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The Ethics of Foucauldian Poetics: Women's Selves

Shira Wolosky

Reading Foucault can seem like the revenge of arcane theological disputes on free will and determinism.
  Here, however, the determiner is not God but systemic social microforces, penetrating, in endless tendrils, each self in/and/of society.  The special site of such social apparatus is the body, “in the grip,” as Foucault explicates in Discipline and Punish, “of very strict powers, which imposed on it constraints, prohibitions, or obligations.”  This encompassing “micro-physics” operates as a more or less constant “mechanics of power” whose “coercions . . . act upon the body, [as] a calculated manipulation of its elements, its gestures, its behavior.”  Executed through the varied and central institutions of modern life, these methods of coercion are exercised via ”the meticulous control of the operations of the body which assured the constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility”; methods, Foucault sums up, “which might be called “disciplines.”

Foucault himself showed rather little interest in the placement of women within these disciplinary micropractices (his viewpoints overall remain male; when asked in a 1977 interview about the implications of his work for the “women’s question” he is content to consign such applications to others: “it is not up to me.”)
  Nevertheless, the power of Foucauldian analysis for feminist interpretation is great. It is especially potent, if also problematic and challenging, regarding the positioning of women and the female body as a disciplinary site through which multiple institutions intersect.  Gender itself emerges as a foundational institution and disciplinary matrix.  

Yet, if various social and cultural practices – advertising, pornography, philosophy and theory – have provided rich fields of Foucauldian analysis, poetry has been hardly attempted.  This is due in part to that view of poetry as a self-enclosed, formal language remote from historical forces.  In this sense, it is quite possible to ask: how is poetry like a woman? (or perhaps, how is twentieth-century poetry like a nineteenth-century woman)? Poetry has tended, in this century, to be set aside, bracketed out of cultural discourses in many of the ways women have been: as too pure, too enclosed, too private to enter into the circulating discourses of social history.  But poetic texts engage and register, mark and are marked by the discourses surrounding them – indeed, poetry offers an extreme self-consciousness to cultural practices exactly as discourses, that is, in their linguistic conduct and its effects.  As linguistic self-reflection, poetry engages Foucault at two central sites.  On the one hand, it represents the image of woman and specifically of woman’s body as a space of intersection between multiple social-cultural disciplines, as this specifically takes place in linguistic forms.  Woman’s poetry can represent the intersection of discourses and practices as they take women into their grasp; and can do so quite specifically as language, as modes of expression that fill our very mouths with their words.  On the other hand, as aesthetic creation (not, however, as a separate and self-enclosed domain of activity; but rather, whose claims and norms are probed and revised) women’s poetry proposes and explores avenues for asserting possibilities of agent selfhood, free creativity, and constructive power that Foucault’s work has made so problematic, not least for women and for feminism.  Poetry demonstrates and explores Foucauldian coercions; but it also challenges them in the very acts of artistic creation, critical reflection, and linguistic power that the poem performs and affirms.

At issue, then, is poetic representation of the body as a site of practices, and of language as itself a central practice instituting selves in social processes.   These become urgent in face of the Foucauldian challenge to any notion of autonomy or personal agency – a challenge that has been noticed across many fields.  Difficulties within Foucault in accounting for political agency and action have been discussed by political theorists such as Michael Walzer, Charles Taylor, and Jürgen Habermas.
  Problematic implications for feminism in depriving women of the very categories of selfhood, agency, and political initiative just as they begin to claim them has also been much discussed.
 as has the question of how Foucault’s own independent and critical view can be accounted for within his theory of subjection.
 If power is so pervasive and so dominating, how can any self act autonomously or agently? What avenues remain for women, or for anyone, to negotiate and initiate creative activities and transformative practices?  These are the questions at the core of the feminist engagement with Foucault – and indeed for Foucault himself, in his later writings on the care of the self.

I.  Foucauldian Poetics

American women’s poetry provides a dramatic space in which disciplinary forces in society are not only inscribed on the bodies of women but are registered in the linguistic body of their texts.  Language is itself represented as a formative force, whose shaping power, however, in being so exposed, may also be recognized and redirected.  As a first example, I will take Sylvia Plath's “Face Lift,” a poem written in 1961, well before cosmetic surgery (not to mention Botox) became a billion dollar world-wide industry.

You bring me good news from the clinic,

Whipping off your silk scarf, exhibiting the tight white

Mummy-cloths, smiling: I’m all right.

When I was nine, a lime-green anesthetist

Fed me banana gas through a frog-mask.  The nauseous vault

Boomed with bad dream and the Jovian voices of surgeons.

Then mother swam up, holding a tin basin.

O I was sick.

They’ve changed all that.  Traveling

Nude as Cleopatra in my well-boiled hospital shift,

Fizzy with sedatives and unusually humorous,

I roll to an anteroom where a kind man

Fists my fingers for me.  He makes me feel something precious

Is leaking from the finger-vents.  At the count of two

Darkness wipes me out like chalk on a blackboard. . . 

I don’t know a thing.

For five days I lie in secret,

Tapped like a cask, the years draining into my pillow.

Even my best friend thinks I’m in the country.

Skin doesn’t have roots, it peels away easy as paper.

When I grin, the stitches tauten.  I grow backward.  I’m twenty, . . .

Now she’s done for, the dewlapped lady

I watched settle, line by line, in my mirror – 

Old sock-face, sagged on a darning egg.

They’ve trapped her in some laboratory jar.

Let her die there, or wither incessantly for the next fifty years,

Nodding and rocking and fingering her thin hair.

Mother to myself, I wake swaddled in gauze,

Pink and smooth as a baby. 

Plath has an almost uncannily Foucauldian eye and ear.  Her poems cruelly represent cultural practices at their most malicious, in their hidden coercive powers and coercive languages.  In “Face Lift,” the woman’s body itself is exposed as institutional site and intersection of interests and rhetorics: commercial, medical, aesthetic, political.  All of these collude, but the last is most insidious.  The coercion of women into narrowly defined bodily process and product is billed as voluntary choice, indeed as self-realization and self-fulfillment. The remaking of the female body is advertised as a woman’s free effort to become her better self.  Yet, as a number of feminist writers have insisted, this notion of liberty and of selfhood is deeply complicitous in what is a highly aggressive industry of feminine products and procedures, and also a penetrating discipline that, promising and on some levels delivering control, in much greater degree excruciatingly determines the women in its grasp.

The institutional location of “Face Lift” is at the junction of commerce and medicine.  The opening announcement of “good news” – a religious echo of redemptive gospel? –   immediately problematizes the speaking voice.  This is in fact strangely distributed, as the first few lines address the patient/customer while the remainder of the text is spoken by her.  The opening stanza introduces what will be the poem’s main figures throughout, representing the process of the re/unmaking of the female body.  The “Mummy-cloths” confuse birth and death, motherhood and reification, in a wicked hospital pun on lying-in or delivery as in fact self-deformation, disguised as rebirth.  Anesthesia – presented first through child-memory as “banana gas” and “frog-mask” – will become a larger and larger obliteration as the poem proceeds.  And the hospital takes on mythical proportions, with, to the child’s eye, “Jovian” (male) surgeons doing magisterial and inexplicable things to her body – alongside a complicitous mother.

Now, however, “They’ve changed all that.”  Medical progress has repackaged the anesthetic as an upper class “fizzy” cocktail, while the strategy of the clinic reproduces her as an heroic-mythological “Cleopatra,” carried on her litter-stretcher.  “Nude” evokes an age-old aesthetic of the female body – art, that is, as male erotics.  Yet this is doubly delusive, since, in “my well-boiled hospital shift,” the woman is not queenly, but instead bureaucratically  encased.  As to the doctor, he is now “a kind man” and “makes me feel something precious” /.   

The line break is telling.  “Something precious / Is leaking from the finger-vents.”  All this apparent self-possession proves to be the self as drained and mechanized.  The crucial image is again anesthesia.  “I don’t know a thing.”  What the adult woman parades as conscious choice translates into images of lost consciousness.  First she leaks, then she is wiped out “like chalk on a blackboard.”  Two interlocking figural systems emerge here.  One involves the body in time – the face lift is born out of the aging body.  But this is also a figure of writing, as the poem unmasks the effort to halt, to reverse human time, as instead a mode of erasure. To the self as text, the face lift is disfiguration, an effacement of the inscription which is one’s life.  

What is achieved is not agency, but deletion and infantilization.  The “kind man / Fists my fingers for me” in a passive and infantile reflex of the hand. A womb-like initiation rite – “For five days I lie in secret” – instead traces a loss of self, as drainage – “Tapped like a cask, the years draining into my pillow” – and retractive oxymoron: “I grow backward. I’m twenty.”   Imagery of (un)birth again joins with imagery of (un)writing, while the question of selfhood as natural or cultural is dreadfully opposed through organic as against textual imagery: “Skin doesn’t have roots, it peels away easy as paper.”  

The earlier “Mummy-cloths” intercross swaddling clothes with embalmment.  In the last stanza, the speaker would be “Mother to myself,” at once rejecting, displacing, and incorporating that earlier feared mother-power, to give birth to herself with skin “Pink and smooth as a baby.”  Here the fantasy of autochthonous birth joins with that of autonomy and self-determination.  Yet the poem, in a textuality that works against the woman’s own account, reveals this to be instead an unraveling of the self as writing, as both body and text, that she had “watched settle, line by line, in my mirror.”  This, the marks of time on her body, are the registry of her self’s own history.  They are now gone.  Who then is left?  The pursuit of beauty is a flight from, not a realization, of her self, not a command of institutions but a determination by them, not an accession to self-definition but a retreat from selfhood as it has taken shape through a life.  What she is left with is not personal self-expression but a fixed image within a set of cultural norms, inscribed on or as the woman’s own body.  

The very fantasy of autonomous-birth into self-creation proves to be derived, imposed, the product of a commercial system, now made interior in the most intimate, physical sense.  It is a fantasy of enormous social power.  Plath proleptically projects an industry of immense proportions; in Foucauldian terms a technology and apparatus whose effects can be traced in the moneys made and the rigors undergone by untold numbers of women (and increasingly also men).   Analyses of the regimens of women’s beauty and its close shadow in body-disorders such as anorexia uncannily gloss the poem.  

The very expressions of her face can subvert the disciplinary project of bodily perfection.   An expressive face lines and creases more readily than an inexpressive one.  Hence, if women are unable to suppress strong emotions, they can at least learn to inhibit the tendency of the face to register them.  

The requirement that a woman maintain a smooth and hairless skin carries further the theme of inexperience, for an infantalized face must accompany her infantalized [thin] body, a face that never ages or furrows its brow in thought.  The face of the ideally feminine woman must never display the marks of character, wisdom, and experience that we so admire in men.
 (Bartky, 1988: 66, 73).

Female beauty is not an aesthetic category, but a disciplinary one.  More than any objective or visual category or pleasure, it is a rigorous regimen for directing and constraining the female person.  In the poem, beauty operates as disdain for the woman’s own body.  Her fantasy to be “Pink and smooth as a baby,” which combines imagery of regression with written erasure, is not simply her own.  It is the cultural imperative for women to be without experience, without history, without a formed self, pliant and blank. The woman, in and as her body, is thus a register or site of forces and discourses in which she lives, which found her identity, her very desire.  But these are paradoxical, since what is demanded is the negation of whoever the woman has been or become in terms of a life history  that she can claim as her own.  The final stanza is one of extraordinary self-hatred.  “Old sock-face, sagged on a darning egg. . . Let her die there.”  Her dreadful split into a third person while referring to herself shows her very language to be invaded by disciplinary, effacing viewpoints, dividing and overwriting her with estranged locution.  Birth here is burial. Her repudiated head is trapped in a jar like formaldehyde embryos. To evade aging is to lose and betray your own history. The disciplined self costs all your selfhood.

This sense of institutionalized setting as imposed self-formation, is seen in Plath in the cosmetic, medicalized self of “Face Lift,” “Tulips,” “In Plaster,” and “Fever 103';” or a bureaucratic self in “The Applicant” (where selfhood becomes an application process) and “Death & CO.”  Yet: are these poems’ exposures merely reflective or also transformative? What is their ethical impact? In “Face Lift” – where the woman is so disciplined as to embrace her own disfiguration as rebirth – does the poem’s record of this erasure open a space beyond it?  Certainly there is critical reflection on the part of the poet, writing the lines the face lift would efface; and of the reader, witnessing.  This is the hope of the poem.  And yet, Plath herself, for example, can record this cultural inscription, but not necessarily be free of it: just look at her photographs of dyed-blond hair carefully arranged over a necklace of pearls.  For us, perhaps the shock of the poem, its grotesqueness and self-loathing can reforge lines of our selves that so much in our culture impels us to erase.  But in Plath, there is no direct or organized political action.  Instead, fury at her world, as woman and poet, foments and seethes in explosive texts that impel the reader at least to outrage and revulsion, and to an effort to repossess our language for our own purposes. 

II. Ethics: What Self?

It is one of Foucault’s most forceful gestures to investigate the pun implicit in the word “subject” as at once signifying selfhood (although in his usage even this can be deeply coerced), and the being subjected to disciplinary institutional practices.  “There are two meanings of the word subject: subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge.  Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes subject to.”
  The self is produced not just by social forces but specifically by discipline as punishment.  Selfhood thus emerges as an “effect of subjugation,” (DP 30) through myriad disciplinary practices and strategies of power: where power itself is not ”conscious intention or decision,” not  “what is the aim of someone who possesses power,” but rather an “on-going subjugation, at the level of those continuous and uninterrupted processes which subject our bodies, govern our gestures, dictate our behaviours,  . .  subjection in its material instance as a constitution of subjects” (P/K 97).   In modernity, the form such constitutive power takes is rigorously punitive: “The history of this ‘micro-physics’ of the punitive power would then be a genealogy or an element in a genealogy of the modern ‘soul’ .  .  . born out of methods of punishment, supervision, and constraint.” (DP 29).

And yet, in his later work, Foucault became increasingly interested in an account of an 'ethical' self that, without renouncing his vision of intricate and intimate social penetration, could retain a space of freedom for the subject.  Foucault describes his own development as moving from the “history of power to the history of the self “(E 225-226). Such free space of the self takes shape primarily in Foucault in terms of resistance as an anti- or counter-disciplinary force.   Slippage, conflicts, and gaps among multiple modes of power make resistance to them possible.  As he remarks in one interview, in that power is always “dispersed, heteromorphous, localized, . . .accompanied by numerous phenomena of inertia, displacement, and resistance. . . there are no relations of power without resistances” (P/K 142).  Power produces resistance; indeed, resistances “can only exist in the strategic field of power relations,” although this does not necessitate “that they are only a reaction or rebound. . . always passive and always doomed to defeat.” 
  

This way of resistance has been emphasized by some Foucauldian feminists, notably Sawicki.  In Foucault ‘s own discourses, however, just how far this pathway can reach remains unclear.  While Foucault sees “an insubordination and a certain essential obstinacy on the part of the principles of freedom,” these remain bound to the powers they resist, with the two convertible into each other in an ever “possible reversal” (SP 225-226).   Foucault, increasingly in his later remarks, is also committed to the possibility of self-creation.  It is true that we always remain inside power relations as the “situation” of resistance.  “We cannot jump outside the situation, and there is no point where you are free from all power relations.”  And yet, he also wishes to claim that “you can always change it .  . .we are always free – well, anyway, there is always the possibility of changing.” (E 167; cf. E 292).   As to disciplinary structure, Foucault's later notion of the “care of the self” and a “cultivation of the self”
  posits constructive technologies or techniques that would be not only coercive but also self-forming practices of freedom (E 282).  Foucault, in one late interview, even mentions (although he does not specify) the possibility of “consensual disciplines.”
   And while the care of the self is a practice of self-constuction, Foucault also invokes “reciprocity” with others in an “intensification of social relations” (HS II, 54, 149).  “The care of the self,” he remarks, “is ethical in itself; but it implies complex relationships with others insofar as this ethos of freedom is also a way of caring for others” (E: 287).

 Nevertheless, despite these suggestions, Foucault’s ethics remain in many ways incomplete.   For one thing, he finds it very hard to project, at least in his rhetoric, a relation of the self to social formations that would be genuinely positive.  Freedom and transformation for him work less within, than against, existing social structures.  These remain essentially disciplinary and punitive.  Government is surveillance (E 67, 81) education is subjection (E 327). The  “strategy of struggle” is a “free play of antagonistic reactions,” whose danger, yet fatality, is to convert into “stable mechanisms” that themselves become power relations. (E: 225).  As his pivotal essay on “What is Enlightenment” shows,  Foucault remains engaged in the Enlightenment project of autonomy, even if, consistent with much post-metaphysical thinking, he rejects notions of the self as a transcendental essence, metaphysical or natural; insisting instead on its cultural-historical formation.  Yet, the depth of his vision of disciplinary power is exactly the measure of his sense of its threat.  His genius at analyzing institutional powers remains an image of his sense of their tentacular extent.  Like Atlas, like Sisyphus, like some mythological hero at some Herculean task, Foucault attempts to open space for the self against the crushing weight of the norm and its institutions.  Liberty strains against any “moral or religious imperative” (E 148).  Relationship takes place “outside of institutional relations, family, profession, and obligatory camaraderie” (E 136).  “Army, bureaucracy, administration, universities, schools, and so on” all work against “intense friendships” (E 17).  Nor is the goal to launch new institutions (E 160, 171-2).   Rather, it is “to create an empty space” for ever “new relational possibilities” (E 160), a utopia of ongoing improvisation and “mobility” of selves and relations. (E 283, 292). 

It is with regard to this strangely unhistorical and unsocialized vision of a self – surprisingly at odds with Foucault’s own historicist commitments – that feminist writing and women’s poetry has a particular contribution to make.  In the poetry of women, as we have seen in Plath, the dangers of institutionalized selfhood can be urgent and severe.  Yet, for example in the expressly political and ethical poetry of Gwendolyn Brooks, the woman’s voice expressly situates itself deeply in terms of surrounding community: a community she speaks for and speaks to, whose audience and activity she is trying to mobiliize and awaken, and whose senses of selfhood are fundamentally enmeshed in just this communal engagement.  In Plath's "Face Lift" and other poems, women are almost violently disciplined by their surrounding worlds.  Yet even here, the poetic voice is one of utmost address to others: a call, an invocation to the reader to see, recognize, assemble and act.  In Gwendolyn Brooks, this sense of selfhood as drawing on and acting for and within community becomes absolutely paramount.  In her work, the disciplinary self emerges as a sustained, indeed perhaps the central construction of her work, where institutions of race, economy, religion and gender mutually intersect and amplify each other. Her poetry is intensively scened.  The composition of human figures, their parameters and their interactions, proceed in terms of the materiality of their social existences, as this presses on them and as they press back.  This is the case throughout her writing, despite changes in both aesthetic and political modes from her earliest to her latest work, and not, as has been argued, as a break between them.  The poems of (the early) A Street in Bronzeville inscribe a profound embedding of the black self into the social conditions of her and his life.  In the opening poem, “kitchenette building,” tenement life seizes its inhabitants and their relationships, penetrating them through material conditions. “We are things of dry hours and the involuntary plan.” What voluntary purpose may thrive in this social-economic space?  What and how can language mean here?

“Dream” makes a giddy sound, not strong 

Like “rent,” “feeding a wife,” “satisfying a man.” 

But could a dream send up through onion fumes . . .

Flutter, or sing an aria down these rooms.

“Dream” as word resonates here within the limits of concrete words like “rent,” and only as fighting “through onion fumes.”  And yet, these constraints are not all defining.  The self witnesses and transforms the realities that constitute it.  Brooks – who lived in such a kitchenette building – asks how it is possible to “sing an aria” there; yet she does so herself, not apart from, but “down these rooms.”


Brooks thus at once registers the force of Foucauldian disciplinary vision; and also terms for possible responses to its challenge.  Most profoundly, she does not propose or project only a defiant self resisting social connection as essentially disciplinary, but a deeply embedded self, drawing her strength, indeed her critique itself, from her indelible commitment to and attachment within her social communities.  Resistance alone cannot constitute either freedom or personhood.  In poetic terms, she works through crossfire between text and frame.  Within the text, disciplinary life is inscribed in steady, even brutal anatomy.  Yet the poem as construction of a poetic self also resides on its own borders.   The text is a figure for the poet in both her critical distance and also her firm attachment to the worlds she at once draws (away) from and participates in; which she judges and refuses, but also to which she is passionately committed and would transform.  Her men and women are subjected to racist hatred and distortion, economic pressure and exploitation, gendered assignments and sexualized power.  Racial hierarchies pervade sexuality and define bodily self in poems such as “The ballad of chocolate Mabbie” or “The Anniad,” as black men turn from black women to pursue deadly white female fantasies.  In “Jessie Mitchell’s Mother,” the very ties of mother and daughter are distorted as each measures the other by a hierarchy of color.   “The Sundays of Satin-Legs Smith,” constructs the bodies of black men through practices of the white bourgeois world they can never really enter; men who then, in turn, construct black women as social practice, bodily regimen, sexual function: 

Squires his lady to dinner at Joe’s Eats.

His lady alters as to leg and eye,

Thickness and height, such minor points as these,

From Sunday to Sunday.  But no matter what

Her name or body positively she’s 

In Queen Lace stockings with ambitious heels

That strain to kiss the calves, and vivid shoes

Frontless and backless, Chinese fingernails,

Earrings, three layers of lipstick, intense hat

Dripping with the most voluble of veils. (17)

Squire, a word drawn from an older (if no less suspicious) courtly code, here is sordid and deceived.  As to the “lady,” she exists, as in Foucault, only as bodily practice, conforming through certain measures, dress, make-up in the double sense of mask and composition.  “Queen” here is lace stockings.  In something like a parodic blason, her body appears in pieces: leg and eye, height and weight and shape, calves and nails and ears and lips.  Yet even these parts are metonymically displaced by the fashion representation that determines them.  Her shoes – “ambitious,” “strain,” “vivid,” “frontless and backless” emerge as detailed metonym for the woman herself as she stumbles along in the self-contradictory styles of women’s footwear which noone can walk in.   Just so, disciplined “fingernails” immobilize women’s hands, cosmetic colors conceal their skin and features.  “Veils” evoke long-lived practices of female restriction, here imposed not by tradition but by commercial custom.  The “name,” a recurrent problematic in women’s poetry, here is emptied.

After such coercion, what autonomy?  Brooks is suspicious of this category as itself a product, not a resource.  “Strong Men, Riding Horses” (71) exposes self-reliance as an image produced by the entertainment industry in its “Western” genre.  “Bronzeville Man with a Belt in the Back” deploys the self-protective cliches of masculine bravado: “In such an armor he may rise and raid / The dark cave after midnight, unafraid / And slice the shadows with his able sword / Of good broad nonchalance” (100).  The armor is inward as well as outward; but it cannot finally accomplish its purpose.  The “shadows” remain.  The poem’s conclusion, spoken indirectly as the man’s own voice, is false: “In such an armor he cannot be slain.” 

Autonomy as armored disconnection emerges as delusive.  Transgression, however, proves also a limited strategy.  “We real cool,” one of Brooks's most widely know poems, traces a course of rejection not as free choice but as determined destruction.  “We / Lurk late. We / Strike straight. We / Sing sin. . . We / Die soon (73).   This non-conformity in fact conforms to a culturally normative masculine toughness, here deadly.  In the case of women, the binds are similarly multiple.  Approval is a tremendous disciplinary force in the lives of women.  Yet so may be its transgression, as in “Sadie and Maud,” (8), where either course – disdaining approval or seeking it – proves to be problematic.  The girl's desire to leave “front yard” propriety to “peek at the back” where women are “bad” opens into a resistance as disciplinary and reductive as the norm: to “wear the brave stockings of night-black lace / And strut down the streets with paint on my face” (6).  In "Gang Girls: A Rangerette" – the third and last poem in the sequence “The Blackstone Rangers” on black urban Gang life -- the "Gang Girls are sweet exotics" for "Bowery Boys, Disciples, Whip-Birds" and other gangs.  For the women, the transgressive structure of the Gang is exploitative and consuming.  


In Brooks, protest, transgression, and exposure constitute critical strategies, indeed moral imperatives, both in act and in art.  Yet both act and art are also embedded within the social structures that situate the self and out of which the self all emerges.  The self only exists in terms of the cultural histories and instituted relationships which give it rise, and which are not, therefore, starkly antithetical to selfhood.  Indeed, commitment to community – in both critique and support – is in Brooks an impelling mode of activism, to which art is central both as mode and as image, and in which the artist becomes a representative figure.   

In Foucault, the artist is no less a pivotal figure, one that focuses his ethics as well as his aesthetics – marking what becomes their strange convergence.  

Even in his last writings, ethics remains a structure outside and opposed to social institution, “without any relation with the juridical per se .   .  . [nor] with a disciplinary structure” (E 260).  The care of the self turns back toward the self, in what emerges as an “ethics of control.”  Technology of the self is a means to become “master of oneself” (E 260), to permit individuals “to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations on their own bodies, their own souls, their own thoughts, their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform themselves” (E 177; HS II 67).  While the care of the self "will be beneficial to others,” it "can be centered entirely on oneself, on what one does, on the place one occupies among others” (E 289).  But at its heart is "askesis" – the ascetic-like training of the self by the self in order “to seek the object within the self in relation to oneself, . . . to escape dependence and enslavements, . . . to turn away from preoccupations of the external world” (HS II 64-66). Ethics are thus “relations with oneself” (E 263, 318), in a rhetoric that emerges as decisively aesthetic.  It is an “art of governing” (E 287; cf. HS I 149), an “art of existence (HS II 43), a self-mastery as the “art of man” (HS II 144).  Ascetic self-training is an “art of living” (E 208), the effort “to create ourselves as a work of art” (E 261-262), an “art of the self” within a “general practice of self-control and self-enjoyment” (HS II 238).  Baudelaire in this becomes Foucault's hero of modernity, in the "dandyisme" that “makes of his body, his behavior. . . his very existence, a work of art. “ (E 311-312).   And if “Baudelaire does not imagine that these have any place in society itself or in the body politic,” but “can only be produced in another, a different place, which Baudelaire calls art” (E 312); Foucault himself does make this extension from art to self and society.  The aesthetic and the political become superimposed.  Art itself is conceived as anti-institutional, “anarchic,”
 closely akin to madness (A 339-340) and to the abnormals (E 51) of Foucault’s earliest work.


Brooks opens other directions for both ethics and art, even within her recognition of disciplinary force.  As in Foucauldian discourses, freedom of the self occurs through interstices, intersections, the very multiplicity of social participation and the variety of their interrelations in which each self is involved.  Such multiplicity is emphasized by Foucauldian feminists,
 although Foucault himself associates multiplicity with the coercive multiplication of power strategies as well as with resistances to them (DP 138, 209; HS I 30; P/K 142).  Each self is multiply inscribed in varied relationships, in multiple stances between, and also within selves: confrontational and confirming, antagonistic and augmenting, amplifying and refining.  What is crucial is not a unity, but a uniqueness of the self.  Out of many intersections, each self uniquely arises.  This is what makes possible critical stances towards experiences, including instituted and disciplined ones, both in the self’s relation to itself and in the self’s relation to others.  Yet critique itself, in Brooks, proceeds from devotion, engagement, attachment, forms of relation which strengthen and positively define, and not only confine, the self uniquely and changingly negotiating among his and her complex situation. These are linked to creativity in art.

In Brooks, the self is foundationally a self-in-community.  The focus is not on self-determination as self-mastery, but selfhood as defined and acted through, and in relation to, a myriad of commitments and relations out of which the self has grown and which in turn she can shape.  Brooks here is concordant with a range of feminist moral theorists, whose central concern, from Carol Gilligan to Seyla Benhabib has been a reimagining of the self.
  Theirs is a self enmeshed within relationships and community.  Self-definition emerges as intimately linked to and through others, situated within attachments, commitments, and obligations in concrete historical and cultural life: not only as coercion, but also as critique, creation, and assertion. As Seyla Benhabib writes, there is a difference between a situated and a fictive self.
  

Art in Brooks is a pivotal image for this creative commitment / transformation – an art which, especially in Brooks’s early work, was deeply immersed in traditional poetic forms – ballads, sonnets – which she both employed and transformed.  This image of art is in turn closely linked, as in many women poets, to another core image of creativity, if also constraint: that of motherhood.   Best known is her poem on abortion, ”The Mother.”  Revolutionary in its entry into a black woman’s viewpoint on this controversial subject, it embeds the gravest interiority in concrete conditions and the limits these give to creative possibility – indeed, the abortion here is presented as a mode of withheld creativity, but also of responsibility, dignity, and love.
  But there are many mothers in Brooks: the white and black ones in “Mississippi Mother;” the bereft mother in the long narrative poem “In the Mecca.”  “Mrs. Small” is a marvel of evasive commitment against the white insurance man, whose disciplinary demands further encase a life defined by restrictive gender structures.  The second sonnet in the sequence “The Womanhood,” “What shall I give my children? Who are poor,” particularly explores the artist/mother.  The children, “sweetest lepers,” are a paradox of attachment and difficulty under severely constrained conditions.  Yet they are the call to art:

But who have begged me for a brisk contour,

Crying that they are quasi, contraband

Because unfinished, graven by a hand

Less than angelic, admirable or sure.

My hand is stuffed with mode, design, device.

But I lack access to my proper stone.

And plenitude of plan shall not suffice

Nor grief nor love shall be enough alone

To ratify my little halves who bear

Across an autumn freezing everywhere.

Art here in no enclosed self-mastery.  The mother/poet is “less than angelic,” her work “unfinished” and without “access to my proper stone.”  No “plenitude of plan” will ever be achieved by her, especially not in the “freezing” world of this sequence called “the children of the poor.”  Yet her hand reaches to engrave, is active with “mode, design, device.”  Her devotion is “not enough alone to ratify” (in legal language) her efforts to remake a reality she both embraces and protests.  But it is through this engagement that the artist, like a mother, moves toward creation of self and, with and towards others, toward other possible worlds.

Women’s poetry can offer acute angles into the Foucauldian "question of the self: it’s dependence and independence” (HS II 238).   Plath’s remains largely a disciplinary world her figures rarely evade, even as her poet's eye and tongue expose and revolt against this disciplinary entrapment.  The poet figure is in this sense is at once inside and outside forms of discourse, a multiplicity of positioning that opens the possibility of self-definition that is not only negatively disciplinary.  Brooks’s poetics ventures more forthrightly into political activism and ethical terrain.  Strongly protesting and resisting oppressive social institutions, Brooks still affirms the growth of the self out of, and not only against, the communities and commitments which situate it, in ways Foucault himself never really does.  The poet-as-self both reflects and addresses, pulls against and reaches towards her surrounding historical and cultural exigencies.  She imagines unique and agent selfhood as embedded within and positively drawing strength from its social worlds, even as she seeks to transform them.
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