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Abstract

Rewriting the History of Madness: Studies in Foucault’s
Histoire de la folie, edited by Arthur Still and Irving Ve-
lody (Routledge, 1992), collects the controversy conduc-
ted in 1990 in History of the Human Sciences (vol. 3,
nos. 1 and 3). It began with Colin Gordon’s article “His-
toire de la folie: an unknown book by Michel Foucault”,
which argued that the English-speaking world had long
read only Richard Howard’s translation of 1965 — a ver-
sion based on an abridgement that omitted roughly half
of the original — and that much of the negative verdict
of Anglo-American historians was therefore a misread-
ing of a book they had not read in full. Twelve histori-
ans, sociologists and philosophers replied in the journal,
and Gordon answered them. The book keeps ten of
those replies, adds two further pieces (Bové, Pugh), and
frames the twelve responses with Gordon’s opening art-
icle, his rejoinder and Erickson’s annotated bibliography
— fifteen chapters in all. This bibliographical notice
presents six chapters in detail — the sociologist Robert
Castel (ch. 4), the historians Jan Goldstein (ch. 5), H. C.
Erik Midelfort (ch. 8) and Roy Porter (ch. 10), the soci-
ologist Andrew Scull (ch. 13) and Gordon’s rejoinder
(ch. 14) — and summarises Gordon’s opening chapter
and the remaining eight (Barham, Bové, LaCapra,
Megill, Pearson, Pugh, Rose, Erickson). The criterion for
the division is stated: the chapters that argue at the
level on which the controversy was actually decided, or
failed to be decided — the level of sources and historical
method — are given in full; for each of the others the
notice records to which other level it moves the debate
(clinical practice, rhetoric and theory, the sociology of
reception, the object of psychiatric history, biblio-

graphy) and why it is summarised only.

Six issues can be distinguished. First, the abridgement
and misreading: Scull predicts that a complete transla-
tion will make Foucault’s scholarly deficiencies more,
not less, visible, while Gordon sets out the publishing

history and rehabilitates Howard’s translation; Castel
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shows that even in France, where the full text was al-
ways available, the book was read in two quite different
ways — as historical epistemology from 1961 to the mid-
sixties, and as a political weapon after May 1968 — so
that the misreading cannot be laid to translation alone.
Second, the generalisation of “France”: Goldstein reads
the book’s ambiguity between France and the West as a
deliberate rhetorical strategy rather than an oversight;
Scull questions the scholarly legitimacy of such a
strategy. Third, the scale of the “great confinement”:
Porter shows that in England the mass confinement of
the insane belongs to the nineteenth century and that
the tendency of the classical age was to separate rather
than to lump together; Midelfort cites Swain and
Gauchet’s estimate of fewer than 5,000 mentally dis-
ordered inmates in France at the end of the eighteenth
century. Gordon answers that Foucault himself recorded
the slow growth of the statistics and the failure of the
work programmes, and locates the novelty of classical
confinement in its systematic character, its extent and
its unified rationale. Fourth, Tuke, Pinel and medicine:
Scull charges Foucault with concealing that the layman
Tuke’s moral treatment was a threat to established
medicine; Goldstein and Gordon reply that Foucault dis-
tinguished two senses of “medicine” and located the
physician’s authority in the person rather than in know-
ledge. Fifth, the ship of fools: Midelfort and Scull deny
its existence; Gordon holds that the matter turns on
three sentences in six of six hundred pages and con-
cerns the “liminal” status of madness in the late Middle
Ages. Sixth, religion and psychology: Midelfort points to
the exclusion of demonic possession, Porter to the neg-
lect of Lockean associationism from Battie onward, and
Gordon replies to each. Of the summarised chapters,
LaCapra, Megill and Pugh bear on the reading of the
ship-of-fools sentence, Pearson and Pugh on the limits of

the translation thesis, Rose on the ground of the physi-
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cian’s jurisdiction over the asylum; the ambiguity of the

word “experience” remains as a cross-cutting issue.

In the author’s view the collection is useful on two
counts. The distinction drawn in a companion paper on
the French-language critics between the great confine-
ment “as an event” and “as a structure” reappears
along the same line in this debate: Porter, Midelfort and
Scull demolish the former, Gordon defends the latter.
And the debate contains no voice from clinical psycho-
pathology. The single response from the side of practice,
Barham’s (ch. 2), charges Foucault’s image of madness
with lacking any sense of the reason and sociability that
remain in the mad person, and any room for dialogue,
and recommends Manfred Bleuler’s long-term studies
over Foucault; but it stays at the level of the therapeutic
relation and does not ask about the pathological reality
of madness. Nothing in the book corresponds to the cri-
tique made by Henri Ey in 1969 — that Foucault’s for-
mula of madness as a “waking dream” reaches delirium
but not delusion, the two senses of délire. Rose’s praise
of the book for grounding its critique of psychiatry on
no alternative ontology of madness is the exact converse
of Ey’s position. The Anglo-American controversy was
conducted at the level of historical method and sources
— the level, in the terms of the companion paper, of
Quétel; the French one at the level of the very existence
of psychiatry. The notice presents this contrast as the

reason for reading the two lineages side by side.
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