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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit IV: New Questions, Perspectives and Methods of History 

[a] Postmodern Perspective – Michel Foucault  

1. Introduction: Postmodernism and History 

• Postmodernism is a broad intellectual and cultural orientation that became influential 

particularly from the late twentieth century. It questioned many assumptions 

associated with modernity, including universal progress, objective knowledge and 

single, all-encompassing explanations of society and history. 

• In historical studies, the postmodern perspective encouraged historians to examine 

how knowledge is produced, whose voices are included or excluded, and how 

language, discourse and institutions shape what is accepted as historical truth. 

• Postmodern historians generally distrust the idea that the past can be reconstructed as 

a completely neutral and transparent account. 

• They do not necessarily deny that past events occurred; rather, they emphasize that 

historians know and represent the past through incomplete evidence, concepts, 

language, categories and interpretive frameworks. 

• Important themes include plurality of perspectives, instability of meaning, the role of 

language, discourse, power, representation, marginalised voices and criticism of grand 

narratives. 

2. Michel Foucault: Life and Intellectual Background 

• Michel Foucault (1926–1984) was a French philosopher, historian of ideas and social 

theorist whose work strongly influenced history, sociology, cultural studies and 

political thought. 

• He studied philosophy and psychology and became associated with major debates in 

French intellectual life after the Second World War. 

• His writings examined subjects such as madness, medicine, prisons, sexuality, 

punishment, knowledge and the modern subject. 

• Foucault resisted being placed within a single disciplinary category. He described his 

work through changing terms such as archaeology and genealogy. 

• His historical approach is especially important because he investigated not only what 

happened in the past, but also how particular forms of knowledge, categories and 

institutions became possible. 

3. Foucault’s Challenge to Conventional History 

• Traditional historical writing often seeks continuity, causation, stable identities and 

coherent development over time. 

• Foucault questioned whether apparently natural and continuous developments are 

actually continuous, arguing that historians should investigate breaks, discontinuities 

and transformations in systems of thought. 



2 

 

• He shifted attention from only major political events and great individuals toward 

institutions, practices, classifications, expert knowledge and everyday forms of 

regulation. 

• He challenged the assumption that knowledge is simply discovered. Knowledge is 

produced within particular historical conditions and institutions. 

• He argued that what counts as reasonable, normal, scientific, criminal, healthy or 

deviant changes historically. 

• Thus, historical research can ask how categories themselves were formed rather than 

simply treating them as timeless realities. 

4. Archaeology of Knowledge 

• Archaeology is Foucault’s method for analysing the historical conditions under which 

particular systems of knowledge and discourse emerge. 

• It does not attempt to recover a hidden, continuous essence behind historical texts. 

• Instead, it studies statements, concepts, rules of formation and institutional contexts 

that make certain kinds of knowledge possible. 

• The archaeological approach examines the historical rules governing what can be said, 

by whom, in what circumstances and with what authority. 

• The aim is to reveal the structure of a particular field of discourse at a given historical 

moment. 

• Major work: The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969). 

• Other important archaeological studies include The Birth of the Clinic (1963) and The 

Order of Things (1966). 

5. Discourse 

• Discourse is one of the central concepts in Foucault’s thought. 

• In simple terms, discourse refers to historically specific systems of statements, 

concepts, practices and rules through which subjects and objects are described and 

understood. 

• A discourse does more than communicate information; it helps establish what can be 

treated as valid knowledge. 

• Discourses are connected with institutions, professional practices, classifications and 

forms of authority. 

• For example, the historical discourse surrounding 'madness' is connected with medical 

institutions, psychiatric expertise, classifications and practices of confinement. 

• The historian therefore asks: What statements were possible? What concepts were 

available? Which institutions authorized knowledge? Which voices were excluded? 

6. Power and Knowledge 

• Foucault’s famous formulation of 'power/knowledge' stresses that power and 

knowledge are deeply interconnected. 
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• Power is not only something possessed by a king, government or ruling class. It also 

operates through institutions, professional practices, norms, examinations, 

classifications and everyday relationships. 

• Knowledge can strengthen systems of power, while systems of power can determine 

which forms of knowledge gain authority. 

• Power therefore helps shape what is accepted as true, normal or legitimate in a 

particular historical context. 

• This does not mean that every statement of knowledge is simply false or deliberately 

invented by powerful people. 

• Rather, the production, circulation and authorization of knowledge occur within 

historically specific relations of power. 

• For historians, this creates a major research question: how did particular institutions 

and practices make certain forms of knowledge authoritative? 

7. Genealogy 

• Genealogy became particularly prominent in Foucault’s later historical work. 

• Genealogy investigates the contingent historical processes through which institutions, 

practices, identities and forms of knowledge emerge. 

• It rejects the assumption that present institutions necessarily developed through a 

smooth, inevitable progression from the past. 

• Genealogical research looks for conflicts, accidents, reversals, struggles and 

unexpected developments. 

• It is influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche’s genealogical method, especially the idea that 

present values and categories have complex historical origins. 

• Major genealogical works include Discipline and Punish (1975) and The History of 

Sexuality, Volume I (1976). 

8. Discontinuity and Historical Change 

• Foucault gives considerable importance to discontinuity rather than assuming 

uninterrupted continuity. 

• A discontinuity is a significant transformation in the ways people think, speak, classify 

and organize knowledge. 

• Historical periods should therefore not automatically be understood as stages of one 

continuous process of progress. 

• The historian should identify moments when the rules governing knowledge and 

social practices change. 

• This approach can produce a history of transformations rather than a simple story of 

cumulative progress. 

9. Madness and Civilization 

• In Madness and Civilization (1961), Foucault examined the changing historical 

treatment and understanding of madness in Europe. 

• He argued that 'madness' has not possessed one timeless meaning. 
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• The boundaries between reason and unreason were historically constructed and 

changed over time. 

• Institutions of confinement and later medical and psychiatric practices played 

important roles in defining and managing madness. 

• The study demonstrates how a seemingly natural category can have a complex history 

involving institutions, knowledge and power. 

• Historical significance: it encourages researchers to investigate how societies create 

categories of normality and abnormality. 

10. The Birth of the Clinic 

• The Birth of the Clinic (1963) studies the emergence of modern clinical medicine and 

the changing medical 'gaze'. 

• Foucault examined how new forms of observation, classification and institutional 

organization changed medical knowledge. 

• The hospital became increasingly important as a site for systematic observation, 

teaching and production of medical knowledge. 

• The work shows that changes in knowledge are connected with changes in institutions 

and practices. 

• For historians, it illustrates how professional knowledge can be studied as a historical 

formation rather than as a simple accumulation of objective discoveries. 

11. Discipline and Punish 

• Discipline and Punish (1975) examines the transformation of punishment in Western 

societies. 

• Foucault contrasts spectacular corporal punishment with modern disciplinary 

mechanisms. 

• Modern punishment increasingly operates through surveillance, examination, 

classification, training and normalization. 

• The prison is presented not merely as a place of confinement but as part of a broader 

disciplinary system. 

• Foucault uses the Panopticon, associated with Jeremy Bentham, as a model for 

understanding modern surveillance. 

• The Panopticon illustrates a situation in which individuals may regulate their own 

behaviour because they can potentially be observed. 

• The concept helps historians investigate schools, hospitals, factories, prisons and other 

institutions as sites where disciplined behaviour is produced. 

• The historical question is not only 'Who punishes?' but also 'How are individuals 

made into subjects who regulate themselves?' 

12. Normalization and the Examination 

• Normalization means establishing standards of acceptable behaviour and judging 

individuals according to those standards. 

• Modern institutions frequently compare, rank, classify and evaluate individuals. 
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• Examinations combine observation and judgment: they generate records about 

individuals while also placing them within categories. 

• Schools, hospitals, military organizations and workplaces can use examinations, 

records and assessments to produce detailed knowledge about individuals. 

• Foucault therefore links knowledge about individuals with disciplinary power. 

13. Biopower and Governmentality 

• In his later work, Foucault expanded his analysis from disciplinary power over 

individual bodies to forms of power concerned with populations. 

• Biopower refers broadly to forms of power concerned with managing life, health, 

birth, death, disease, reproduction and population processes. 

• Statistics, demographic information, public health measures and administrative 

practices can become instruments for governing populations. 

• Governmentality refers to the ways in which conduct is guided or governed through 

institutions, knowledge, policies and techniques. 

• These concepts help historians study the growth of modern administrative states and 

the relationship between knowledge and governance. 

14. The History of Sexuality 

• In The History of Sexuality, Volume I (1976), Foucault challenged the simple idea that 

modern Western society merely suppressed sexuality. 

• He argued that modern societies also produced extensive discourse about sexuality 

through medicine, psychiatry, education, law, religion and other institutions. 

• Sexuality became an object of classification, examination, confession and expert 

knowledge. 

• Foucault’s argument shifts the research question from 'When was sexuality repressed?' 

toward 'How was sexuality made into an object of knowledge and regulation?' 

• This approach influenced later histories of gender, sexuality, the body and identity. 

15. Subjectivity and the 'Subject' 

• Foucault questioned the idea of the individual as a completely autonomous and 

timeless subject. 

• Individuals are shaped by historically specific discourses, institutions, norms and 

practices. 

• The 'subject' can therefore be studied as something historically produced rather than 

simply assumed as the starting point of history. 

• This opens historical research into the formation of identities and forms of self-

understanding. 

• His later work also examined practices through which people actively work upon 

themselves, often described as technologies or practices of the self. 

16. Power: Key Features in Foucault’s Approach 

• Power is relational: it operates through relationships rather than existing only as a 

possession. 
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• Power is productive: it can produce knowledge, identities, norms and forms of 

behaviour, not merely prohibit actions. 

• Power is dispersed: it operates through many institutions and everyday practices. 

• Power is exercised through practices and relationships rather than only through 

formal commands. 

• Power and resistance are interconnected: where power operates, possibilities of 

resistance also arise. 

• This approach encourages historians to study micro-level practices alongside large 

political structures. 

17. Foucault and Historical Method 

• Begin with a specific historical problem rather than assuming a universal historical 

law. 

• Identify the relevant discourses, institutions, practices and forms of expertise. 

• Examine the vocabulary and categories used in contemporary sources. 

• Ask how particular statements became accepted as authoritative knowledge. 

• Identify rules of inclusion and exclusion: who could speak, whose testimony counted 

and whose knowledge was marginalized. 

• Trace changes in classifications and concepts over time. 

• Look for discontinuities, conflicts and contingent developments rather than assuming 

inevitable progress. 

• Connect texts and ideas with institutions and material practices. 

• Study archives not simply as neutral repositories of facts but as products of systems of 

classification and institutional practices. 

• Avoid reducing historical explanation to the intentions of individual actors alone; 

examine broader systems that made certain actions and statements possible. 

18. Types of Historical Questions Inspired by Foucault 

• How did a particular category such as 'criminal', 'mad', 'normal' or 'deviant' emerge 

historically? 

• Which institutions had the authority to define and classify people? 

• What kinds of knowledge supported those classifications? 

• How did laws, medical practices, educational systems or administrative procedures 

change over time? 

• Which groups were excluded from authoritative knowledge? 

• How did surveillance and record-keeping alter institutional practices? 

• How did people come to understand themselves through historically specific 

categories? 

• What historical events or struggles disrupted an established system of knowledge? 

• How did a particular discourse become dominant, and what alternative discourses 

were marginalized? 
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19. Sources for a Foucauldian Historical Study 

• Official records and administrative documents. 

• Court records, prison records and police documents. 

• Medical and psychiatric case records, where ethically and legally usable. 

• School regulations, examination records and disciplinary manuals. 

• Government reports, census materials and statistical documents. 

• Legal codes and institutional rules. 

• Professional journals, textbooks and expert writings. 

• Newspapers, pamphlets and public debates. 

• Personal writings, diaries and autobiographies, used critically. 

• Architectural plans and institutional layouts, especially when studying surveillance 

and discipline. 

• Visual sources, photographs and other representations, where relevant. 

• Foucault’s approach emphasizes reading sources for their rules of classification, 

exclusions, assumptions and institutional context, not merely extracting factual 

information. 

20. Strengths of Foucault’s Approach to History 

• It broadened the subject matter of history beyond political elites and major events. 

• It brought institutions, everyday practices and forms of expertise into historical 

analysis. 

• It made historians more attentive to language, categories and representation. 

• It exposed the historical construction of concepts that may appear natural or universal. 

• It encouraged research on marginalized and previously neglected subjects. 

• It provided powerful tools for studying medicine, prisons, sexuality, education, 

policing and administration. 

• It connected knowledge with social and institutional power. 

• It challenged simplistic narratives of inevitable progress. 

• It encouraged historians to ask how the present came to appear natural or self-evident. 

21. Criticisms and Limitations 

• Some critics argue that Foucault gives insufficient attention to economic structures, 

especially class and material conditions. 

• His concept of power can appear so broad that it becomes difficult to identify clear 

centers or mechanisms of power. 

• Critics have questioned whether his emphasis on discourse underestimates individual 

agency and conscious political action. 

• Some historians argue that his use of evidence can be selective and that his 

periodizations sometimes require stronger empirical demonstration. 

• His treatment of resistance and political transformation has generated continuing 

debate. 
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• His work can be conceptually difficult because terms such as discourse, 

power/knowledge, genealogy and governmentality have specialized meanings. 

• These criticisms do not eliminate the value of his method; rather, they suggest that 

Foucauldian analysis is often most productive when combined with careful empirical 

research and other historical approaches. 

22. Foucault Compared with Traditional Positivist History 

• Positivist tendency: emphasis on objective facts and reconstruction of events. 

Foucauldian tendency: emphasis on how knowledge and categories are historically 

produced. 

• Positivist tendency: continuity and causal sequence. Foucauldian tendency: 

discontinuity, rupture and transformation. 

• Positivist tendency: political institutions and major events often occupy the centre. 

Foucauldian tendency: institutions, practices, bodies, discourse and everyday 

regulation become central. 

• Positivist tendency: source as evidence of what happened. Foucauldian tendency: 

source also reveals systems of classification, authority and exclusion. 

• Positivist tendency: truth treated as largely independent of power. Foucauldian 

tendency: truth claims are studied in relation to historically specific power/knowledge 

relations. 

• These are ideal-type contrasts; actual historians may combine elements of several 

approaches. 

23. Foucault Compared with Marxism 

• Marxist history commonly gives major explanatory importance to class, production, 

economic structures and material relations. 

• Foucault was influenced by Marxist debates but resisted reducing social power to 

economic class domination. 

• Foucault emphasized multiple, dispersed and productive forms of power operating 

through institutions and practices. 

• A useful research strategy can combine approaches: economic and class structures can 

be studied alongside discourse, institutions and disciplinary practices. 

• The two approaches therefore need not always be treated as mutually exclusive. 

24. Foucault and the 'New Questions' of History 

• Foucault helped historians formulate questions about the history of knowledge, the 

body, medicine, sexuality, prisons, punishment, surveillance and normality. 

• He encouraged historians to investigate people and practices that conventional 

political narratives often overlooked. 

• He shifted attention from 'What is the timeless truth?' toward 'Under what historical 

conditions did this truth claim become authoritative?' 

• He also encouraged research into how institutions create records, classifications and 

identities. 
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• This contributes to the wider postmodern turn in historical scholarship by questioning 

universal narratives and highlighting plurality and historical contingency. 

25. Simple Example for Understanding 

• Topic: History of schooling. 

• A conventional study may ask: When were schools established, who established them 

and how did enrolment increase? 

• A Foucauldian study may additionally ask: How did schools classify students? How 

were attendance, examinations, rankings and discipline used? What counted as a 

'good' or 'weak' student? How did timetables, classrooms and examinations organize 

behaviour? 

• The focus therefore moves from institutions simply as organizations to institutions as 

sites where knowledge, discipline, norms and identities are produced. 

• The same method can be applied to prisons, hospitals, armies, factories, census 

administration and other institutions. 

26. Key Concepts at a Glance 

• Postmodernism – questions universal narratives, fixed meanings and claims to 

completely neutral knowledge. 

• Discourse – historically specific system through which statements, concepts and 

objects become intelligible. 

• Power/knowledge – the interrelationship between power relations and the production 

and authorization of knowledge. 

• Archaeology – analysis of historical systems of discourse and their rules of formation. 

• Genealogy – investigation of contingent historical processes, struggles and 

transformations that produce present practices. 

• Discontinuity – breaks or transformations in systems of knowledge and practice. 

• Discipline – techniques for organizing, observing, training and regulating individuals. 

• Surveillance – systematic observation that can shape behaviour. 

• Normalization – judging individuals against socially established standards. 

• Biopower – management and regulation of populations and processes of life. 

• Governmentality – techniques and rationalities through which conduct is governed. 

• Subjectivity – historically shaped ways in which individuals understand and constitute 

themselves. 

27. Conclusion 

• Michel Foucault transformed historical inquiry by asking how knowledge, institutions, 

categories and practices are historically produced. 

• His work is central to the postmodern/post-structuralist turn in historical studies, 

especially because it challenges universal explanations and draws attention to 

discourse, power and contingency. 

• For historians, his greatest methodological contribution is not a single formula but a 

set of questions: How was this category formed? Who could speak? What counted as 
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knowledge? Which institutions authorized it? What practices sustained it? Who was 

excluded? What changed? 

• A balanced use of Foucault requires close attention to primary sources, chronology 

and historical context while using his conceptual tools to analyse power, knowledge 

and subject formation. 

• His approach is especially useful for research on medicine, education, prisons, 

sexuality, policing, administration, public health, institutions and the history of 

knowledge. 

28. Important Works of Michel Foucault 

• Madness and Civilization (1961) – history of madness and changing relations between 

reason, unreason and institutions. 

• The Birth of the Clinic (1963) – historical transformation of medical knowledge and 

clinical observation. 

• The Order of Things (1966) – historical analysis of systems of knowledge and 

classification. 

• The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) – methodological discussion of archaeology and 

discourse. 

• Discipline and Punish (1975) – transformation of punishment, surveillance and 

disciplinary power. 

• The History of Sexuality, Volume I (1976) – sexuality, discourse, power and 

knowledge. 

• Later lectures and writings – important for concepts such as governmentality, 

biopolitics and practices of the self. 

29. Examination-Oriented Questions 

• Explain the meaning and major features of the postmodern perspective in history. 

• Discuss Michel Foucault’s contribution to postmodern/post-structuralist 

historiography. 

• What is discourse? Explain its significance in Foucault’s historical method. 

• Explain the relationship between power and knowledge in Foucault’s thought. 

• Distinguish between archaeology and genealogy. 

• Discuss Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power with reference to Discipline and 

Punish. 

• What is the Panopticon? Explain its significance in understanding modern 

surveillance. 

• Discuss Foucault’s concept of normalization and examination. 

• Explain biopower and governmentality. 

• How does Foucault challenge the idea of historical continuity and progress? 

• Discuss the strengths and limitations of Foucault’s approach to history. 

• How can Foucauldian methods be applied to the study of education, prisons or 

medicine? 

• Why is Foucault important for the study of new questions and perspectives in history? 


