrix of the very discourses denying, permitting, and produc-
ing difference.”  13   Her “methodology of the oppressed” emerges out of 
the shock, trauma, terror, and forms of resistance experienced under 
slavery, colonization, and state violence.  14   It is from within populations 
labeled materially and “existentially surplus” by the neoliberal-carceral 
state that survival skills, modes of action, and alternative epistemologies 
emerge to lead toward new worlds and “something else to be.”  15   This is 
the way beyond “the ordinary way” Norton named in 1969. 

 In this chapter, I read the insights and theories of the GIP alongside 
the writings of imprisoned revolutionary Black women in the 1970s. 
My argument is not, as Brady Heiner has observed about the Black 
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Panther Party, that Foucault and the GIP are directly indebted to Black 
feminism and thus that they have subjugated the knowledges central 
to their political aspirations (although, as Heiner observes, this may be 
true in the case of Angela Davis’ writing).  16   Rather, I am interested in 
how Black feminist theories of the racialization of gender and sexual-
ity can rewrite dominant, radical, and revolutionary conceptions of the 
racialized terror of the carceral and the politics of prison abolition. Such 
an investigation allows us to think transnationally about the emergence 
of a variety of 1970s movements that took the prison as their object and 
abolition as their goal. Yet, as I argue, Foucault and the GIP produced 
a universalizing theory of the prison and the prisoner that threatened 
to reproduce the forms of subjection they aimed to undo. In what fol-
lows, I consider how the GIP and Black feminism share a theorization 
of the biopolitics of the prison and the role of culture in abolitionist 
politics. At the same time, they diverge in the solutions they define and 
the futures they imagine. Black feminism analyzes the intimate forms 
of anti-Black and heteropatriarchal domination produced by the prison 
regime. Attention to the everyday intimacies of power also shapes Black 
feminism’s conception of abolition. In their writings regarding the pris-
oner, the GIP continually asks, “Can they ever escape?,” a question they 
are unable to answer. Black feminism provides a theory of how to escape 
the prison even as it expands and intensifies.  

  I   “Speech to the Detainees!”: 
Universal Knowledge and “The Prisoner” 

 Throughout the GIP documents, Foucault states that the group’s goal 
is to “let those who have an experience of incarceration speak.”  17   The 
GIP was not interested in performing a “sociological inquiry” into the 
imagined objective conditions of incarceration.  18   Rather, Foucault and 
the GIP were invested in the truth of the prisoner, not the truth of 
the prison. As Foucault notes, “Everyone can speak. Whoever the one 
speaking might be, he does not speak because he has a title or a name, 
but because he has something to say. The GIP’s only watchword is: 
‘Speech to the Detainees!’”  19   The GIP wanted to move beyond the truth 
of the expert—of those with a title or a name—in order to open a space 
and place for the speech of the nameless and the unknown. A world 
that was made possible by incarceration would have to listen to the 
truth of the dead and disappeared. When asked what facts the group 
discovered in its inquiry, Foucault responded that they did not uncover 
the mystification of the prison because “most of these facts were already 
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known.”  20   The prison’s “deplorable material conditions,” its “shameless 
exploitation,” “slavery,” and “non-existent medical care” were known in 
particular ways—doctors, social workers, and other authorities spoke 
publicly about these conditions.  21   The issue was not necessarily a lack of 
knowledge, but the production of knowledge. The prison’s violence was 
known in “circumscribed milieus,” but the prisoner’s voice was silenced, 
hidden, and subjugated. For them, there was a truth that lies within 
what has been erased, destroyed, and rendered invisible. 

 The GIP argued that imprisonment operated through a structure of 
invisibility, censorship, and silence. By creating space for the truth of 
the imprisoned to be heard, they aimed to “make reality known” so that 
the prison’s essence might become visible and knowable in new ways. 
In their writings, the GIP compared the prison to an iceberg: what 
was visible—floating above the calmness of the water’s surface—was a 
discourse about the safety and security created by the incapacitation of 
a fabricated criminal. The prison’s terror was authorized by a discourse 
that the criminal was a natural, biological figure in need of contain-
ment. But what was hidden in the abyss of the water, lurking within the 
prison’s structure of visibility, was the fact that the “prison is an instru-
ment of social repression.”  22   The goal, then, was to expose what lay 
hidden within the depths of the visible and knowable—to apprehend 
how freedom was subjection and that beneath “peace, order, wealth, 
and authority, beneath the calm order of subordinations, beneath the 
State and State apparatuses, beneath the laws” there is the sound of a 
permanent war.  23   

 For the GIP, making the prison knowable and visible meant listening 
to the imprisoned. Undoing and understanding the biopolitical meant 
opening up a space for imprisoned people to “take charge of the struggle 
that will prevent the exercise of oppression.”  24   It meant “breaking open 
the ghetto” of the prison so as to allow prisoners to define the goals, 
demands, and means of attacking “the punitive system” as a whole.  25   
The struggle to end prisons and systems of marginalization must be led 
by “the same social stratum that forms its primary victim.”  26   The goal 
of the GIP, as Foucault defined it, was to “give the right to speak to all 
people that have in one way or another been excluded from discourse, 
excluded from speech.”  27   For them, the prisoner could make visible 
what others could not even see. 

 By theorizing the prisoner as a figure with the potential to subvert, 
resist, and undo the prison’s systems of occlusion, Foucault and the 
GIP understood the prisoner through a type of repressive hypothesis. 
The prisoner was silenced, and, when he spoke, power trembled at his 



264  ●  Stephen Dillon

subjugated truth. Power did not use the voice of the prisoner to advance 
its project—the voice of the prisoner was the site of the prison’s undo-
ing. The prisoner was an object of power, created by a “clash with power 
that wished only to annihilate,” and thus his speech could only liberate, 
never subjugate.  28   In this way, the prisoner was the product of power 
but did not reproduce power. He was power’s object but not its agent. 
What might remain hidden within the prisoner’s speech? How might 
power expand and intensify through the prisoner’s claim to truth? 

 We can turn to the struggle over the meaning of the term and sub-
ject position of “woman” to help us think through what is lost in an 
abstract theorization of “the prisoner.” In other words, Black feminist 
critiques of “woman” can help us think critically and cautiously about 
the category of the prisoner. In her 1970 essay, “The Black Movement 
and Women’s Liberation,” Linda La Rue considers the ways that white 
feminism’s deployment of “woman” fails to describe the anti-Blackness 
foundational to heteropatriarchy:

  Let us first discuss what common literature addresses as the “common 
oppression” of blacks and women. This is a tasty abstraction designed 
purposely or inadvertently to draw validity and seriousness to the wom-
en’s movement through a universality of plight. Every movement worth 
its “revolutionary salt” makes these headliner generalities about “com-
mon oppression” with others—but let us state unequivocally that, with 
few exceptions, the American white woman has had a better opportunity 
to live a free and fulfilling life, both mentally and physically, than any 
other group in the United States, with the exception of her white hus-
band. Thus, any attempt to analogize black oppression with the plight 
of the American white woman has the validity of comparing the neck 
of a hanging man with the hands of an amateur mountain climber with 
rope burns.  29     

 For La Rue, the danger of abstraction is that it erases the forms of state 
violence and terror that are productive of difference. Abstraction ren-
ders the margins invisible even as it grasps at a totality that can theorize 
the margins. This is what Frank Wilderson calls “the ruse of analogy” 
where “grammars of suffering” that are irreconcilable are made equiv-
alent.  30   Simply, the alienation, oppression, and exploitation of white 
women is incomparable to Black women’s expulsion from humanity. 
As La Rue notes, “Blacks are oppressed, and that means unreasonably 
burdened, unjustly, severely, rigorously, cruelly and harshly fettered 
by white authority. White women, on the other hand, are only sup-
pressed, and that means checked, restrained, excluded from conscious 
and overt activity. And there is a difference.”  31   The very attempt by 
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white feminism to empathetically identify with black women—to con-
struct a “universality of plight” —resulted in the erasure of Black wom-
en’s experiences, histories, and lives. “Woman” was used as an analytic 
to theorize the universal power of patriarchy and to understand white 
supremacy, but, in so doing, it erased the histories that produced the 
racialization of gender and sexuality. By failing to apprehend the cen-
trality of anti-Blackness to heteropatriarchy, “White women’s lib advo-
cates fail to realize the possibility [that] their subsequent liberation may 
spell a strengthening of the status quo values from which they sought 
liberation.”  32   For La Rue, white feminism was not only an attack on 
power; it was also power’s accomplice, helping to open up new regimes 
of capture and avenues for the expansion of white supremacy. 

 Roderick Ferguson has observed that white feminism produced a 
repressive hypothesis about patriarchy that saw it as a solely disciplin-
ary formation. Instead, like La Rue, Ferguson argues that patriarchy 
animated white feminism by “convincing feminists to take patriarchy 
as the movement’s model of agency and being.”  33   White feminism’s con-
struction of a universal female identity “as the domain of absolute dif-
ference from patriarchal cultures” helped construct new domains for the 
expansion of heteropatriarchy and white supremacy.  34   In other words, 
by constructing patriarchy as universally oppressive and “woman” as 
universally oppressed, white feminism aided in the reorganization of 
white supremacy and heteropatriarchy in the era when these forma-
tions remade themselves within the neoliberal-carceral state. In this 
way, Foucault’s theory of power as productive can help us understand 
how categories like “woman” and “the prisoner” reproduce the forms of 
power they attempt to undo. 

 Foucault and the GIP positioned the prisoner as a subject of truth 
and thus could not account for how the truth of the prisoner might also 
reproduce forms of subjection. To extend Ferguson’s theory of “woman,” 
we could say that Foucault constructed incarceration as the prisoner’s 
sole estrangement from power. We could also add that Foucault and 
critical prison studies often position universal conceptions of race and 
class as the prisoner’s sole subjection by the prison state. In this way, the 
abstract category of “the prisoner” as articulated by Foucault and the 
GIP did not grasp the ways that the racialization of sexuality and gen-
der are foundational to the operation of the carceral inside and beyond 
the prison proper. Foucault reminds us that power “is not simply eye 
and ear; it makes people speak and act.”  35   Heteropatriarchy informs 
the speech and actions of the prisoner and antiracist/anti-prison poli-
tics by deploying subversive speech that leaves gender and sexuality in 
the margins, or by disappearing them altogether. Thus, the subversive 
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can aid the racial/prison state by failing to challenge and theorize the 
ways that heteropatriarchy structures white supremacy and anti-Black-
ness. Joy James has argued that the master narrative of  Discipline and 
Punish  erases historical and ongoing practices of racialized state vio-
lence.  36   Similar to the power of a master narrative, an abstract theory 
of the prisoner’s voice threatens to reproduce the very forms of erasure, 
silence, and disappearance the GIP wanted to undo. As Black, women 
of color, and third world feminists have continually argued, claims to 
a category’s universality reproduces an epistemological erasure of the 
work, thought, and experiences of those who always already live on the 
margins or nowhere at all.  37   We can see how “the prisoner” functions 
similarly to “woman” by comparing the ways Foucault, the GIP, and 
Black feminists theorized the prison’s biopolitics in the 1970s.  

  II   Black Feminist Theories of “The Prison Regime” 

 The GIP’s understanding of the prison is articulated in their declara-
tion that “the prison multiplies all the ideological constraints of the 
exterior milieu.”  38   Because the prison reproduces normative values like 
submission to authority, obedience and self-discipline, a capitalist work 
ethic, and the repression of sexuality, the struggles of prisoners mirror 
those of the world “from which detainees are excluded.”  39   The GIP 
observed that when prisoners were released, they were “condemned to 
unemployment” and “over-exploited and unstable employment.”  40   As 
they argued, there was no release with a criminal record, “there are 
only reprieves.”  41   The GIP wanted to produce an “active intolerance” 
of prisons, the press, universities, hospitals, psychiatry, the military, 
and the legal system.  42   They named this system “the prison regime.”  43   
This regime is foundational to the systems of marginalization that they 
declared must be examined and abolished. Although these institutions 
function under different names, they collude in producing forms of sub-
jection across populations, spaces, and temporalities. Thus, the prison 
was only a part of a larger “penal system” and the penal system only part 
of a larger “punitive system” that made it so we are “punished our whole 
life.”  44   This punitive system emerged in the Age of Enlightenment as a 
form of population control that could repress the ongoing insurrections 
against the rise of modern capitalism. It is worth noting that, unlike 
Rodr í guez’s conception of the prison regime as a form of white suprem-
acist domestic warfare founded on a chattel logic that is productive of 
state power, the GIP centers capitalism and an abstract subject targeted 
for the prion’s repressive maintenance of capitalism.  45   Prisons allowed 
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“them to eliminate, as dangerous, a select portion of the population” 
and thus served as a “miraculous remedy” to the problem of rebellious 
workers and the insurgency of the workless.  46   The GIP called these sur-
plus populations in need of containment the “slum population” in order 
to name a group of people whose demographics may vary but who are 
always at the mercy of others.  47   

 The GIP’s project of trying to render the biopolitical visible is foun-
dational to the epistemological project of Black feminism. Black femi-
nism emerged and expanded alongside the neoliberal-carceral state, 
and, in the case of imprisoned writers like Assata Shakur, Angela Davis, 
and Safiya Bukhari, from within the prison. By analyzing race, gender, 
class, sexuality, and the state as interlocking and colluding mechanisms 
of power, Black feminism can name the ways that multiply-determined 
difference is simultaneously central to and yet incessantly disavowed in 
the production and reproduction of power.  48   Black feminism names that 
which cannot be apprehended under normative ideals or hegemonic epis-
temologies. As a way of knowing, Black feminism names the repressed, 
the erased, and the expunged at the very moment of their formation 
and articulation.  49   It engages “the shadows and what is living there,” 
naming what has never entered the archives that constitute evidence 
and fact.  50   For Katherine McKittrick, Black feminism is fundamentally 
about showing how the erased, forgotten, and destroyed are central to 
the visibility of what is normal and natural. Reconstructing what has 
been erased requires seeing that which is both expunged and erasable. 
What remains invisible, and forgettable, is part of a larger social, politi-
cal, and geographic project that thrives on erasing and displacing the 
gender and sexual life and social death of Blackness.  51   Turning to the 
imprisoned writings of Bukhari and Shakur can help make the affinities 
and differences between the GIP and Black feminism clearer. 

 In her 1979 essay, “Coming of Age: A Black Revolutionary,” the Black 
Panther and Black Liberation Army member Safiya Bukhari writes 
from prison, “The maturation process is full of obstacles and entangle-
ments for anyone, but for a black woman it has all the markings of a 
Minotaur’s maze. I had to say that, even though nothing as spectacular 
takes place in the maturation process of the average black woman.”  52   
Like the writings of the GIP, Bukhari argues that everyday life in the 
free world mimicked and replicated her experience of incarceration. 
She observes that the world contains “obstacles and entanglements” for 
everyone, but she notes that a different and intensified regime exists 
for Black women. For her, the racialization of gender and sexuality are 
central to how freedom is imbued with the discipline and control of the 
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carceral. The prison is embedded in the intimate so that life is prison 
and prison is life. 

 The prison regime makes itself known in the ways that Black wom-
en’s lives are “a story of humiliation, degradation, deprivation, and 
waste that [starts] in infancy and [lasts] until death—in too many cases, 
at an early age.”  53   In this way, Bukhari theorizes the biopolitical as 
what Lauren Berlant calls “slow death.”  54   According to Berlant, slow 
death refers to “the physical wearing out of a population” so that its 
deterioration “is a defining condition of its experience and historical 
existence.”  55   Slow death does not occur in spectacular events like mili-
tary aggression or genocides, but in the temporal space of “ordinariness 
itself.”  56   Slow death does not arise from spectacles of discipline, but 
from the banal contours of the intimacy of the everyday. For Bukhari, 
the prison’s power is not only attached to the law or even to concrete, 
identifiable structures of discipline or control. Instead, her writing cate-
gorizes how death is produced by dispersed processes like “humiliation, 
degradation, deprivation, and waste.” In other words, death makes itself 
known in ways that are diffuse, banal, and unremarkable to normative 
epistemologies. In this context, the only way to achieve “genuine libera-
tion for black women” is to bring about the “liberation of black people 
as a whole.”  57   Thus, the end of patriarchal regulation requires the end 
of anti-Blackness, and the end of anti-Blackness requires the abolition 
of patriarchy. She declares that to “slay the beast” that is the racial 
state, Black women (and the Black liberation movement) must end “rac-
ism, capitalism, and sexism.”  58   In this way, anti-Blackness makes itself 
known as gender and sexual regulation, and gender and sexual differ-
ence are produced by capitalism and racism. Black feminism documents 
how liberal epistemology and revolutionary politics often occlude the 
centrality of race, gender, sexuality, and capital to the formation and 
functioning of the social.  59   To miss one for the destruction of another is 
to let regulation reproduce itself under the name of liberation. 

 An abstract conception of the prisoner’s truth cannot name the forms 
of marginalization central to the prison that collude with and deploy 
gender and sexuality. While Foucault and the GIP theorized the ways 
the prison structured freedom as “unemployment” and a criminal record, 
Bukhari leaves the specificities of the prison regime unspoken because 
its effects are too difficult to name and impossible to catalogue. When 
she does describe the specific powers of the prison regime, she analyzes 
the “medical treatment” of imprisoned women in order to describe how 
the intimate gender and sexual politics of incarceration are part of a 
larger program of racialized state killing. For example, in discussing the 
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prison’s medical care, she notes that a prison doctor proscribed Maalox 
for a woman with a cold and diagnosed another woman’s cancer as a 
sore throat.  60   These “quasi-events” or “quiet deaths” confound response 
because it is hard to say exactly what happened and who caused it.  61   
These events are forms of lethality composed of “an agentless slow 
death” where the everyday drifts toward a premature ending: an incor-
rect diagnosis, another malnourished meal, an unexpected sickness, a 
small pain in the chest.  62   According to Bukhari, unlike stories of spec-
tacular repression and brutality in the prison, the forms of subjection 
and subjugation produced by anti-Blackness and heteropatriarchy are 
so banal that metaphors fail to describe them.  63   For her, the Greek 
myth of the Minotaur’s maze describes the impossibility of escape that 
confronts Black women and other people surrounded by capitalism, 
anti-Blackness, and heteropatriarchy. Yet the analogy fails because the 
impossibility of escape is not isolated to a maze or a prison—it describes 
the everyday structures of the world, processes left unthought under 
universal theories of the prison and the prisoner. 

 Assata Shakur, also a member of the Black Liberation Army, simi-
larly describes the prison as regime of dispersed racialized and gendered 
biopolitical power in her 1978 essay “Women in Prison: How We Are”:

  For many the cells are not much different from the tenements, the shoot-
ing galleries and the welfare hotels they live in on the street. Sick call is 
no different from the clinic or the hospital emergency room. The fights 
are the same except they are less dangerous. The police are the same. The 
poverty is the same. The alienation is the same. The racism is the same. 
The sexism is the same. The drugs are the same and the system is the 
same. Riker’s Island is just another institution. In childhood school was 
their prison, or youth houses or reform schools or children shelters or 
foster homes or mental hospitals or drug programs and they see all insti-
tutions as indifferent to their needs, yet necessary to their survival.  64     

 In this passage, Shakur centers gender and sexuality in an analysis of 
a racialized field of knowledge, containment, and immobilization that 
manages populations subjected to “assigned disposability.”  65   By repeat-
ing that the prison’s power is “the same” as the hospital, racism, sex-
ism, the police, schools, and so on, Shakur outlines a massive system of 
biopolitical governance animated by anti-Blackness, heteropatriarchy, 
and white supremacy.  66   This system cannot be apprehended through 
“ideologies of discreteness” or universal knowledge.  67   Indeed, this is 
Shakur’s point in writing about the particularities of the experiences 
of incarcerated women of color and queer women of color. And this 
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attention to gender and sexuality allows her to highlight the intimate 
effects of the prison regime. The symbiotic and productive relationship 
between freedom and the prison makes itself visible on the bodies of the 
women with whom she is incarcerated:

  She is in her late thirties. Her hands are swollen. Enormous. There are 
huge, open sores on her legs. She has about ten teeth left. And her entire 
body is scarred and ashen. She has been on drugs about twenty years. 
Her veins have collapsed. She has fibrosis, epilepsy, and edema.  68     

 Her description of bodily disintegration captures the intimacy of domi-
nation that orders the lives of Black women but that is invisible in its 
banality. For Shakur, open sores, collapsed veins, and missing teeth are 
traces of power’s presence. The prison’s power is visible and public, but 
it also shapes the contours of skin and memory. 

 Critically, for Shakur and Bukhari, this system targets those resis-
tant to capitalism and those populations produced as capitalism’s sur-
plus. Because they focus heteropatriarchy and anti-Blackness in their 
theories of the prison regime, they argue that the prison targets people 
and populations produced as nonnormative in a multiplicity of ways. 
For example, the imprisoned women of color—the “butches,” “fems,” 
“bulldaggers,” and “stud broads”—in Shakur’s analysis of incarceration 
show the ways that heterosexism, white supremacy, and neoliberalism 
collude to immobilize poor queer women of color. Shakur’s writing 
highlights the centrality of gender, sexuality, and race to the ways that 
the neoliberal-carceral state renders socially and civically dead women 
of color and queer people of color “who come from places where dreams 
have been abandoned like the buildings.”  69   In the following passage, she 
describes the significance of heteropatriarchy to the prison regime:

  There are no criminals here at Riker’s Island Correctional Institution for 
Women (New York), only victims. Most of the women (over 95 percent) 
are black and Puerto Rican. Many were abused as children. Most have 
been abused by men and all have been abused by ‘the system’ . . . Many 
are charged as accessories to crimes committed by men. The major crimes 
that women here are charged with are prostitution, pick pocketing, shop-
lifting, robbery, and drugs . . . The women see stealing or hustling as nec-
essary for the survival of themselves and their children because jobs are 
scarce and welfare is impossible to live on.  70     

 In this passage, Shakur makes clear how heteropatriarchy extends the 
carceral into the mundane contours of the lives of Black women and 
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other women of color. When the GIP asked, “Can they ever escape?,” 
they meant, Can the imprisoned ever be free of identifiable systems of 
carceral control? Shakur and Bukhari argue that the racial terror of the 
carceral shapes the home, sex and sexuality, love, labor, interpersonal 
violence, the contours of one’s veins and the size of one’s hands. In 
their theorization, the prison’s power is often exercised outside the law, 
through the intimate, the affective, the indescribable, and the unknow-
able. They highlight how anti-Blackness and heteropatriarchy extend 
the carceral beyond the prison or even the police. As scholars like Beth 
Richie and Julia Sudbury have observed, intimate forms of patriarchal 
violence often push women of color into regimes of confinement and 
capture.  71   These intimate forms of capture require intimate and affec-
tive forms of abolition.  

  III   Culture and the Intimate Politics of Abolition 

 In Foucault’s statement on the 1972 Nancy prison revolt, he shares a 
powerful story about the role of knowledge and culture in the process 
of abolition. To make their list of demands known to the public, prison-
ers wrote them on leaf lets. In order to distribute them, they wrapped 
the leaf lets around stones and threw them into the crowd of their sup-
porters. The police worked furiously to collect “all the leaf let-wrapped 
stones so that no one would know what the detainees wanted.”  72   For 
Foucault, this example demonstrates how dangerous the knowledge of 
the prisoner is to the state. It also demonstrates that a struggle over 
knowledge is foundational to the conf lict between prisoners and the 
prison. This struggle over knowledge was central to how Foucault and 
the GIP understood abolition. For them, abolition was a material and 
epistemological process. They wanted to defend the rights of prison-
ers, abolish criminal records, counter the beatings occurring in police 
stations and prisons, and politicize detainees through the GIP or other 
organizations. They also wanted to destroy “the divisions the system 
establishes . . . the hierarchical divisions within prison and the isolation 
of families outside.”  73   These material changes were tied to the epistemo-
logical change they worked toward. They thus argued that their inquiry 
into the prison “itself is a struggle.”  74   

 The goal of the GIP’s work was to attack “oppressive power,” whether 
it went by the name “justice, technique, knowledge, or objectivity.”  75   
Indeed, Foucault said he had no “personal opinions” about incarceration. 
Instead, he wanted to receive and disseminate information.  76   Creating 
new forms of knowledge might create openings for challenging and 
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undoing the prison regime. For the GIP, if the prison regime was to end, 
it needed to be made visible, and rendering it visible required new epis-
temologies constructed by the imprisoned. As Foucault put it plainly, 
“We can respond to the information on prison with revolt, with reform, 
or with the destruction of prisons.”  77   But first, one needed information. 
In this way, the GIP understood culture to be a repository of alterna-
tive memories and histories where new subjectivities, collectivities, and 
forms of life could be imagined.  78   Black feminism has similarly centered 
culture and epistemology in its understanding of creating a new world. 
However, it has not only critiqued an abstract conception of the state 
and the prison, it has demanded the destruction of dominant episte-
mologies and subjectivities. Thus, it has positioned abolition as material 
and epistemological, as well as intimate. 

 In her 1970 essay, “Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female,” 
Francis Beale argues that Black feminism is a cultural force that will 
remake epistemologies and subjectivities. She argues that revolution is 
not a single economic or political moment, but rather the transforma-
tion of knowledge and being: “A people’s revolution that engages the 
participation of every member of society, man, woman, and child brings 
about a certain transformation in the participants as a result of this par-
ticipation. Once you have caught a glimpse of freedom, or experienced 
a bit of self-determination, you can’t go back to old routines established 
under a racist, capitalist regime.”  79   For her, to die for the revolution is 
“a one shot deal; to live for the revolution means taking on the more dif-
ficult commitment of changing our day-to-day life patterns.”  80   In this 
formulation, Black feminism is a politics that creates “a new world” for 
everyone. For example, in their classic “A Black Feminist Statement,” 
the Combahee River Collective writes, “We might use our position at 
the bottom, however, to make a clear leap into revolutionary action. If 
Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have 
to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all 
the systems of oppression.”  81   Similarly, Beale argues that it is essential 
for those “who understand the workings of capitalism and imperialism 
to realize that the exploitation of black people and women works to 
everyone’s disadvantage.”  82   For her, the abolition of anti-Blackness and 
heteropatriarchy are stepping stones toward the liberation of everyone. 

 For the Black feminist thinkers discussed in this chapter, intersec-
tionality is not an identitarian analytic.  83   Rather, it is a theory of race, 
gender, sexuality, the prison, and capitalism as social processes that 
traverse time and space in ways that change even as they remain the 
same. This epistemology provides a pathway for seeing both regulation 
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in liberation and marginalization in what might look like revolution 
or resistance. This means producing forms of knowledge attuned to 
the prison regime’s displays of spectacular repression, brutality, and 
regulation, but it also means undoing the intimate effects of the prison 
regime—processes that can invade the home, deteriorate the mind, and 
scar the skin. This is not a static analytic, but one attuned to move-
ment and change. In the cases of Shakur, Bukhari, and Angela Davis, 
this knowledge was produced from within the prison, but also on the 
run. All three activists were not only imprisoned at one point, they also 
escaped or f led in order to disappear into the world of the underground. 
Yet, running was not only physical. They have also been fugitives from 
normative modes of thought. Whether fugitives or prisoners, they were 
trying to f lee the forms of knowledge constitutive of the racial state, the 
prison, heteropatriarchy, and new formations of global capitalism. For 
them, there might not be a way out, but that doesn’t mean you stay put. 
This is the lesson of the fugitive; a lesson we must grasp if the intimate 
affects, desires, discourses, and ideas central to the prison are to end 
along with its cages, corridors, and guard towers. The prison’s end must 
exceed the institution. The fugitive can lead the way. Even if escape is 
impossible, we still have to run.  
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