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Abstract

This paper presents a new interpretation of Michel Foucault's

critical project. It is well known that Foucault's genealogical

critique does not focus on issues of justification, but instead

tackles “aspectival captivity,” that is, apparently inevitable

limits of thought that constrain the subject's freedom but that,

in fact, can be transformed. However, it has not been recog-

nized that, according to Foucault, critique can proceed along

two distinct paths. In a key passage of “What Is Critique?,”
Foucault states that critique is tasked with questioning truth

about its effects of power and with questioning power about

its discourses of truth. We show that this “double movement”
organizes Foucault's critical project as a whole, giving it a

significantly wider scope and a more complex structure than

has been previously acknowledged. At the heart of the above-

mentioned bifurcation lies an apparent tension between two

contrastive roles Foucault assigns to truth-telling in the con-

text of critique: on the one hand, truth-telling (as avowal) is a

target of critique; on the other, truth-telling (as parrhesia) is

one of critique's methods. We argue that combining these

two dimensions in a unified account is crucial for understand-

ing and re-evaluating Foucault's critical project as a whole. By

showing that truth-telling remains an essential element of

Foucauldian critique, this paper also rectifies some influential

misinterpretations according to which Foucault's critical pro-

ject seeks to eliminate truth from the picture.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Foucault's critical project remains extremely influential for contemporary critical theory broadly construed (see, e.g.,

Butler, 1997; Hoy, 2004; Saar, 2007; Allen, 2008; Koopman, 2013; Allen, 2016; Harcourt, 2020; Vogelmann, 2022).

Therefore, it may seem surprising to suggest that Foucault's critical project has not been adequately understood. Yet

this is what we argue in this paper. Our main goal is to identify and explain the architectonic of critique that connects

Foucault's later work on parrhesia—that is, roughly, courageous and risky truth-telling—with his analyses of power/

knowledge relations that focus on delinquency and sexuality. Not merely a demanding exegetical exercise, this task

is philosophically relevant because, as we will show, it problematizes the received view of the role that truth and

truth-telling play in Foucault's overarching critical project. Against prominent readings according to which Foucault

either reduces truth to power relations or seeks to eliminate a concern for truth from ethics, we advance a novel

account according to which truth and truth-telling are essential and remain indispensable throughout the process of

critique. As a result, Foucault's infamous expression “politics of truth” also becomes newly intelligible without

compromising the importance of truth—or, to be precise, of attempts to speak truly—in his broader philosophical

project.1

To prevent confusion, it is important to recall Owen's (2002) helpful distinction between ideology critique and

genealogical critique. While both are directed to freeing us from captivity, that is, “self-imposed, non-physical con-

straint on our capacity for self-government,” Owen notes that they tackle two distinct types of captivity: ideology

critique aims to free us from “ideological captivity,” that is, false consciousness, while genealogical critique aims to

free us from “aspectival captivity,” that is, captivity to a picture or perspective, or what Owen also calls “restricted
consciousness” (p. 216). As Owen goes on to explain, “a picture or perspective refers, in Foucault's terms, to a way

of conceptualizing the real” and, importantly, it “govern[s] what is intelligibly up for grabs as true-or-false,” that is,

what statements of beliefs are truth-apt, not whether they are true or false (p. 217). Thus, whereas ideological cap-

tivity is tied to the falsity of the beliefs held by the agent, aspectival captivity is “independent” of the truth or falsity

of her beliefs (p. 217): the point of genealogical critique is to enable the subject to “think differently”
(Foucault, 1985, p. 8), not to think truly.2 Along these lines, Owen's argument goes a long way in explaining how

Foucault's critical project should be distinguished from a traditional understanding of ideology critique.3 However, it

leaves several questions unanswered, especially when it comes to the complexity of Foucault's understanding of

truth and truth-telling in the context of critique.

That complexity is strikingly evident in a key passage of Foucault's 1978 lecture “What Is Critique?,” where he

claims that critique can proceed along two different paths. Foucault famously characterizes the function of critique

as the desubjugation of the subject (désassujettissement) within what he calls the “politics of truth” (2015, p. 39).

Here “desubjugation” should be understood as a way out of aspectival captivity. The complexity that has not been

appreciated in the literature, however, including Owen's illuminating article, is due to Foucault's claim that such a

way out can take two different paths: the subject can give herself the right to question truth about its effects of

power and/or the right to question power about its discourses of truth (p. 39). Even though this is one of Foucault's

most famous quotes, and indeed the quote reproduced on the back cover of The Politics of Truth (2007), no one to

our knowledge has so far attempted to explain the significance of this “double movement” of critique, nor the two

distinct forms taken by the relations between truth, power, and the subject in Foucault's critical project as a whole.

The puzzle can be formulated as a question: How can the aspiration to speak the truth function both as an

essential tool of power and as a key practice of resistance? What is at stake here is the interpretation of Foucault's

overarching philosophical project—or, at least, of the form it takes from his first lecture course at the Collège de

France, in 1970–71, to the end of his life. The puzzle concerns the role Foucault assigns to truth—or better, to the

practice of truth-telling—in the antagonism between government and resistance, and his clear suggestion that truth-

telling can play a role on both sides. To our knowledge, however, there is no mention of this option in the secondary

literature, where the importance of the passage in question is widely acknowledged while its details remain

unexplained.4
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Commentators tend to agree that Foucault successfully argues against the received view that telling the truth

invariably sets one free. Foucault demonstrates that avowals, that is, statements one sincerely makes about oneself,

play a pivotal role in the exercise of the type of power that transforms individuals into subjects (1982, p. 781). The

quest for knowledge, including self-knowledge, is crucial for this power to get hold of individuals and govern them,

for instance, as subjects of normal/abnormal sexuality. This type of power is able to function only through individual-

ization: it “imposes a law of truth on [the individual] which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in

him” (p. 781).5 In this context, the role of avowal is to articulate truth-claims that attach the speaker to a given iden-

tity. Against this background, however, the emergence of parrhesia as a central topic in Foucault's later work appears

puzzling. Parrhesia is the activity of speaking the truth when doing so carries a significant risk to the speaker. This risk

depends both on the topic of her speech and on her audience. Specifically, Foucault is interested in parrhesia as a

type of speech act that carries a potential to undermine the authority of its addressee, and thereby to disrupt the

relations of power that rely on that authority (Lorenzini, 2015). Thus, speaking the truth functions, in this case, as a

tactic of resistance against power, and parrhesia seems to reintroduce in Foucault's work the idea of a strong connec-

tion between truth-telling and freedom—one that his genealogies of avowal, by contrast, thoroughly problematize.

In this paper, we solve the puzzle by explaining how truth-telling can play two contrastive roles—exemplified by

avowal and parrhesia—which map onto critique's double movement: in the first case, truth-telling (as avowal) is a tar-

get of critique, whereas in the second case, truth-telling (as parrhesia) is one of the methods that critique uses, one

of the forms it takes. A detailed examination of these two approaches, and of the relation between them, is crucial

for coming to grips with the complexity of Foucault's conception of critique. By offering such an examination, this

paper newly connects Foucault's analyses of avowal and parrhesia as two essential branches of the same critical pro-

ject. We thus seek to bring into view the full complexity of the structure of critique as Foucault understands it,

namely as a practice concerned with the subject's desubjugation of herself.

2 | THE ELIMINATIVIST AND REDUCTIONIST READINGS

To begin with, we want to reject two well-known accounts of the role of truth and truth-telling in Foucault's critical

project: what we call the eliminativist reading and the reductionist reading, respectively. The former has its supporters

even among the most astute readers of Foucault (see, e.g., Davidson, 2001; Hacking, 2002; Harcourt, 2020), who

conceive Foucauldian critique as a way of decoupling ethics, understood as self-governing, from the question of

truth and the practice of truth-telling altogether. For instance, Ian Hacking attributes to Foucault the “suggestion to

separate our ethics, our lives, from our science, our knowledge. At present, rhetoric about good life is almost always

based on some claim to know the truth about desire, about vitamins, about humanity, or about society. But there are

no such truths to know” (2002, p. 119).6 In the same spirit, Arnold Davidson's (1994, 2001) analyses of Foucault's

ethical writings focus almost exclusively on askesis, the ethical work, thus bypassing the source of the telos one pur-

sues by means of such work and, relatedly, the role of truth—as opposed to other values—in the determination of

the telos itself.

We might think that Davidson and Hacking only intend to separate ethics from scientific truths, thereby carving

out a space for moral truths as the actual basis of self-governing. It is indeed possible that this is their project—but,

in any case, their approach ends up acknowledging only one of the two paths Foucault mentions in “What Is Cri-

tique?,” that which consists in questioning truth about its effects of power. Consequently, by emphasizing that

truth-claims have effects of power on the individuals who utter them, and that power cannot be exercised without a

regulated production of truth-claims, scholars have argued that Foucault's aim is to eliminate truth and truth-telling

from the picture. Two main consequences follow: on the one hand, this reading of Foucault's critical project, often

against its proponents' own intentions, has fueled accusations of reductionism (of truth to power) or relativism (see,

e.g., Taylor, 1986; Bouveresse, 2016; Fricker, 2017); on the other, it has made extremely difficult to reconcile

Foucault's analyses of parrhesia, or courageous and risky truth-telling, with his problematizations of avowal and his
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critical project as a whole, even though Foucault explicitly frames the former as a “genealogy of critique” (2019, p.

63) that investigates the emergence of the critical attitude in the West. In short, according to the eliminativist read-

ing, Foucault's politics of truth simply aims to decouple governing from truth-telling, both in the governing of oneself

and in the governing of others. Moreover, besides the difficulty to square this reading with Foucault's work on

parrhesia, we should not overlook his characterization of the self's work on itself as “a diligent transformation, a slow

and arduous modification by means of a constant concern for the truth” (1996, p. 461; trans. mod.; emphasis added).

The eliminativist and reductionist readings are distinct. The former eliminates from critique the concern for truth,

but it does not maintain, as the latter does, that truth and falsity are determined, according to Foucault, by relations

of power. Yet the reductionist reading is fueled by the apparent unimportance of truth and truth-telling suggested

by the eliminativist reading. The expression “politics of truth,” then, seems to epitomize what is ultimately unaccept-

able in Foucault's (perhaps otherwise insightful) analyses: his alleged inability or unwillingness to differentiate truth

and power, and thus his (explicit or implicit) commitment to reductionism and, consequently, relativism. From this

perspective, Foucault's politics of truth would simply amount to the idea that truth-claims are nothing more than

power moves within a battlefield, or in other words that relations of power determine whether a given claim is true

or false.

However, if truth just were power, the very notion of a politics of truth would lose its point: if there is nothing

specific in truth and truth-telling that sets them apart from other ways in which power functions, why should we

even speak of a politics of truth? This expression has heuristic value only if the epistemic and political dimensions

can be meaningfully distinguished from each other, and enjoy at least relative autonomy vis-à-vis one another. In

fact, Foucault does not argue that reason or knowledge just is power when he undertakes to analyze the networks

of dependence and overlap between relations of power and discourses of truth. On the contrary, his inquiry into the

relations between power and knowledge presupposes that they are not identical: “If they were identical, I would not

have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result. The very fact that I pose the question of their

relation proves clearly that I do not identify them” (1998, p. 455).

3 | TRUTH-TELLING IN THE CONTEXT OF CRITIQUE

This brief survey is enough to motivate the quest for an alternate reading that acknowledges truth as one of the

three distinguishable but interconnected elements—power, truth, and the subject—whose reciprocal relations cri-

tique interrogates. In “What Is Critique?,” Foucault's way of characterizing critique within the politics of truth points

clearly in this direction:

[W]e can see that the site [foyer] of critique is essentially the network of relations that tie power,

truth, and the subject to each other, or each of them to the other two. And if governmentalization is

indeed this movement by which individuals are subjugated [assujettir] in the very reality of a social

practice by mechanisms of power which invoke a given truth, well, I would say that critique is the

movement by which the subject gives herself the right to question truth about its effects of power

and power about its discourses of truth. Critique will be the art of voluntary inservitude, that of

reflected indocility. Critique would essentially have as its function the desubjugation of the subject

[désassujettissement] in the play of what could be called, in a word, the politics of truth. (2015, p. 39;

our translation)7

In this crucial passage, Foucault makes clear that he is interested in the relations that link these three elements

or “poles”—power, truth, and the subject—and that he is not suggesting any reduction of one of them to the other(s).

Furthermore, he characterizes the increasing focus in modernity on the question of how to govern people (what he

calls “governmentalization”) as the attempt to subjugate individuals through power mechanisms that justify
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themselves on the basis of specific truth-claims, drawn for instance from political economy (2009, pp. 106–109) and,

starting in the 19th century, from medicine and psychiatry (1978, pp. 53–73). This is clearly not the same as arguing

that power and truth just are the same thing. As Foucault explains in the manuscript of his 1978 lecture, “critique
consists in the attitude of questioning the government of human beings understood as the set of combined effects

[effets conjugués] of truth and power, and this in the form of a combat which, starting from an individual decision,

sets for itself the objective of a collective salvation [salut d'ensemble]” (2015, p. 40n; our translation). Is Foucault

thereby claiming that the subject is somewhat external to, or that she can step outside of, the network of power/

knowledge relations that nevertheless constitute her? What is the status of the subject of critique? This question will

be addressed in more detail below. Yet it is important to note immediately that Foucault is not suggesting that the

subject of critique is external to or can step outside of the space of the politics of truth: the subject is constituted as

such—she is “assujetti” in both senses of the term: subject of and subject to—within a network of power/knowledge

relations, and critique can only originate from her positionality as the decision to question such relations that leads to

the act of problematizing their combined effects of truth and power.8 Therefore, it is important to notice that, while

the first sentence in the above-cited passage suggests that the relations between power, truth, and the subject

can be represented in the form of a triangle—and indeed the “site [foyer] of critique” does consist in the reciprocal

relations between power, truth, and the subject—the characterization Foucault offers of critique makes it clear that

the latter is the activity through which the subject questions the mutual relations between power and truth. We can

represent this graphically as follows:

Within this triangular set up, then, Foucault characterizes critique as the double movement through which the

subject gives herself the right to question truth about its effects of power and the right to question power about its

discourses of truth. In doing so, Foucault summarizes almost his entire philosophical project in a couple of sentences.

No doubt this explains why the passage is quoted so often. But for the same reason, we contend, it is usually consid-

ered as somewhat self-explanatory, and no one seems to have fully understood it; or at least, attempts to carefully

interpret this key passage are strikingly absent from the literature.9 A successful interpretation of it would have to

go beyond explaining the relationship between the two more general “movements” Foucault contrasts here: the

movement of governmentalization that subjugates individuals to being conducted according to a particular rational-

ity; and, conversely, the movement of critique that desubjugates individuals thereby promoting resistance, that is,

alternate forms of conduct. Readers and scholars of Foucault already know that, in his view, critique operates by

untying the network of relations between power, truth, and the subject that governing, by contrast, patiently ties

together and tends to congeal (2015). Instead, what requires attention is Foucault's claim that critique itself can pro-

ceed in two different ways that are, in a sense, contrary to each other—in other words, that there is a double move-

ment of questioning that characterizes critique itself within the politics of truth.

4 | CRITICAL QUESTIONING

What exactly does this activity of questioning consist in? To begin with, it is crucial not to overlook Foucault's

remarks according to which the activity of critique, as he understands it, is “archaeological in its method” and “gene-
alogical in its design” (1984, p. 46). In short, this means that critique interrogates the constitution of a given network

118 LORENZINI and TIISALA

 14680378, 2024, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ejop.12877 by C

ochraneA
ustria, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [24/11/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



of knowledge and power (archaeology), which also gives rise to a specific type of subjectivity, in order to destabilize

it (genealogy; 2015, pp. 51–56).10 In the face of that triangle of interdependence, the activity of critique is thus more

than a merely diagnostic enterprise. Its genealogical aim is to open up possibilities that otherwise, without such criti-

cal intervention, would have remained hidden due to the way in which a given system of thought is constituted

(Lorenzini, 2020; Tiisala, 2017). This process of enlarging the scope of possibility is connected with the aim of des-

ubjugation that Foucault highlights in the passage from “What Is Critique?”: as the “art of voluntary inservitude

[and] reflected indocility,” critique enables subjects to call into question a given rationality of governing, as well as

the form of subjectivity it constitutes and relies on. And such questioning, Foucault notes, can proceed in two ways.

One might call into question a given discourse of truth because of its effects of power. But one might just as well call

into question a given rationality of governing because of the discourse(s) of truth it relies on.

Thus, Foucault's guiding idea is that the very form of subjectivity is at stake in the activity of questioning. One

may study the relations between power and knowledge in any constellation of social practices, but that is not cri-

tique, in Foucault's sense, unless the subject is implicated. In “What Is Enlightenment?,” Foucault emphasizes this

aspect of his view by characterizing critique as “a historical ontology of ourselves” whose aim is to bring into relief,

from the contingency of our historical constitution as subjects, the possibility of becoming different subjects (1984,

p. 45). In other words, critique is for him always meant to enable desubjugation. Thus, when Foucault claims that cri-

tique aims to test whether the limits that are given to us as necessary and unavoidable are, in fact, contingent and

modifiable (p. 45), the limits in question are always also limits of subjectivity.

By identifying within the activity of critique both an archaeological and a genealogical dimension, Foucault

suggests that critique calls into question a given system of thought, not by scrutinizing its justification (2015, pp. 51–

53), but instead by uncovering its constitution (archaeology) and by destabilizing it in the field of social practices

(genealogy).11 Accordingly, we contend that the nature of the obstacle critique interrogates concerns modality. The

need for, and the difficulty of, critique arise from the way in which the structure of social practices confers the status

of obviousness to patterns of reasoning and modes of acting that are nonetheless contingent. Because we are con-

stituted as subjects in these practices, the sense of who we are and what we can become tends to be congealed into

obviousness. As Tuomo Tiisala (2017) has noted, Foucault characterizes this obstacle as “the present limits of the

necessary” (1984, p. 43; trans. mod.). Consequently, we can see that the aim of Foucauldian critique is to

“possibilize,” that is, to expand the current scope of possibilities for thought and action available to the subjects

(Lorenzini, 2020). This is how, in practice, critique enables desubjugation.

To sharpen Foucault's focus on the constitution and destabilization of a system of thought, it may be helpful to

consider two familiar types of questioning that Foucault's characterization of critique excludes. First, the subject can

question truth in terms of truth. In other words, one can always scrutinize the justification for a given truth-claim by

examining whether it is, in fact, true. If Foucault never mentions this possibility, it is not because he denies it, but

because he considers it to be of no particular critical significance. Needless to say, I can ask whether or not I really

am homosexual or heterosexual, for instance. As we have seen, however, Foucault's critical project is archaeological

in its method: instead of the justification for particular truth-claims about sexual identity, Foucault (1978, 1997)

argues that we should study the preconditions that motivate and enable a line of inquiry into human sexuality as a

topic of psychopathology in the first place. And as Foucault puts it in the second volume of his History of Sexuality

(1985, pp. 11–12), while archaeology thereby uncovers the implicit conceptual form of a given system of thought,

genealogy aims to destabilize it by tracing its formation in the field of social practices. Tracing how and why a set of

enabling conditions for a given system of thought coalesced in history means tracing a genealogy of the “will to

know” it embodies.12 For instance, Foucault's History of Sexuality seeks to call into question the will to know that

constitutes individuals into subjects of sexuality to be governed in terms of the opposition between the normal and

the pathological. Crucially, the will to know, in contrast to any particular truth-claim, cannot be questioned in terms

of truth, since it has no propositional content: it is not truth-apt. Therefore, if the will to know is to be questioned at

all, it must be questioned in terms of something other than truth.
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Second, the subject can question power in terms of power. This kind of questioning is built into Foucault's analytic

of power as resistance. As he repeatedly emphasizes, resistance is not external to power relations but, on the contrary,

a constitutive element of the relations of force agents deploy in the field of action (1978, pp. 95–96). Tactics and strat-

egies used to affect the actions of others—that is, “to conduct their conduct” (2014b, p. 12)—presuppose a normative

assessment as to the impropriety of how the targeted subjects currently conduct themselves: something about

their conduct deviates from what it ought to be, according to those who undertake to change it. In this sense, as

Georges Canguilhem (1991, p. 243) puts it, the abnormal is existentially prior to the normal, which comes into being

only through a project of normalization that actively aims to establish new norms in the field of action. Yet, to be resis-

tance, action must intentionally reject given norms of conduct. In other words, resistance needs an object, and in this

respect, as Foucault notes, it is always a “counter-conduct” (2009, pp. 201–202). On the one hand, only in response to

attempts by others to conduct my conduct can my actions count as resistance. On the other, it is only insofar that I

resist such attempts that others have a reason to keep exercising power over me. Therefore, following Canguilhem's

remark that “[t]he normal is not a static or peaceful, but a dynamic and polemical concept” (1991, p. 239), Foucault

concludes that an agonistic dynamic is constitutive of power relations:

The power relation and freedom's refusal to submit [insoumission de la liberté] cannot therefore be

separated. […] At the very heart of the power relation, and constantly “provoking” it, are the recalci-

trance [rétivité] of the will and the intransigence of freedom. Rather than speaking of an essential

“antagonism,” it would be better to speak of an “agonism”—of a relation that is at the same time one

of mutual incitement and of struggle; less of a face-to-face confrontation that paralyzes both sides

than of a permanent provocation. (1982, p. 790; trans. mod.)

Consequently, Foucault argues that the tactics and strategies of power that shape the political landscape in any

given society coalesce around a series of local struggles where these agonistic dynamics play out. As a result, politics

should be conceived as the continuation of war by other means, rather than the other way round (2003, p. 15).

The resistance that provokes these struggles in the field of action, then, is nothing but the activity of questioning

power in terms of power. While resistance is essentially intentional, however, it need not be theoretically sophisti-

cated or even based on any reasoning. It is enough that one rejects the conduct that a given relation of power seeks

to establish. In the end, as Foucault repeatedly suggests (especially in connection with his own political activism), the

recalcitrance of the will might be simply based on the perception of the intolerable (2021a). “This is intolerable!” suf-
fices to motivate action that is resistance or counter-conduct: an intentional attempt to not conduct oneself as

others try to make one do. Thus, engaging in counter-conduct, too, is a way of exercising power: by means of

resisting a given relation of power one aims to make those who put it in play renounce their attempt.

Foucault's understanding of critique is clearly distinct from the two options we have just considered. The activity

of critique is not to be identified with resistance within a given set of power relations. Nor does it amount to scruti-

nizing whether given statements are true or false. It is crucial, however, to appreciate that critique in no way denies

these two options and their ethico-political relevance. But critique operates on a different level that Foucault

considers more fundamental because it is where the practice of making truth-claims and the practice of governing

the conduct of others (and of oneself) intersect. This is the level of rule-governed practices that constitute a given

system of thought but escape the discursive awareness of the thinking subjects (Tiisala, 2017). At this level,

critique—always including both archaeological and genealogical dimensions—interrogates the interdependence of

two kinds of practices, namely practices of making truth-claims and practices of governing people's conduct, with a

focus on the formation of subjectivity. Because the dependence is reciprocal, there are two paths along which cri-

tique can proceed: questioning truth about its effects of power and questioning power about its discourse of truth.

Now that we have delineated the architectonic of Foucault's critique, let us locate its two distinctive paths in

Foucault's own work, one after the other.
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5 | QUESTIONING TRUTH ABOUT ITS EFFECTS OF POWER

The first movement of critique, through which the subject gives herself the right to question truth about its effects

of power, is paradigmatically exemplified by Foucault's analyses of the practice of avowal, or truth-telling about

oneself. As Foucault argues in Discipline and Punish, power produces both “domains of objects and rituals of truth”
(1995, p. 194), and as a consequence each society is characterized by a “general politics of truth,” that is, by a

multiplicity of discourses that it “harbors and causes to function as true,” and by a multiplicity of “techniques and

procedures which are valorized for obtaining truth” (1977, p. 13). These discourses of truth can of course take many

different forms—examination, classification, demographics, statistics, and so on—but Foucault is especially interested

in a specific kind of speech act, that is, in the practice of avowal, from the different historical forms taken by

Christian confession to the use of confessional practices in non-religious domains such as psychology, criminology,

law, or psychoanalysis. Indeed, in On the Government of the Living, Foucault claims that, in our society, “power cannot

be exercised without truth having to manifest itself, and manifest itself in the form of subjectivity” (2014b, p. 75).

Consequently, his main aim is to study the “government of human beings through the manifestation of truth in the

form of subjectivity” (p. 80)—a formula that clearly corresponds to his 1978 definition of the “site [foyer] of critique”
as the set of reciprocal relations between power, truth, and the subject. How does critique operate within this

framework, which is the site of the “politics of truth,” and more specifically in relation to the injunction to tell the

truth about ourselves?

Foucault's interest in the history of avowal dates back to at least Abnormal and the first volume of The History of

Sexuality, where he famously refers to confession (aveu) as “one of the West's most highly valued techniques for pro-

ducing truth” (1978, p. 59), and to the “obligation to confess” as something that is now “so deeply ingrained in us

that we no longer perceive it as the effect of a power that constrains us” (p. 60). As we mentioned above, Foucault's

genealogy of avowal aims to question the longstanding myth that where there is power, there cannot be truth, and

that (telling the) truth will always set one free. In all its different historical forms, from the ancient Christian practices

of exomologesis and exagoreusis to the modern extension of confessional practices into the fields of medicine, psychi-

atry, pedagogy, sexology, or criminology, it is clear that, for Foucault, the obligation to tell the truth about oneself is

one of the main mechanisms through which power operates and takes effect, thus transforming individuals into sub-

jects. Avowal is therefore the main target of the first movement of critique as Foucault characterizes it in 1978 and

practices it in his own work.

This movement of critique takes a genealogical form with an unequivocally problematizing character.13 Foucault

criticizes the idea that telling the truth about oneself is a way for the subject to attain freedom by emphasizing the

links between this aspect of the will to know and a series of power mechanisms that rely on it. For instance, in the

context of religious confession, the subject is asked to tell the truth about herself in order for the pastoral operations

of power to take effect; or, in more mundane contexts, when the subject tells the truth about her sexual desire, she

opens the door to a variety of mechanisms of power (medical, psychiatric, juridical) to get hold of her conduct

(Foucault, 2014c). Foucault thereby wants to make the following problem salient for us once more:

[W]hy and how does the exercise of power in our society, the exercise of power as government of

human beings, demand not only acts of obedience and submission, but truth acts in which individuals

who are subjects in the power relationship are also subjects as actors, spectator witnesses, or objects

in manifestation of truth procedures? (2014b, p. 82)

In other words, not only do Foucault's genealogies of avowal aim to reject the idea that telling the truth about

oneself is unquestionably an instrument in the service of one's liberation, but they also construe the practice of

avowal (and its consequences in terms of subjection) as an ethico-political problem. Indeed, Foucault's analyses of the

different historical forms taken by avowal in our society result in the discovery of four main features of avowal as a

specific speech act (2014c, pp. 15–17):
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• avowal always has a “cost of enunciation,” for it consists in “passing from the untold to the told, given that the

untold had a precise meaning, a particular motive, a great value”;
• avowal entails a personal engagement, because it “implies that he who speaks commits himself to be what he

affirms himself to be,” that is, it binds the speaker to the truth he utters;

• avowal unfolds within a power relation, since it “enables the exercise of [a] power relation over the one who

avows,” who thereby “places himself in a relationship of dependence with regard to another”;
• avowal produces a transformation of the speaker, who is qualified “differently with regard to what he says,”

because for instance by saying “I am mad,” he alters his relationship to his own madness and becomes subject to

the medical or psychiatric regime of truth—thus opening up for himself the possibility of being cured.

Once again, it is clear that the reductionist reading of Foucault's politics of truth misses the mark. Here, far from

arguing that truth just is power, Foucault examines the ethico-political conditions and the effects of a will to know

that takes the form of telling the truth about oneself. In short, Foucault's genealogical critique targets avowals in

order, first, to criticize the idea that telling the truth about oneself necessarily entails some kind of liberation, and

second, to problematize the apparently obvious and therefore unquestionable link between truth-claims about one-

self and one's submission to a given governmental mechanism (or a regime of truth) that relies on such claims—in

other words, to problematize the “therefore” that links the “it is true” (that I am X) to the “I submit” (i.e., I accept to
be conducted thus and so on that basis) (2014b, pp. 96–97).

Notwithstanding Foucault's focus on avowal, and while avowal plays a key role as the type of speech act by

which the subject accepts her subordination to a given rationality of governing, it is important to note that dis-

courses of truth that involve no avowal also have significant effects of power. For that to be the case it suffices that

individuals are constituted as objects of knowledge in some particular way that also underwrites a specific rationality

of governing. As sinners, potential perverts, and homines oeconomici, respectively, individuals partake in three distinct

modes of experience, each with its specific conceptual form and historical articulation in the field of social practices,

where the aims of governing, too, are differentiated accordingly. The role of avowal is to produce knowledge about a

given individual, so that techniques of power can be adjusted to her unique situation. But no avowal is needed in the

case of the neoliberal rationality of governing, for instance, because it relies on a theory of human nature as homo

oeconomicus (Foucault, 2008; cf. Tiisala 2021). What enables the rationality of governing to get hold of subjects in

this case is independent of their individuality—in sharp contrast to pastoral power in its Christian and biopolitical iter-

ations. Yet, even when a rationality of governing requires knowledge about the individuals it targets, the conceptual

space that defines different ways of being a person is theoretically constituted independently of the practice of

avowal. It is because of a given psychiatric theory of sexuality, for instance, that the obligation to avow one's sexual

desire comes to play a key role in the governing of sexual conduct in terms of the normal and the pathological.

6 | QUESTIONING POWER ABOUT ITS DISCOURSES OF TRUTH

The second movement of critique, through which the subject gives herself the right to question power about its dis-

courses of truth, also features prominently in Foucault's work, namely in his analyses of parrhesia, or courageous and

risky truth-telling. This second dimension of critique is not to be conceived in opposition to the first, however, but as

a way of complementing it. In 1983, Foucault claims that his analyses of the notion and practice of parrhesia in

ancient Greece and Rome are a contribution to “the genealogy of what we could call the critical attitude in our soci-

ety” (2019, p. 63).14 A genealogy of critique, therefore, as a way of emphasizing that critique itself is not to be con-

strued as a supra-historical activity, but one that is historically situated and has undergone many transformations in

the past 2,500 years. This genealogy, while vindicating the value of critique, does not aim to discover critique's eter-

nal “core” or essence, as vindicatory genealogies typically do with their objects (see, e.g., Craig, 1990;

Williams, 2002; Fricker, 2007). Foucault's nominalist commitments (1978, p. 93; 1991, p. 86) make it impossible for
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him to vindicate critique in this sense.15 Therefore, it is controversial in what restricted sense exactly, if any, Foucault

could be vindicating parrhesia as an early expression of the critical attitude he identifies as the ethos of the Enlight-

enment.16 Our topic, however, is not how to characterize Foucault's genealogy of critique, nor how to define its rela-

tionship with Foucault's critical project and its genealogical aim.17 Instead, we are concerned with Foucault's claim

that critique entails a double movement and, from this perspective, the topic of parrhesia is of particular interest

because it illustrates the second half of this movement, namely the possibility of questioning power about its dis-

courses of truth.

But what is parrhesia exactly? Leaving aside its varying historical meanings, it is clear that Foucault construes

parrhesia, philosophically, as a mode of telling the truth which, instead of being the target of critique, constitutes a

method for practicing critique—one of the forms that critique itself can take.18 Parrhesia is for the subject a way of

contesting a given configuration of power relations by “speaking truth to power,” thus opposing power's discourse

of truth from the perspective of the subject's own positionality.19 Foucault's analysis of the different historical forms

taken by parrhesia in antiquity, much as his study of avowal, thus leads to the discovery of a series of features of

parrhesia as a specific kind of speech act—avowal's mirror image.

Generally speaking, an utterance is parrhesiastic whenever it is addressed to someone who has a cause to feel

questioned by it in her way of thinking, acting, and living. In other words, parrhesia always expresses criticism. Conse-

quently, parrhesia always takes place in circumstances such that it may entail costly consequences for the speaker:

Foucault repeatedly talks about the opening of a space of “unspecified risk” for the parrhesiastic speaker (2010, p.

62), who undertakes to tell the truth “at an unspecified price,” which may be as high as her own death, but which

minimally entails the risk of breaking the relationship she has with her interlocutor(s) (p. 56). Thus, parrhesiastic

utterance always presupposes courage on the part of the speaker, because the latter makes use of parrhesia volun-

tarily and fully aware of the risks it entails (p. 66). Importantly, this puts the parrhesiast in a peculiar position of vul-

nerability: her practice of truth-telling is structurally “non-hegemonic,” and in its paradigmatic form, parrhesia is a

critical discourse addressed to the powerful (a god, an emperor, a king, etc.), or at any rate to someone who can exert

power over the speaker—minimally, by breaking their mutual relationship and, maximally, by threatening, firing,

imprisoning, hurting, or even killing her.20

In a sense, parrhesia is therefore construed by Foucault as the anti- or the counter-avowal:

• parrhesia too has a cost of enunciation, yet the latter consists not in the difficult act of revealing a hidden or

shameful truth, but in the risk that the speaker takes when speaking the truth to someone who may feel

questioned by it;

• parrhesia too entails a personal engagement, because the speaker makes clear that she is saying what she actually

thinks, and that she is willing to take a risk to say it—thus binding herself to the truth she utters,

• but in a way that, instead of placing the speaker in a relationship of dependence with regard to her

interlocutor(s), places her in a confrontational, bellicose relationship with them; hence, parrhesia too unfolds

within a power relation, but one that is characterized by inservitude and indocility, since parrhesiastic

utterances operate as a critical force directed at the speaker's interlocutor(s), not as a discourse that enables

power to subjugate her;

• finally, parrhesia too produces a transformation of the speaker, but one that does not consist in self-renunciation

or self-sacrifice, nor in becoming subject to a given governmental mechanism—on the contrary, parrhesia

transforms the speaker into (or reinforces her status as) a subject of critique.

But in what sense, one might ask, is parrhesia a practice of truth-telling? Foucault chooses to translate parrhesia

as “speaking the truth” while being aware that the Greek term, in its etymology, does not contain any explicit

reference to truth (2019, pp. 39–40). Literally, parrhesia means “to say everything,” and it originally indicates “the
freedom of the private [Athenian] citizen to say what he believes, in the way he wishes, and against whom he wants”
(Scarpat, 1964, p. 29). The notion of truth, however, is clearly part of parrhesia's semantic horizon, in the same way it
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is for avowal: Ineke Sluiter and Ralph Rosen argue that parrhesia “always involves frankness and the full disclosure of

one's thoughts,” and that consequently the parrhesiast “must necessarily believe in the truth of what he is saying, or

at least in the fact that to the best of his knowledge what he is saying is true” (2004, pp. 6–7). This conclusion is con-

sistent with Foucault's own use of the term: according to him, parrhesia is a mode of telling the truth because the

parrhesiast believes in what she says, and furthermore, through the verbal act of parrhesia, she binds herself to her

utterances and to the truth she believes they manifest.

Of course, this applies to avowal as well—in other words, both speech acts entail a sincerity condition. How-

ever, sincerity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for a speech act to count as avowal or parrhesia: for

instance, telling my partner “I feel tired today” does not normally constitute an instance of either, even though I

am being sincere in uttering that sentence. The parrhesiast is not merely sincere, because in addition to believing

what she says, she chooses to engage in a risky and courageous practice of truth-telling that may entail costly

consequences for her, and she thereby shows her interlocutor(s) that what she thinks and says corresponds to

what she is:

I must be myself, the exact way I am, in what I say; I must myself be implicated in what I say, and what

I affirm must show me really true to what I affirm. […] I do not content myself with telling you what I

judge to be true. I tell this truth only inasmuch as it is in actual fact what I am myself; I am implicated

in the truth of what I say. (2019, pp. 31–32)

On the one hand, the subject in parrhesia says: This is the truth. She says that she really thinks this

truth, and in this she binds herself to the statement and to its content. But she also makes a pact in

saying: I am the person who has spoken this truth; I therefore bind myself to the act of stating it and

take on the risk of all its consequences. (2010, pp. 64–65)

Thus, parrhesia can be plausibly construed as a form of truth-telling, and in a sense even as a peculiar form of

truth-telling about oneself—one that, however, is radically different from avowal. The parrhesiast is implicated in

what she says not only because she believes it is true, but because, on the one hand, she is willing to accept an

undefined risk in order to tell this truth and, on the other, her own way of thinking, behaving, and living bears witness

of the “harmony” that exists between what she thinks, what she says, and her own conduct. To be more precise,

parrhesiastic utterance does something more than just manifesting the harmony that exists between the speaker's

words and her way of living: it reinforces this harmony through the risky event of the utterance itself, and hence has

“rebound effects” on the speaker, since “in producing the event of the utterance the subject modifies, or affirms, or

anyway determines and clarifies her mode of being insofar as she speaks” (2010, p. 68). In other words, parrhesiastic

utterance relies on, expresses, and contributes to the (re)creation of the speaker's subjectivity. While the speaker

who avows a certain truth about herself thereby accepts to be subjected to a given power/knowledge apparatus, by

using parrhesia the speaker resists the rationality of governing that attempts to conduct her conduct and, if success-

ful, she desubjugates herself.

Unsurprisingly, Foucault defines parrhesia as an ethics, “the ethics of truth-telling, in its risky and free act”
(2010, p. 66), making it clear once more that a reductionist reading of his critical project radically misses the point:

Foucault addresses truth-telling as an activity that takes place within a complex network of power relations, and that

can function both as an intensifier and as a disruptor of those relations. Indeed, if avowal is one of the main tech-

niques through which individuals are governed and subjugated, parrhesia is a practice of truth-telling through

which the subject gives herself the right to question and oppose the exercise of power over her, thereby also

short-circuiting the underlying discourse of truth. As Foucault concludes, “parrhesia refers to the dangerous game of

telling the truth in the political and ethical field” (2021b, p. 173), thus embodying a crucial aspect of critique as he

characterizes it in his 1978 lecture: the “art of not being governed quite so much [tellement gouverné]” (2015, p. 37;
our translation).
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7 | CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have shown that Foucault's critical project, which aims at the desubjugation of the subject within

the politics of truth, is richer, more complex, and more systematic than has so far been acknowledged. We have

argued that it consists in the double movement through which the subject questions truth about its effects of power

and power about its discourses of truth, and we have shown that this double movement characterizes Foucault's

own way of addressing the activity of truth-telling either as a target of critique (in the case of avowal) or as a method

of critique itself (in the case of parrhesia). While thereby making the case that his analyses of parrhesia, often

discounted in the literature as an enigmatic “parenthesis,” are a crucial element of his critical project, we have also

dissipated the main concerns surrounding Foucault's supposed reductionism: the politics of truth is not, for him, a

way of getting rid of truth and truth-telling altogether. Of course, this can only be considered a first step in the more

ambitious project of clarifying Foucault's understanding of the complex relations between truth, power, ethics, and

politics, the importance of which for contemporary critical theory broadly construed we hope can now be better

appreciated.

Yet our interpretation of Foucauldian critique has at least partially clarified what Foucault means by “the poli-

tics of truth.” Against a widespread misconception, we have argued that his intention is not to denounce the value

of truth or truth-telling altogether. Because Foucault claims that the central political question, for him, is “the
political, economic, institutional regime of the production of truth,” it has appeared to many that he thereby

wishes to oppose the quest for truth as such. In the same context, however, Foucault specifies that the essential

political problem is “that of ascertaining the possibility of constituting a new politics of truth” (1977, p. 14; trans.

mod.; emphasis added). The double movement of critique we have described in this paper, then, assumes its full

political significance as soon as we understand it as indicating two distinct paths for transforming the given con-

stellation of practices wherein a rationality of governing people is grounded in a particular set of truth-claims. On

the one hand, parrhesia illustrates how truth-telling can openly challenge the authority of a given rationality of

governing; the case of avowal, on the other hand, shows that people can have non-epistemic reasons to resist the

quest for truth, at least when it aims to classify them and thereby subjugates them to a particular rationality of

governing. We can see now why in both cases “it is not a question of a battle ‘in favor’ of truth,” or against it, “but
of a battle about the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays” in organizing the constellation of

practices through which people are governed by others and govern themselves (Foucault, 1977, p. 14; trans.

mod.). Even though critique is meant to facilitate the desubjugation of the subject, Foucault's aim is therefore not

to sever self-governing from truth and truth-telling. On the contrary, as we mentioned above, Foucault character-

izes the process of attaining (at least a certain degree of) self-governing as “a diligent transformation, a slow and

arduous modification by means of a constant concern for the truth” (1996, p. 461; trans. mod.). While current

readings of Foucault's critical project are generally unable to make sense of this claim, we hope this paper will

make it for the first time fully intelligible.
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ENDNOTES
1 However, a detailed interpretation and evaluation of the “politics of truth,” as Foucault understands it, remains a task for

future research.
2 In light of Owen's distinction, it is plain to see that Fraser's (1981) criticism of Foucault's work as “empirically insightful”
but “normatively confused” makes sense only in the context of ideology critique. The same applies to Habermas (1990).

Both fail to appreciate that Foucault's critique addresses aspectival captivity.
3 For an account of ideology critique in the traditional sense, see Geuss, 1981. Recent work on ideology and epistemic injus-

tice, however, enriches and complicates the conceptual landscape in ways that often combine ideology critique with the

issue of aspectival captivity (see, e.g., Haslanger, 2012), or identify new problems altogether (see, e.g., Anderson, 2017).
4 Of course, we are not claiming to be the first to emphasize the positive role that truth-telling as parrhesia plays in

Foucault's “politics of truth,” and in his critical project as a whole (see, e.g., Vogelmann, 2012; Luxon, 2013;

Dyrberg, 2014; Folkers, 2016; Hoppe, 2019; Lorenzini, 2023; Halperin, n.d.). What we are claiming is that, to our knowl-

edge, no one has so far offered an interpretation of Foucault's analyses of parrhesia, and of his genealogies of avowal, in

light of the double movement of critique Foucault talks about in “What Is Critique?” Doing so, we argue, is crucial to shed

light on the contrastive roles Foucault assigns to truth-telling in the context of critique, thereby offering a unified account

of his critical project.
5 A detailed study of what Foucault means by “a law truth” constitutes a topic in its own right (see Foucault, 2014b,

pp. 94–97).
6 We are not suggesting that it is Hacking's own view to severe ethics as self-governing from a concern for truth, even

though Hacking's work on the looping effects of human kinds appears to address the role of truth in self-governing only

from the perspective of resistance. See, e.g., Hacking, 2007.
7 “[O]n voit que le foyer de la critique, c'est essentiellement le faisceau de rapports qui noue l'un à l'autre, ou l'un aux deux

autres, le pouvoir, la vérité et le sujet. Et si la gouvernementalization, c'est bien ce mouvement par lequel il s'agissait dans

la réalité même d'une pratique sociale d'assujettir les individus par des mécanismes de pouvoir qui se réclament d'une

vérité, eh bien, je dirais que la critique, c'est le mouvement par lequel le sujet se donne le droit d'interroger la vérité sur

ses effets de pouvoir et le pouvoir sur ses discours de vérité; la critique, ce sera l'art de l'inservitude volontaire, celui de

l'indocilité réfléchie. La critique aurait essentiellement pour fonction le désassujettissement dans le jeu de ce qu'on

pourrait appeler, d'un mot, la politique de la vérité.”
8 Because the subject of critique is herself (at least partly) constituted by the power/knowledge relations she criticizes, the

activity of critique is in a sense always reflexive. On this point, see Vaccarino Bremner, 2020.
9 Including in the recent critical edition of Foucault's lecture (2015).

10 For the argument that the critique of constitution should be construed as a distinct guiding thread in critical theory, in

contrast to ideology critique, on the one hand, and immanent social critique, on the other, see Säynäjoki and

Tiisala (2023).
11 Foucault repeatedly emphasizes that agency is informed by thought and, therefore, a system of thought always includes

a determinate field of action. For instance, “thought is understood as the very form of action—as action insofar as it

implies the play of true and false, the acceptance or refusal of rules, the relation to oneself and others” (1997, p. 201).
12 Foucault introduces the expression “will to know” in his inaugural lecture at the Collège de France in December 1970

(Foucault, 1971, p. 16), and devotes his first lecture course precisely to this topic (2014a).
13 On Foucauldian genealogy as a problematizing endeavor, see Koopman, 2013 and Allen, 2016.
14 On this point, see also Halperin n.d.
15 On Foucault's nominalism, see Flynn, 2005, chap. 2; Vogelmann, 2017.
16 In the eyes of those—including within the Critical Theory tradition—who would want to unveil critique's supra-historical

essence, Foucault's genealogy of critique has a problematizing function (Boland, 2014; Folkers, 2016). Thus understood,

in addition to emphasizing that critique itself is a historically situated activity that does not have any universal “core” (but
might have a constant “form”), Foucault's genealogy of critique aims to show that the question “What is critique?” has

already been formulated in the past—for instance concerning the relations between parrhesia and democratic institutions

in fourth-century Athens (2019, pp. 111–15, 123–32), or by Kant in the 18th century (2010, pp. 7–21, 25–39, 292–93)—
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thus inciting us to ask it (and thereby to problematize critique) once again as Foucault himself does in “What Is Critique?”
and “What Is Enlightenment?.” Yet Lorenzini (2020) argues that the genealogy of critique also adds a further dimension

to Foucault's critical project: by showing how critique has been practiced and the forms resistance has taken in the past,

it opens up the possibility of concretely practicing critique in the present as well.
17 On this point, see Lorenzini, 2023.
18 In bracketing the historical dimension of the practice of parrhesia and elaborating a philosophical definition of it as a spe-

cific family of speech acts, we deliberately go beyond a mere exegesis of Foucault's genealogical project, which remains

for the most part focused on the historicity of truth and truth-telling (both as parrhesia and as avowal). However, the mul-

tiple historical forms of parrhesia that Foucault analyzes do share some fundamental features, as Foucault himself makes

it clear in Discourse and Truth, where he offers a definition of the “general meaning” of parrhesia in the “positive sense of

the word”: parrhesia, he claims, is “a certain verbal activity in which the speaker has a specific relation to truth through

frankness, a certain relation to himself through danger, a certain relation to law through freedom and duty, and a certain

relation to other people through critique (self-critique or critique of other people)” (2019, pp. 45–46). In what follows,

we draw partly from this definition to elaborate a philosophical characterization of parrhesia as a critical practice. Yet we

are not suggesting a teleological reading of Foucault's philosophical trajectory: parrhesia is just one of the many forms that

critique can take, albeit a particularly relevant one for us because it corresponds to the second movement of critique that

Foucault mentions in “What Is Critique?”. In other words, we are not emphasizing the importance of parrhesia to align

Foucault's critical project with his biography (“What comes at the end should be the key to understanding everything

else!”), but for strictly conceptual reasons. For a detailed analysis of Foucault's project of a history of truth and his geneal-

ogies of truth-telling, see Lorenzini, 2023.
19 Once again, it is important to notice that parrhesia took many different forms in antiquity, for instance within the philo-

sophical practice of spiritual direction, or as a virtue that a good political counselor should possess. However, it is clear

that Foucault is first and foremost interested in the critical function of parrhesia. Hence, in On the Government of Self and

Others, after describing a scene in which Dion uses parrhesia in front of Dionysius, the tyrant of Syracuse, Foucault claims

that this scene is “an exemplary scene of parrhesia: a man stands up to a tyrant and tells him the truth” (2010, p. 50).
20 Contemporary examples of parrhesia can be found, for instance, in the framework of the #MeToo movement (Taylor, 2020).
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