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A Conceptual and Genealogical Analysis
by
Arpâd Szakolczai

Abstract

This paper individuates and analyses the mechanisms through
which human beings are driven to construct and/or recognize
their identity in modern Western societies. At the conceptual level,
distinction is made between self-formation, self-relation and self
representation. The theoretical background for self-formation is
given by philosophical hermeneutics (background practices and
experience) and social anthropology (rites of passage and
liminality). It is then argued that a concern with self-relation and
self-representation emerges in specific historical moments of
dissolution of order, like the axial age, the collapse of the Roman
Empire or the end of the Middle Ages. Such events led to two
distinct types of responses: subjectivation (a concern with selfcontrol and ascetism) and individualization (an affirmation of the
self). Modernity emerges with the successful Unking of these
separate threads through the "verbalization of ascetism": a pubUc
declaration of self-identity based on a scrutiny of one's own true
needs, desires and belongingness, and the subsequent indexing of
conduct to this identity.
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The concern with identity, both personal and collective, and the
related politics of identity, are central issues on the agenda of
contemporary politics and social movements (Anner 1996;
Aronowitz 1992; Larana, Johnston and Gusfeld 1994; Oberschall
1993; Woodward 1997). They are also gaining increasing attention
in social theory (Calhoun 1994; Giddens 1991; Lash and Friedman
1992; Nicholson and Seidman 1995; Tilly 1996). However, even
though there is much discussion about the different type of
identities and the legitimacy of their claims, the common
mechanisms underlying the formation of the different identities is
much less subjected to a critical analysis. The central claim this
paper wants to make is that there is something specific and highly
problematic in the manner in which identities are formed in
modern societies. Thus, it is meaningful to talk about the
specifically modern and Western "identity formation mechanisms"
and to engage upon a systematic, at once theoretical and historical,
diagnostic analysis of their emergence and effects.
Identity formation mechanisms are those automatisms based
on inbuilt cultural techniques by which human beings are
stimulated to reflect upon their self and their social belongingness,
to express their findings in public and with a strong emotional
involvement, and to behave according to the requirements such an
identification implies. In the text, they will be abbreviated as "IFMs."
Such an analysis has to be situated with respect to a number
of existing accounts on the history of the modem self, person,
subjectivity, individualism or identity - a plethora rendered
almost impenetrable by a lack of clarity as regards the links
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In The Marriage the mechanisms forming
modem man and mankind are rendered
visible. The spiritus mavens of the play is
the permanent presence of Form on the
scene. One says something and then
adjusts his behavior to what he said.
- Witold Gombrowicz

A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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between or even the precise meaning of terms such as self, subject,
person and individual (Carrithers, Collins and Lukes 1987;
Dumont 1986; Foucault 1986: 41-3; Mauss 1987; Turner 1992: 141-7;
Vemant 1989: 211-232). The paper will attempt to contribute to
some clarification in four steps. First, an ideal-typical
conceptualization will be introduced, separating three aspects of
self or identity formation that have often been confused: self
formation, self-relation, and self-representation. Secondly,
concerning the first aspect, self-formation, elements of a
theoretical background will be introduced, relying jointly on
philosophical hermeneutics and cultural anthropology. In the
third step, a historical background will be sketched, related to the
conditions under which there is an emergence and intensification
of self-relations and self-representations. The fourth section will
outline a genealogical analysis, showing the manner in which the
separate threads of self-relations and self-representations actually
became connected in the IFM-s, creating an impression of their
natural and universal character. The article will end by discussing
some of the consequences of this character of the IFM-s for the
present.

In this section, it will be argued that clarity concerning the history
of subjectivity and identity can be increased by introducing a
distinction between three aspects: self-formation, self-relation, and
self-representation. Self-formation refers to the conceptualization
of the process through which human beings turn into the single,
unique beings they are; in the expression used by Nietzsche in the
subtitle of Ecce Homo, "How One Becomes What One Is"
(Nietzsche 1967b). Self-representation pins down the different
ways in which human beings attempt to give a single, unifying
picture of themselves, whether in images or in words. Self
relation, finally, refers to a conscious and continuous concern and
preoccupation of human beings with the manner in which they act
and behave, and with the consequences of these activities,
whether in order to question, change or assert themselves. This is

the crucial, and least self-evident, of the three concepts introduced,
helping to conceptualize the links between self-formation and self
representation beyond correspondance theory. The concept is
developed from Foucault (1985a), and can be taken as a further
application of 'relational sociology' (Emirbayer 1997).
Between these terms, there is a difference in levels and in
generality. Self-formation is the most general term. In fact, in any
given culture or society, every single human being is unique and
different from others, the mass production of uniform human
beings existing only in nightmare-utopias, the process of self
formation can be considered as genuinely universal. In the next
section, an attempt will be made to identify the basic steps in this
self-formation process, using the two perhaps most universalistic
approaches available in the social sciences, philosophical
hermeneutics and cultural anthropology.
Self-relation and self-representation are much more specific
practices. In fact, much of the controversy surrounding works
such as Mauss on person (Carrithers, Collins and Lukes 1987), not
to mention the huge literature written on the "theses" of Weber or
Foucault, as to whether the Western process of subject-formation
is historically unique or not, is due to a confusion between self
formation and self-relation. Self-formation is indeed a universal. It
would be absurd and dangerous to argue that it is only in the
"West", or perhaps in a few "high civilizations", that human beings
became unique persons and not just products of cultural and
social conditioning. However, the concern with self-relation and
self-representation, in the sense defined above, only emerged in
certain cultures, and in singular historical moments - as will be
analysed in some detail in the third section.
The conceptual separation between the three aspects,
however, does imply neither complete independence nor onedirectional causality. Self-representation is not simply an attempt
to reflect or express a self already formed, but modes of self
representation, especially through the mediation of self-relations,
may well become an integral part of the self-formation process. An
abstract, speculative analysis of these interactions, however, does
not seem to lead far. Instead, in the fourth section, elements of a
more concrete analysis will be made of the way they actually
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The horizon onto which IFM-s can be anchored will be established
by joining two perspectives, cultural anthropology and
philosophical hermeneutics. A theoretical framework relying on
these two areas can be particularly convincing, as cultural
anthropology and philosophical hermeneutics were quite distant
in the past, relying upon a different empirical material and
intellectual tradition.
One of the key concepts of philosophical hermeneutics and
the related phenomenological approach in philosophy and
sociology is the "horizon" (Husserl 1962), the "background
practices" (Gadamer 1975), the "taken for granted" (Schütz 1962;
see Berger and Luckmann 1966) or the "life-world" (Husserl 1970,
see Bauman 1978; Habermas 1987). A major attempt at
conceptualization, representing the passage between Husserl and
Gadamer, is Heidegger's interest in "Being", as shown in his
analysis of "truth" as "disclosedness of being", what becomes
visible as opposed to the vaste background horizon (Heidegger
1996:201-8, 1977; see Dreyfus 1991:271-5). But similar concerns
were expressed in the contemporary Anglo-Saxon intellectual
scene as well, with terms like "frame" (Bateson 1972, Goffman
1986), or "background" (Searle 1992). According to this approach,
an individual is not a self-contained entity. One is rather bom into
a life-world, a culture or civilization characterized by a language
and a whole gamut of relations that are taken for granted. In the
language of contemporary social theory, this fact is called
"embeddedness" (Granovetter 1985).
A reference to embeddedness, however, does not imply
opting for the "oversocialized view of man" (Wrong 1961:184).
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interacted in Western history, forming the very tissue of the IFM-s
that are currently being taken for granted. Such an analysis is
genealogical, as it is not the simple telling of a story about the
past, but is about the effective connection made between different
historical practices that came to form the taken for granted of the
present.
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Quite the contrary, on the basis of this taken for granted
background into which human being are born and in which they
are growing up, they are formed as individual persons through a
series of experiences. The concept "experience", from Dilthey up to
Gadamer, has always been central for hermeneutics. However the
- mostly German - philosophical tradition was never able to
overcome the constitutive dualism of the approach: the opposition
between cultural background practices and individual
experiences. This led it to oscillate between the excesses of a
romantic cult of the mystical community, the culture, the nation or
the Volk; or a similarly romantic cult of the singularity of each
individual, the mysticism of "lived experience" (Erlebnis).
This dichotomy can be overcome with the help of cultural
anthropology. Though ethnographic evidence was little used in
the circles educated on the heights of classical German
philosophy, ironically some of the most erudite and sophisticated
recent turns in the Western philosophical tradition posed the
question in a way that was very similar to the manner
anthropologists studying tribal communities have always
proceeded. According to this, the "background" which individuals
are bom into is simply the ways of doing characteristic of single
tribes or cultures. However, this does not mean that human beings
in small tribes are cultural dupes. Quite the contrary, the moments
when single human beings acquire their role and place in society
are at the same time heightened moments of individualization,
shown with particular clarity in the "rites of passage."
Rites of passage are analysed in the classic work of Arnold
van Gennep (1960), that received renewed emphasis from the
work of Victor Turner (1967, 1969). According to van Gennep and
Turner, these rites consist of three stages, the rites of separation,
the liminal stage, and the rites of reaggregation (van Gennep
1960:10-1, Turner 1969:94-5). During such rites, the entire social
order, the "background" itself is temporarily suspended - though
only in order to be reasserted again at the conclusive stage, once
the initiands of the rites have gained their new status.
Paradigmatic examples are the rites of initiation through which
individuals are guided into the successive stages of their life-cycle.
These rites are quite demanding, as initiands are subjected to a
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considerable amount of physical deprivation and pressure, like
fasting, the abstention from sexual pleasures, nakedness, or even
downright ridicule and abuse. They are, however, not simply
forced and pressed into certain pre-fabricated roles and social
identities. At the highest moments of the ceremony, they are
granted insight into the basic values or "most sacred things"
(Turner 1967:107) of their community that express a participation
in being, a "sentiment of humankindness" (Turner 1969:105) that
even transcends the limitations of time and place. Furthermore,
the vicissitudes suffered commonly bring together the initiands,
establishing between them further bonds of community that
Turner called "communitas" (Turner 1969:96-7). Finally, these rites
test those undergoing them, taking them to the limits of their
abilities, are thus trials of endurance.
Understood in this way, rites of passage are genuine
experiences in the sense of the classical German hermeneutical
tradition. In his late work Turner recognized the connection
between Dilthey and van Gertnep and gave an insightful, though
unfortunately short and incomplete, etymological analysis of the
root of "experience", connecting rites of passage, especially their
"liminal" phase, with the meaning of "experience" (Turner 1982:129,1985:221-6).
By linking Dilthey and the hermeneutical tradition to van
Gennep and the anthropological tradition, Turner's work
represents a crucial step in establishing the horizon on which
modern Western IFM-s can be located. However, it has to be
complemented by a series of clarifying remarks. Real-life
experiences are both open-ended and transformative. The
outcome of an experience can never be told in advance. This is
true even for rites of passage. These are guided by the "masters of
ceremonies" who stand outside the transformative ritual in order
to channel the process towards the desired outcome, but the
successful individual performance is not at all assured.
Spontaneous experiences are even more open-ended and just as
transformative. They may add further layers to the individual's
being, or may entail a wholesale reorganization of the personality
like religious or non-religious conversion experiences. (1)

Transformative experiences are events, even going beyond
the sense of Sewell, according to whom "events should be
conceived as sequences of occurences that result in
transformations of structures" (Sewell 1996:843), as not just
structures but beings are changed through them. A change of
being is not only due to action, as it is assumed in the dichotomy
between social constructivism and realism. As opposed to actions
where difference is willed, events simply happen. Events are
unpredictable, both concerning the very fact that they occur and
their effective impact. Transformative experiences cannot be
willed, imagined, or constructed. Still, such events are
immediately accompanied by the work of reflexive interpretive
thought: "Liminality may be partly described as a stage of
reflection" (Turner 1967:105). This work of thought is not external
to the experience, trying after the fact to give an account of what
has happened, but remains internal to the entire process of
experience, as the eventual outcome, the new mode of being
produced by the experience, will also be shaped by this work of
reflexive thought. (2)
Finally, two more terms must be added in order to close the
circle. One is "spirituality." Both rites of passage and real-life
experiences suspend and shake up the background, rendering
possible outbursts of the unconscious, or spiritual experiences
(Turner 1967:108). The other is "recognition" (Pizzomo 1986,1987).
Experiences are personally undergone and reflected upon.
However, both rites of passage, and - at least - the consequences of
experiences are also followed intensely by others. Their
contributions such as remarks, evaluations, assessments and
reflexions, the way they receive and recognize the manner in
which the experience was lived, also contribute to the shaping of
the self.
The main line of argument contained in this section that proposes
to build up a theoretical horizon on which the IFM-s are to be
situated can be resumed in five key words: background,
experience, spirituality, reflexivity and recognition. Isolated,
separated individuals don't exist; no real human being is a "homo
clausus" (Elias 1978). (3) Everyone is bom into and raised in a
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"background." However, no human being is a mere cultural or
social dupe. The very appropriation of the background happens
through "experiences" that transform the mode of being of
individuals and may bring them closer to or exactly further away
from the expectations and requirements of others, or of the entire
social order. Due to the volatile, fluid character of such
experiences, the suspension of the taken for granted order can
easily involve an unconscious, "spiritual" dimension. Finally, the
appropriation of these "experiences" involve "reflexivity" and
"recognition": the work of thinking done by human beings in order
to put into words, for others as well as for themselves, the events
they went through, and of the others who are faced with the
events and their consequences from the outside, that for a time,
while the conditions of fluidity last, contribute to the forming of
the new mode of being launched by the experiences.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
It was argued that while self-formation is universal, self-relation,
in the sense of a regular and keen attention paid by human beings
to their own self, is a specific practice that emerged and intensified
in historically well-defined moments. This section attempts to
analyse such moments and provide some examples.
The analysis will follow closely the previous section. There it
was shown that in rites of passages just as in singular life
experiences, the "background", the entire set of social structures,
codes and meanings, is temporarily suspended. It is only when all
that was stable is suspended that formative experiences can take
place, leading eventually to a new status at the individual level,
and the reassertion of the entire socio-cultural order at the level of
the collectivity. The emergence of self-relations can be traced to
certain historical moments in which the "background" is not
simply temporarily suspended, in the context of a social ritual or a
singular life-experience, but is actually shaken up and destroyed.
The term "dissolution of order" will be introduced in order to
individuate such an event.

If even a temporary suspension of the background horizon
leads to intensive reflexion and may provoke spiritual
experiences, then it should come as no surprise that a genuine
dissolution of order leads to particularly intense moments of
reflexivity and spirituality. This is first visible in a shift of
emphasis towards words - a genuine discursive explosion. When
human beings live in a culture whose order they take for granted,
there is little need for discussion - thus the relative paucity of
verbal exchange characteristic of peasant societies. Talk and
discussion, the very use of words is not at all self-evident, but
assumes problems. If things seem to be in order and can be
assumed as taken for granted, people don't feel the urge to use
words. An explosion of discourse can be safely taken as a signal of
an escalation of problems, related to a collapse of the formerly
taken for granted "background."
The explosion of discourse under conditions of dissolution
of order has further special characteristics. There arises a need for
codification, and in writing. In so far as a background order was
safely in place, most of the rules and practices of the community
were taken for granted as self-evident by everyone. Once the
stable order was shaken up, however, a precise codification
became necessary, and in writing, in order to remember, to
preserve and to save.
Furthermore, there is a specific concern with meaning and
truth. The "background" not only gave stability to everyday
conduct, but also contained answers to the major questions of
human life. Its collapse implies the loss of these basic values, thus
giving rise to a search for meaning, the emergence of new figures
of truth-telling and a series of new religious experiences. (4)
Perhaps the best, and most portentous, historical example
for such a period of dissolution of order and spiritual fermentation
is the so-called "axial age." The term axial age, invented by Karl
Jaspers in the footsteps of Max Weber's comparative sociology of
religion, has recently gained more currency in social theory
(Eisenstadt 1986, 1995; Jaspers 1953; Mumford 1956; Silber 1995;
Voegelin 1974). The term refers to a significant moment in the
long-term history of the "civilizing process" (Elias 1994). During a
short time period, in the 7th-6th centimes BC, a series of major
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political and spiritual developments occured simultaneously. In
political terms, this was a key inflexion point in the history of
empires, the collapse of the Assyrian empire and the rise of the
new type of "ecumenial" empires, starting form the Persian empire
(Voegelin 1962, 1974). In spiritual terms, this was the time of
classical prophecy in Israel (Jeremiah, Deutero Isaiah and Ezekiel),
of the Presocratics in Greece (Anaximander, Parmenides,
Heraclitus), of Buddha and Jainism in India, of Lao-Tse and
Confucius in China, of the last Zoroaster in Persia, introducing the
concepts of transcendence, personhood and critical thinking and
leading to the emergence of a new social type, different from both
the priests and the scribes, the intellectuals. In one expression, the
central feature of the "axial age" was an attempt to substitute the
"background" order that existed outside single human beings with
an order rooted inside the soul or the self.
The axial age was a concrete historical period of unique
significance. Still, similar set of events, bringing about major
structural change were repeated several times, thus justifying the
introduction of the term "axial moment" (Szakolczai and Fiistos
1998). An axial moment implies a real-life liminality, a global
collapse of the established order of things, including the political
system, the social order of everyday life and the system of beliefs,
leading to a political attempt at a centralization, monopolization
and expansion of power and a spiritual revival locating the source
of order inside the individuals. Such events occurred around 400
B.C. in Athens (collapse of Greek democracy), in the first centuries
B.C. and A.D. (collapse of the Roman republic and the rise of
Christianity), in the 5-7th centuries (collapse of the Roman Empire
and rise of Islam; see Pirenne 1939), in the 15-16th centuries (the
waning of the Middle Ages, Renaissance and Protestantism; see
Huizinga 1990 and Skinner 1978), and finally in the two major
stages of the dissolution of political absolutism and the traditional
European social order, the Enlightenment and socialism. These
moments not only closely relied upon the previous ones, in a
sense all being "secondary axial breakthroughs" (Eisenstadt 1986),
but also shared a major dilemma: in trying to become sources of
renewal and a new start, they all risked overlooking and
downvaluing the extent to which they relied on the previous

moments, thus risking to elevate themselves, a displament and
renewal, to the level of a foundation, the "background" itself.
So far, an attempt has been made to describe and characterize
situations of dissolution of order using the conceptual framework
developed for the description of the process of self-formation in
stable small-scale societies. In what follows, an attempt will be
made to describe the two major types of answer to the situation.
However, before doing so, it is necessary to summarize the
previous account by characterizing the way this situation was
lived and experienced - a phenomenological description of
dissolution of order.
The fundamental experience of those living through a period
of dissolution of order is one of fragmentation and separation.
Whatever held things together previously was gone and as a result
parts assumed a separate, disconnected existence. One major
separation concerns the experience of time. Past, present and
future that were connected without a break on the horizon of a
stable, predictable, but also routine and boring, background now
became radically disconnected. This is best visible in the radical
difference the religions of the axial age made with respect to the
old ones, and with such force and effect. As opposed to the
religions based on tradition, on the unbroken continuity with the
distant times when the gods were still walking on Earth, the new
religions were rooted in the present or the recent past, in the
proclamations of the prophets. One of the standard terms used for
the new type of religions, "prophetic religions", represents the
break well. Most of these religions had major difficulties and long
standing struggles with the old, established religions, to which
they were hostile and which viewed them likewise. They were
based on the sudden, enlightening experience of their prophets,
thus on a difference from the background, which posed them the
problem of establishing a tradition on their own and of the
reconciliation of the survival of the established form of social and
religious life. This brought with it the dilemma of a completely
new start, a hypostasis of difference, representing some kind of
"religious rejection of the world" (Weber 1948b).
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As compensation for the difficulties in relations with the
past, the new religions shifted emphasis to the future. In one
sense, this gave a way out and a solution, as the collapse of the
background severed anyway the connections with tradition. The
shift not only confirmed and alleviated the loss of interest in the
past, it also opposed the grim reality of the present state of
disorder and chaos with the promise of a bright future. This
dimension is again reflected in another common term used for the
new religions, the "religions of salvation." This solution, however,
though on the one hand it gave additional force to the new
religions, on the other it only rendered the temporal imbalance
more acute.
The diachronic separation was accompanied by the
emergence of another major synchronic dividing line between the
individual and society. The single human being and the whole
community certainly did not form an unbroken unity before.
However, the experience of a straightforward separation and
opposition of the "individual" and "society", of "man" and the
"world" was only rendered possible by the collapse of order when
the multifold hidden links between human beings evaporated and
they found themselves faced with the task of relating as selfenclosed entities to other similar individuals, and to the rules and
institutions of the external world as an objectified, often alien
authority. Such a separation between the "individual" and
"society" was another aspect of the same "religious rejection of the
world", the positing of the individual self as the background itself.
In a purely intellectual sense the new separations were almost
unmixed blessings. Just as the dissolution of order led to an
explosion of discourse and stimulated the search for truth, the
experience of separation brought about more precision and
differentiation in thought (Voegelin 1978:93-4, 134-40). In terms of
existential experiences, however, the picture is more ambivalent.
There were those for whom the new world represented a threat,
confusion and chaos, and they experienced it as living in an alien
world that was without any hope or meaning. This could be
defined as a "gnostic" way of experiencing the new (Voegelin 1952,
1968:9-10). At a slightly different level, it could be lived as a

danger, a particularly challenging way of trial and testing. There
were also those for whom it was a release from the oppressive
limits and bonds of a stable, routine social life, an opportunity and
a freedom. Finally, at the opposite end of the gnostics, there were
those for whom this freedom meant a licence to do anything. The
opposites, however, as often happens, were at the same time quite
close to each other, as many gnostic sects oscillated between the
excesses of a severe ascetism and ecstatic self-abandonment.
In the face of this variety of experiencing the new and its
paradoxical circularity, a further conceptual separation will be
introduced as an ordering device. In terms of the general
assessment of the situation and the requirements it put on the
conduct of single human beings, two different types of self
relations emerged as responses. One was oriented towards selfrestraint, while the other towards self-affirmation. According to
the first, under the new conditions human beings lost the rules
that restrained their behavior, leading to a permanent threat of
insecurity and violence. The central question was the development
of new, effective ways of controling these excesses. Their major
concern was therefore control, limit, restraint. This could be
labelled the "subjectifying" approach. According to the other,
opposite perspective, the new conditions were fundamentally
liberating in which human beings finally broke free from the "cake
of custom." Any question of limitation and control was only
related to the way this new freedom could be effectively
maintainted. This assertive, affirmative, expressive approach can
be called "individualizing."
The separation of these two perspectives is more than a
simple classificatory device. It helps to individuate and bring
together two very different approaches to the development of
modem Western subjectivity and identity. According to one
approach, which starts from the Genealogy of Morals and has
Weber, Elias and Foucault as its main representatives but also
include influential works by Hirschman (1977), Mumford (1961) or
Oestreich (1982), the history of modern subjectivity is the history
of control, of ascetic techniques, of the methodical control of the
everyday conduct of life, of the civilizing process, of disciplinary
institutions. Such a story can be told both on a critical and on an
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affirmative note. The aim may be to expose that the taken for
granted forms of conduct of the modern individual, far from being
the liberation of certain natural desires and needs, are only the
product of the investment of certain techniques of power. But it
can also be an affirmation of the need for certain ascetic and
disciplinary methods that are necessary for the successful pursuit
of a civilizing process. Thinkers listed above were usually quite
aware of the ambivalent character of the process they analysed,
though they were often misinterpreted either as apologists of the
progress of Western civilization, or as the one-sided critics who
only saw control and repression in the past.
According to the other approach, the exact opposite is true.
Far from being a history of control, the history of the modern self
is the history of the victory of the individual, of agency, choice,
emotions and expressivity. Just as the previous account, this one
also has its critical and affirmative variety. Thinkers arguing
positively for the long-term growth of individualism (Macfarlane
1978) can be opposed by those who saw in this process the growth
of egoism, emotivism (MacIntyre 1981), narcissism (Lasch 1991), or
the emergence of the lonely crowd (Riesman 1950) - though most
thinkers were quite aware of the ambivalent nature of the
development of modem individualism, far from simply taking a
side for or against. Taylor (1989:x, 495-521) may be selected as a
particularly good example for this.
It would be wrong to argue that no attempts were made so
far to build bridges between the two perspectives. An attempt at a
synthesis has been made by Elias whose Society of Individuals (Elias
1991) was originally planned as the concluding part of the
Civilizing Process; and who introduced the phrase "controlled de
controlling of emotions" (Elias and Dunning 1986:44), in order to
argue that the contemporary surge of emotivism does not refute
the arguments of the Civilizing Process - a point developed further
by Cas Wouters (1986). Such an attempt at a synthesis is not far
from the concerns of Taylor (1989) either.
Still, instead of trying to integrate the two approaches at the
abstract level of ideas and concepts, this paper rather suggests an
analysis of the way these aspects were effectively separated and

then connected again in the course of history. It will therefore
sketch the outlines of a genealogical approach. (5)

GENEALOGICAL ANALYSIS
Foucault (1984b) is credited to have built up a "genealogical
method" based on Nietzsche's ideas, especially his Genealogy of
Morals. The point is that instead of looking for absolute historical
origins, a kind of "zero point" in history, it is much better to treat
significant historical moments as partial displacements,
differences. The emergence of a new institution, practice, or form
of conduct can therefore be reconstructed as a connection made
between previously separate practices, finding thus an answer to a
problem that has been recently posed. Thus, as an example, the
modern practice and experience of "mental illness" emerged when
a certain technique of exclusion, developed originally for the
treatment of leper victims, was applied to those who were
considered as "mad", in the "great fear" of the late 18th century
(Foucault 1972). The long-term in-depth effects of a practice
therefore become visible by studying the conditions of its
emergence. Similar examples could be taken from Foucault (1975)
or Foucault (1979).
Understood in this sense, however, the genealogical method
has already been practiced by Weber (1995), Elias (1994) or
Borkenau (1976,1981), all of whom laid particular emphasis on the
conditions of emergence of the historical practices and institutions
they singled out for interest due to their lasting effects like
Protestantism, the court or monasteries, and who constructed their
work around the effective links made between previously distant
practices - like business enterprise and religion (Weber), state
formation and manners (Elias), or monastic subjectivation and the
emergence of individualistic forms of speech (Borkenau).
The separation of the two threads of "subjectivation" and
"individualism" can be traced back to different emphases given to
two aspects of rites of passage; another major separation and
fragmentation characteristic of axial moments. In the rites,
restraint and performance were tightly connected. Initiands are
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"subjected" to a series of deprivations and humiliations, but only
in order to enhance their "individual" performance at the
culminating stage of the ritual. In the thread of "subjectivation", as
part of a "revaluation of values" (Nietzsche 1967a), these practices
of self-restraint gain an independent life, being applied
permanently in everyday life and in extreme cases becoming goals
in their own right. This could be defined as a fixating into the
permanent use of ascetic techniques. In the thread of individualism,
however, emphasis is shifted exclusively on successful
performance, ignoring formation. One crucial aspect of this
process is a fixation with naming. These claims require more
detailed comments.
The inclination toward the permanent application of those
methods that were used in rites of passage for restraining the body
and the mind in order to increase performance during the
culminating stage of the ritual, first appeared among the "masters
of ceremonies." The tracing of this transformation was central both
to Nietzsche's Genealogy of Morals and for Weber's Sociology of
Religions (Weber 1988). Both of them attributed a crucial role in
this process to the "religious virtuosi" of India, a hint reinforced by
more recent scholarship (Dumont 1966; Eliade 1975; Ingalls 1962;
Silber 1995). The further development and systematisation of these
methods of restraint led to the emergence of a whole arsenal of
"ascetic techniques", also called "techniques of self" (Foucault
1985a) and "body techniques" (Mauss 1979) (see also Goldman
1988, 1992; Harpham 1987). The techniques perfected by the
Hindu virtuosi gained wider currency and were spread in periods
of dissolution of order like the axial age and subsequent axial
moments, as they proved effective in restraining the escalating
passions and in reinforcing human beings from the inside. Of
special importance were monastic orders where ascetic practices
became the basis of a new type of communal living, making the
liminality characteristic of rites of passage into a permanent
condition (Turner 1969:107). Since they emerged as responses to
the chaos perceived in the world outside, in monastic orders the
goal of such techniques was exclusively negative in so far as
worldly human behavior was concerned. However, the oblivion of
the fundamentally positive, productive character of ascetic

techniques led to the "paradox of all rational ascetism, which in an
identical manner has made monks of all ages stumble, [...] that
rational asceticism itself has created the very wealth it rejected."
(Weber 1948b: 332).
If ascetic institutions like monasteries can be conceived of as
places of self-formation where the initiation is for the other-world,
but which are constantly troubled by the this-worldly fruits of
their own practice, the over- valorization of the individual in the
other thread led to an opposite kind of imbalance, a lack of
concern with formation and restraint, a kind of "social Darwinism"
of the strong and the fortunate. This can be seen in the hero-cults
that, as it was shown by Borkenau (1981), is not an archaic,
universal feature, but is produced by the encounters between a
relatively "primitive" culture with a decaying high civilization - a
historical phenomenon Nietzsche mistook as universal in his
praise of warrior values. Still, in spite of the close fit between the
warrior virtues and born capacities, even heroes require some
formation and recognition. The overlooking of this aspect was
rendered possible by a new emphasis placed on another aspect of
the rites of passage, a verbal practice often present in the
culminating stages of rituals, "naming."
The fascinating power that naming, the public designation of
certain objects with a verbal symbol exerts is a well-known fact in
most cultures (Evans-Pritchard 1976, Meyer and Mirecki 1995,
Middleton 1982). Just like ascetic techniques, naming also involves
a combination of restricting and enabling. The power of words
often results in prohibition, either in the form of taboos or a ban
on writing. Conversely, there is a huge variety of rites like
incantations, curses, spells and charms that were supposed to
produce immediate effects by the mere uttering of certain words.
Cursing was thought to be a main attribute of witches (Thomas
1971: 502-12), while the power of naming also fascinated Hobbes
(Wolin 1960: 259-66). This productive power, however, just as the
positive effects of ascetic techniques, somehow fell into oblivion in
the history of Western thought, especially during the
preoccupation with representation in the "Classical Age" (Foucault
1973), at least until the "linguistic turn" when new importance was
given to the history of words and thought in political theory
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(Koselleck 1985, 1988; Skinner 1978), and recently in sociology
(Somers 1995a, 1995b). As a result of this oblivion, a crucial aspect
in the history of individualism remained invisible. This was the
emergence of a novel practice, the affirmative use of the pronoun
"I" together with the personal name, inconceivable in classical
antiquity, or the "rise of the I-form of speech" in early 5th century
Norse inscriptions - an axial moment produced by the collapse of
the Roman Empire (Borkenau 1981:133-5).
If words may have a performative power, it is all the more
so when naming involves a novel form of self-designation, as in
this case self-representation and self-relation become strictly
connected. The "rise of the I-form of speech", Borkenau argues
(1981:136-9), is not an autonomous lingustic development, but has
close cultural and psychological correlates. This explains why the
innovation spread rapidly and by about the 11th century became a
standard practice. In this way, Borkenau not only found a way to
marshall historical arguments to support Nietzsche's thesis in the
Twilight of Idols about the lingustic origins of the ego (Nietzsche
1954: 482-3), but discovered a crucial, self-reinforcing, selfsustaining source of the self-affirmativity characteristic of
modernity (Blumenberg 1983).
The crux of a genealogical analysis is the demonstration of the
effective joining of the two threads. The connection of the two
aspects that still belonged together in rites of passage was
prevented by the exclusively negative view of ascetic techniques
on the one hand, and the lack of concern with education on the
other, the simple taking for granted of the individual "hero." A
connection became possible only when, through the joint
problematization of these two views, ascetic techniques and
naming were again connected. This combination of ascetism and
naming can be termed as the verbalization of ascetism, and it is this
verbalization that gave rise to the IFM-s. In order to analyse this
connection, some clarification is to be done concerning the link
between self-relation and self-representation.
In the previous paragraphs, it became increasingly more
difficult to separate self-relations from self-representations.
Indeed, within both threads, self-representation became one of the

most important aspects of self-relation, whether in a negative or
positive sense. Concerning subjectivation, one of the main aspects
of the restraint and control of the conceited pride of the individual
self, only further enhanced by the empowerment and
perfectionism characteristic of asceticism, was the attempt to deny
and repress any possibility of self-representation. This not only
implied the impossibility of a positive and expressive concern
with the self, but included in most cases a ban on any type of
representation of human beings, a general character of prophetic
and salvation religions (Goody 1997), and a similarly strong
prohibition of speaking. Such prohibitions were central to
minimize the undesirable positive worldy effects of ascetic
practices and to disconnect these effects from the monks thus
empowered. Concerning the thread of individualism, in an
opposite manner, an affirmative self-representation became the
form of self-relation.
Still, in spite of their opposite attitudes with respect to self
representation, the two threads actually became connected
through it. This can again be illuminated by the example of rites of
passage. In subjectivation, all the emphasis is placed on the
preparatory stage, the ascetic exercises, the situation of being in a
state of submission and under control, while denying effective
this-worldly empowerment. In individualization, however, all
emphasis is on the end-product, the successful performance,
taking for granted the process of formation. This separation
resulted in two unconnected circles. In the circle characteristic of
subjectivation, the link between the application of ascetic exercises
and the empowerment it produced was broken by the prohibition
of self-representation or its permission only in the form of a
negative self-definition as a sinner (eg. Bieler 1963:86). In the circle
of individualization, on the other hand, the positive, reinforcing
effects of self-naming created a circle between the deeds
performed and the self-representation of the agent committing the
deed, cutting out formative experiences and ascetic exercises.
In so far as the self-representation of a monk was merely
negative, while that of the individualist was assumed to be
restricted to the mere assertion and acknowledgement of prowess
and success, the two threads could not join each other. A
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connection was rendered possible by the simultaneous
problematization of both separate circles. This implied a
problematization of a merely negative, restrictive ascetism on the
one side, and an increasing concern with formation on the other.
The effective link between self-restriction and self-assertion was
realized through the joint use of ascetic techniques and naming,
and this resulted in the "verbalization of ascetism."
A proper genealogy of the "verbalization of ascetism" would
require at least book-length treatment, going well beyond the
limits of one theoretical paper. In the following, therefore, only a
short account will be given, focusing on four of the crucial
episodes of this story. This will largely rely on the works of those
two thinkers who, arguably, went furthest in studying the
effective historical connections made between the two threads,
Michel Foucault and Franz Borkenau. The proper recognition of
these contributions was so far hindered by the fact that some of
the most important works of Foucault's last period were left
unfinished and are still unpublished, while Borkenau's main work
remained in fragments at his early death and was only published
twenty-four years later, receiving little notice.
Socratic care of the self and parrhesia
It is commonplace that Socrates and Plato established philosophy
as we know it. Following Foucault, however, one could risk a
slightly different formulation: Socratic philosophy seems so
modern as it contained the first formulation of a type of self
relation that became the foundation of the modem IFM-s, making
the first step in the history of the "verbalization of ascetism."
In the Platonic dialogues, there is indeed both a
problematization of ascetism and a thorough concern with
education. Like others, Socrates derived his knowledge of ascetic
techniques from the East (Foucault 1982). Flis innovation was to
transform these techniques from a virtuoso interest in self-torture
into the "care of the self', a permanent concern with self-mastery
he proposed for every citizen. In the dialogue where the care of
the self is introduced (Alcibiades), the central concern is education.
It is in this same dialogue that, according to Foucault, Socrates

made self-knowledge a central prerequisite for the care of the self,
thus giving a new interpretation to the cryptic Delphic imperative,
"know yourself" (Foucault 1988:19-30). Education is also a central
concern for another dialogue, Laches, where, following Foucault, a
major formative step in the "verbalization of ascetism" can be
located, as Socrates in this dialogue connected education and the
care of the self to parrhesia. (6)
The practice of parrhesia, defined as "a verbal activity in
which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to truth, and
risks his life because he recognizes truth-telling as a duty to
improve or help other people (as well as himself)" (Foucault 1985b:
8, 1996:9), (7) together with equal citizenship rights, was one of
two cornerstones of Athenian democracy, according to Polybius.
(8) Indeed, the collapse of democracy was also due to problems
with parrhesia and not with citizenship rights. It came about not
by new demands voiced by those excluded, like slaves or women,
neither by social conflicts, but by abuses related to free speech.
Greek democracy functioned until public speakers exercized
parrhesia, telling truths they personally believed in and trying to
exert an effect due to the truth power of their genuine convictions,
and not rhetoric, using professionally acquired skills for the
manipulation of audience — and also until the audience was able
to spot the difference between the genuine and the fake.
Just when political parrhesia was crumbling, Socrates tried
to reinforce Athenian democracy by transposing parrhesia into the
private sphere, rendering it a cornerstone of the formation of
every citizen. He had little interest in citizen rights, and
emphatically withdrew from politics. He rather wanted to arouse
in each and every citizen the same concern, the care of the self.
However, instead of calling for an ascetic perfectionism, Socrates
rather made parrhesia, a verbal public account of self-knowledge
gained through the concern with oneself, the heart of his call for
the care of the self. The central importance attributed to parrhesia
over asceticism is shown by the fact that in Laches, a good teacher
is not to be recognized through his ascetic prowess, but through
the practice of parrhesia (Foucault 1985b: 62-4, 1996: 64-5). The
condemnation of Socrates was the rejection by his fellow citizens
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of the advice that they must work on themselves in order to
maintain democracy.
The modernity of Socrates was to a large extent due to this
connection his thought established between the care of the self and
of the courageous public telling of truth. Still, it did not prove to
be a working solution. Though followed in certain philosophical
schools, it never had the wide social or political influence Socrates
and Plato hoped for.
Early Christianity
The next step towards the verbalization of ascetism happened in
early Christianity. Far from embracing the Socratic solution,
Christianity had a highly ambivalent attitude towards both
asceticism and parrhesia, and instead of connecting them, rather
separated the two further. The Christian fathers had a hostile view
of philosophers and the philosophical way of life, accusing it of
excessive pride and conceit, and for the same reasons the Church
was rather apprehensive about ascetics (Waddell 1936). Even
though asceticism, in the form of monasticism, became a
permanent feature of both Eastern and Western Christianity,
monastic orders, through their relentless search for perfection and
a resulting proneness of corruption due either to leniency or to
pride, were a constant source of tension in the history of
Christianity.
The term parrhesia was already present in the first Christian
texts, though in a sense radically different from both democratic
politics and the philosophical care of the self (Fredrickson 1996;
Marrow 1982). For the early fathers, speaking with parrhesia
meant a possession of the courage and the full conviction in one's
true faith, very close to the gift of charisma (Weber 1978a:400), and
to another type of charismatic truth-telling, prophecy. It was
therefore external to the self, rooted in a grace of God, with no
links to asceticism. But parrhesia and asceticism stayed
antagonistic in Christianity. Christian asceticism was opposed to
any proliferation of speech, and in the monastic practice parrhesia
soon acquired a negative meaning.

Given that asceticism was tolerated only when closed inside
the walls of the monastery and parrhesia was frowned upon
precisely there, if was unlikely for an effective combination of
ascetism and parrhesia to emerge in medieval times. Yet, this has
happened through the practice of private confession, introduced
in Europe by Irish missionary monks. In fact, as Franz Borkenau
(1981:297-8, 396) has realized, Irish monasticism represented a step
in the history of modern subjectivity whose importance was equal
to the Socratic moment.
Borkenau took up the question that was one of the central
preoccupations of Weber, the reason why Western, and only
Western, asceticism gained a strongly inner-worldly character, but
gave a different answer. While Weber also often expressed his
recognition of the importance of monasticism but never gave it
conclusive treatment, Borkenau identified as the crucial moment
the impact of Irish monasticism on the Continent in the "Dark
Ages", especially the 7th century. The characteristics of the period
and of the type of answer Irish monasticism represented can be
analysed with the same interpretive framework as the Socratic
moment. First of all, the period can be characterized not simply
with the spread but the problematization of ascetism. The spread
of monasticism came to a halt in the 6th century, as it was
increasingly realized that the excesses characteristic of Eastern
monks are inapplicable in the North-Western climate, and also
because monasteries increasingly became under the control of
bishops, themselves strongly in worldly affairs at the period
(Nicholas 1997:17-23, 30-1; Riche 1981: 59: Wood 1983). The Irish
type of monastic practice, with the preservation of the links to
social and family ties and the emphasis on agricultural activities,
alleviated the "gnostic" overemphasis of difference, characteristic
of earlier monastic practice, and gave a practical, this-worldly
outlet and direction to monastic life (Hughes 1966). Though in
themselves, all the elements existed elsewhere, "[ojriginal in
Ireland is the combination of elements and the emphasis laid on
some rather than others, with the result that the system has an
individuality very distinctly its own" (Ryan 1992: 407).
Concerning the problematization of education, Irish
monasticism arrived on the Continent again just at the right
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moment, once the waves of invasion, conquest and violence
exhausted themselves and the Frank princes and warlords started
to be concerned with the proper education of their sons. Irish
monks, as opposed to previous monastic practice, were again
particularly well disposed to this task (Bieler 1963:13-4; Riche
1981:17, 59). Within a few decades, there occured a veritable
mushrooming of monastic foundations, initiated not by
disillusioned city-dwellers or bishops, but by aristocrats and
especially members of the royal family. Finally, the re-connecting
of ascetism and parrhesia in the form of the practice of private
confession was also due to Irish monasticism. (9)
The central idea of this paper, the conceptualization of a
history of subjectivity and individuality through the practice of
rites of passage, understood as a transformative experience,
applies with particular relevance in this case. Christian faith was
based since the earliest times on a special transformative
experience and a rite of passage: conversion to the belief that Jesus
was the son of God and the ritual of baptism, that in the early
times was done in adulthood, following conversion. The shift to
the practice of infant baptism occured at the moment when the
Christian community was faced with a new type of rite of passage:
the readmission of those who gave up their faith during the period
of persecution. (10) The performative moment in this ritual was
not an admission of Christian faith, but of the status of a sinner.
This implied a type of ascetic self-mortalization before
readmission. (11) Once Christianity became the established
religion, the severity of the procedure of public penance became
counterproductive and was replaced by the Irish practice of
regular, private confession of sins to a spiritual guide (Bieler 1963:
49-55). The recognition of the significance of this innovative
practice was a major discovery made by Foucault (1980a, see also
Hahn 1986), though he found the formulation given in 1976 highly
unsatisfactory and kept working on the exact character and
significance of the change until the end, finding a resting point
only with the discovery of the practice of parrhesia.
The innovation of parrhesia was the insertion of a strong
emotional component in the public utterance of a discourse that
strived for the status of truth. In Athens, it combined a concern

with the well-being of the entire community and a personal
involvement that earlier was characteristic only of expressions of
deep private distress. This was possible as parrhesiastic speech
assumed as its ground the existence of the polis as a community
based on ties of friendship. (12) Once this collapsed, the high level
of emotional involvement necessary for parrhesiastic acts could
not be maintained. At the height of the problematization of
democracy and intensification of concern with truth-telling,
Socrates and Plato attempted to shift parrhesia into the personal
realm and to maintain it by means of the techniques of self, but
they did not succeed in making a breakthrough.
The personal involvement in the telling of truth was taken
up by Christianity, where the term parrhesia was applied to a
special inflexion in the practice of prophecy. Prophets were not
fully parrhesiasts, as the truth they told was not personal, they
acted as mouthpieces of God. The difference of Christianity was
that the recognition and acceptance that Jesus was the son of God,
and of acting and talking with this full conviction, required exactly
the kind of personal involvement and belief characteristic of
parrhesia. Thus, faith (pistis) and love (agape) became the same
kind of ground for parrhesiastic speech as friendship (phylia) was
for the polis a few centuries earlier. The strong direct emotional
and personal involvement characteristic of parrhesia, however,
became gradually incompatible both with the institutional
structures of the Church, and with the ascetic practices of
monasticism. Personally involved talk, however, also because of
the support it received from the emotional aspect of agape, once
aroused, could not and did not fully disappear, but found an
outlet in the practice of private confession.

Protestantism
The reservations the Church had concerning emotional
involvement in behaviour and in speech were washed away by the
collapse of the medieval world. In the coming Protestant
revolution, both asceticism and parrhesia came to play a
fundamental role. Concerning the latter, the institutional
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structures mediating between the believer and the Godhead were
erased, in order to reestablish a close, personal, emotional contact.
The practice of parrhesia became revitalized in personal
declarations of faith that were no longer subjected to the
hierarchical control of the Church and priests. The practice of
private confession was at the center of attack by Protestantism and
at the same time the word "confession" gained a new meaning. In
the Augsburg manifesto of 1530, it first acquired the sense of a
public statement of personal faith.
The situation was similar with ascetic techniques. Though
Protestantism eliminated monasticism, it was not less, rather more
ascetic. Weber liked to quote Sebastian Franck, a 16th century
Lutheran minister, according to whom "the significance of
Reformation [lay] in the fact that now every Christian had to be a
monk all his life" (Weber 1995: 121; see also Weber 1978b: 1122).
But it was ascetic in a different manner. While in the medieval
setting, the economic, monetary and artistic productivity of ascetic
communities was perceived as a problem and every precaution
was taken in order to eliminate the possibility of personal pride
being taken in successful performance, the Protestants built up a
positive identity, using the doctrine of predestination, on
economic success.
Still, though compared to the Catholic Middle Ages, the
early modem Protestants went a long way in combining the type
of subjectivity produced by ascetic techniques with the individual
named through his/ her own (economic) success, they stopped
short of the joining the two half-circles that would have lead to a
self-sustaining growth of the IFM-s. This was because the truth of
Protestants, their calling, was concerned with the success of their
activity and not related to the truth of their self; because, similarly,
their positive confessions were restricted to their faith and were
not about their own self; and finally because there was no attempt
at a direct self-presentation and naming. Talk about oneself as
opposed to the success of one's activity was not considered as
decent. The full emergence of IFM-s only came with modernity,
and in several stages.

Modernity
The story of the interlacing of the trends of subjectivation and
individualism reached its culmination with modernity. Perhaps
even the reverse of this statement could even be argued: that
modernity is the successful combination of subjectivation and
individualism. If as stated above, ascetic techniques and naming
were singled out for special attention, this was because the joining
of the circles of self-relation and self-representation indeed
happened through the verbalization of ascetism: an attempt at a
conscious, willed formation of the self through the use of
techniques of introspection and self-knowledge, the public
declaration of the identities thus found, and a deep emotional
involvement with the identity thus created.
The linking of the separate circles of self-negation and selfaffirmation happened once not only the productive power of
naming and of ascetic techniques was forgotten but also the very
fact of their actual application, thus rendering the short-circuiting
of their joint use possible. Thus, despite the influence attributed by
Weber or Foucault to asceticism and ascetic techniques in the
history of Western culture, by today the precise meaning of these
terms became elusive, as ascetic techniques were incorporated in
everyday life, largely through disciplinary institutions, and
became the taken for granted methods for the shaping of the
"rational person", the homo oeconomicus, the subject of rational
choice. If today the severity of disciplinary institutions is eroding,
this is partly because much of the actual regularization of the
everyday conduct of life can now be taken for granted - at least for
the majority of the population -, and partly because of a relative
shift of emphasis from self-disciplining to self-knowledge and self
designation.
The urge for self-knowledge refers to the ever increasing
pressure, from educators and psychologists to journals and
popular culture, to scrutinize, check and test the limits and the
peculiarities of one's own self, in order to be able to better adjust
one's desires to to possibilities, ignoring the manner in which
desire is shaped by the very process through which it is
discovered, through the strong presence of ascetic techniques in
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the search for self-knowledge, since the times of Socrates including the preconditions and modes of introspection, the
distancing from the immediate surroundings, the exercises of
memory, or the interpretation and verbalization of findings. The
emphasis on self-designation can be best seen in the proliferation
of the "I-form of speech" in contemporary culture, from the
omnipresence of talk-shows until the frequent use of the word "I"
in academic articles - something that a few years ago was still
considered a sign of lack of decency. This practice was thought to
be incompatible with explicitly ascetic forms of conduct because of
the temptation of pride it bestowed on successful ascetics.
However, once the use of ascetic techniques became latent and
invisible, it helped to further exonerate the rigidity and severity of
self-discipline, as the stable identity created on the basis of
techniques of self-knowledge through self-designation became a
disciplining force on its own - an iron cage as normalizing and
more powerful that the mightiest totalitarian institutions.
The circle of identity-formation, characteristic of modernity
and even more so of post-modernity, can be described in the
following way. In the formation of the self, emphasis is shifted
away from background communities and experiences (personal or
collective) to ascetic techniques, whether used in educational
institutions or in directed searches concerning the true nature and
desires of the self. These techniques indeed do not fail to
individuate and produce a type of self that corresponds to their
approach and definitions. (13)
In so far as this self is merely a term imposed from the
outside by repressive state institutions, identification with it will
be volatile and fragile. However, once the individual is given full
control in the search and production of his/ her own "true self", it
will be unproblematic and smooth.
The permanence of the identity thus produced is assured
from the other side of the circle, the supplementing of ascetic
techniques with techniques of naming. The individual is not only
stimulated to search for his/her own true desire and self, but also
to name these characteristics and desires, and in front of others, in
public, attaching to them the term "I." In this way the otherwise
fleeting pieces of memories, dreams and self-exercises gain the full

solidity of the publicly declared self-identity. Returning to the
passage of Gombrowicz quoted at the start of this article: "One
says something, and then adjusts his behavior to what he said."
The account can also pin down the difference between ends
and means rationality, solving the puzzle whether rational action
was specifically Western or universal that Weber was not able to
accomplish, while giving a further twist the "iron cage" metaphor.
The specificity of rational action lies not in the selection of means there is no difference with value rationality here -, but in the
indexing of conduct to the true self that is the product of the
process of identity formation, and not to externally given values.
The strength of the process lies not in its alleged universality, but
in its social efficiency in the sense of a self-sustained growth.
Emotions are volatile, customs can be broken (though it may be a
long process), values require a belief in them which may
evaporate (though this may again take some while). However,
action based on the principle of positive identity formation is selfsustained, because it becomes validated by and indexed to the
truth it itself produces. A fully rationalized conduct of life is
therefore an iron cage not simply because the laws of reason
cannot be overcome but because of the way conduct becomes
indexed to words through the IFM-s. (14)
The emergence of IFM-s not only overcame the disjunction
between subjectivation and individualization but also established
strong ties between the individual and society, through the use of
the same mechanisms for the establishment of personal identities,
the "deep self", and all sorts of social and collective identities.
Until modem times, introspection, the concern with selfknowledge, the search for one's true self was restricted to religious
or spiritual concerns, had no place in the secular public sphere,
did not involve one's collective or social ties. Belongingness to
family, ethnic or lingustic ties was taken as self-evident.
The first instance of connecting the emotionally involving
formation of the self, characteristic of Christianity, with public
loyalties happened with Protestantism, still strongly tied to
religion. The mixing of emotionally involving but strongly
divisive loyalties into the public sphere had devastating
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consequences: the religious and civil wars dominating the 16th
century. The subsequent search for order led to the emergence of a
new type of absolutist^: empires in the political realm, and a
purely secular legitimation of the foundations of political power in
theory, as it was perceived that the basic problem behind the
disorders of the age was the involvement of religion in politics.
This was erroneous, as the problem was created by the insertion of
emotionally involving self-formation, or the IFM-s, into politics.
The one and half centuries of absolutism were dominated by an
excessive concern with formalization, legalization and
centralization, thus trying to contain emotions. However, with the
French revolution and the subsequent rise of politics based on
national identity, it became increasingly visible that the
consequences of the extension of IFM-s mechanisms into politics
were not restricted to the issue of religion. Though the expression
"identity politics" is recent, during at least 200 years all politics
were to a large extent identity politics, based on the involvement
of a large mass of people who were drawn into and emotionally
involved in politics through the loyalties they formed, or were
stimulated to form, by the joint formation of personal and
collective identities.
Such a "politics of identity" implied a new reorganization of
"identities" and "differences" concerning the links between the
individual and society. On the one hand, the ties became stronger,
as self-formation and socialization, through the identical IFM-s
shaping personal and collective identities, became ever closer,
almost identical. On the other hand, these IFM-s extenuated and
underlined all kinds of differences, increasingly enclosing people
into different kind of strait-jacket labels, further breaking up
human bonds and hypostasizing human beings into antagonistic
abstract label-categories. Some of these labels, like ethnic
categories, expressed belongingness to existing groups, which
were often indeed threatened by the centralizing and
homogenizing tendencies of state power and capitalism. In other
identities (age, class, gender, race), though in varying degree,
inequalities of status and power were much present. (15) At any
rate, the application of IFM-s for almost any possible kind of social
or demographic differences increasingly closed human beings into

the "cages" they formed around their own being, while the
manifold existential and experiential connections building up
among people who share formative experiences in a common
background was replaced by the sudden investment of strong
emotional ties among human beings brought together by the
coincidence of sharing certain demographic characteristics and a
mutual recognition of victimhood. This is often justified by the
explicit or implicit claim that the only real existential experience is
suffering or oppression, which is a typically gnostic world-view.
Thus, the solution modernity gave to the problem of axial
moments of dissolution of order by joining the threads of
subjectivation and invididualization through the verbalization of
ascetism in the form of IFM-s involved a great price. This is best
visible if we return to the conceptual framework based on the two
major universalistic approaches, cultural anthropology and
philosophical hermeneutics. A dissolution of order represented a
partial or wholesale dissolution of the background, a stable
framework necessary for a secure human existence. Modernity
answered this problem by attempting to replace this background
by the IFM-s. It was only through the IFM-s that the foundations
of order finally and successfully were shifted inside the
individuals - but only at the price of replacing the possibility of
meaningful human existence with stimulated emotional
involvement in virtually created abstract discursive-demographic
communities, based ultimately on the shell of a shallow self.
However, without background, there is no experience either.
The imbalance between the loss of the basis of experience and an
almost mad search after experience, singled out for attention
already by Weber, is constitutive of the modem (and "post
modern") condition. Experiences can only happen to individuals
who existentially belong to somewhere, who are growing up and
into concentric circles of human communities (Elias 1978) that can
be assumed as given, then questioned and perhaps reasserted. If
upbringing is reduced to institutionalized education and
belongingness to demographic categories, limiting interaction to
those who are the "same", then formative experiences will be
preempted, the self impoverished, and the "unconscious"
background restricted to "desires" generated inside the self
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towards the "others" - eventually narrowing the "unconscious" to
sexuality, a social process whose results were posited as the
"truth" of the human condition by Freud.
Finally, without experience, reflexivity also loses its depth.
Reflexivity has its weight, its formative power only if it remains
connected to an experiential basis. Otherwise, it becomes abstract
speculation with no links to reality. This leads to a hypostatic
disjunction between thought and reality, leading to two extreme
positions supporting each other: on the one hand, the conviction
that reality is "natural" and "objective", only represented by ideas
but formed completely outside processes of thought; on the other,
the conviction of armchair theorists that reality simply does not
exist and can be constructed and reconstructed at will.

CONCLUSION
Identities are supposedly about what one is. They concern being.
However, it is not self-evident how being is to be put into
discourse. First of all, this assumes that a certain aspect of being
has become problematic. The current discourse and politics of
identity is based exactly on a certain problematization of being.
This problematization, it is claimed, is due to the efforts of
the modern state, of the normalizing social order, of capitalism or
of Western civilization to extinguish differences and enforce a
uniform, homogenous and hegemonic identity. Or, alternatively,
this problem is the coming to a self-consciousness of certain
groups who were oppressed and victimized by others. There can
be no doubt that a large amount of truth resides in these accounts.
However, the current problematization of identity helps to raise
the issue to a further step and a different level, singling out the
very identity formation mechanisms as parts of the problem and
not the solution. It is only by recognizing the specificity and the
highly questionable character of these mechanisms that the
formation of the self could be redirected from the manipulated
fabrication of positive identities around abstract demographic
labels, helped by an ideology of real or imagined victimization,
toward an account couched in the at once universalistic but also

highly particular and local concerns of background, experience
and reflexivity.

NOTES
(1) Recently, there has been a resurgence of interest in
transformative experiences (Foucault 1985a, 1986,1988,1993;
McCarl 1992; Warren 1992). In this Pierre Hadot (1995), whose
works had a major impact on the last period of Foucault,
played a crucial role (see Davidson 1994,1995; Szakolczai
1998b).
(2) About this, see also Foucault (1984:333-5), Elias (1987), Voegelin
(1978:11-2). Weber's famous metaphor of the 'switchmen'
(Weber [1915] 1948a:280) also belongs here. The fact that the
thinkers who argue for the effective impact of reflexive thought
are also the ones who studied the history of the formation of
the modern subject can be taken as a call for the introduction of
a new approach, 'reflexive historical sociology', bringing
together, among others, the works of Weber, Mumford, Elias,
Borkenau, Voegelin and Foucault, all strongly influenced by
Nietzsche (Szakolczai 1998c). In the following, some effort will
be made to indicate these connections, when appropriate.
(3) Homo clausus is a term developed by Elias (1978) to characterize
a standard assumption of Cartesian thought: the idea of the
individual as a 'subject' of knowledge, fully separate from
society, trying to get information about the 'objective' world
around him (see also Mennell 1992:188-93). The concern is very
close to Foucault's (1973,1984b) attempt to go beyond the
'subject of knowledge', and Voegelin's distinction between the
'open' and the 'closed' self (1996).
(4) An analysis of truth-telling was provided by Foucault in the
last two courses he gave at the Collège de France, still
unpublished in writing but available on tape at the Foucault
Archives (Foucault 1983,1984a; see Flynn 1988). His
thematisation of the four major figures of truth-telling, the
prophet, the sage, the teacher and the parrhesiast owes much to
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Weber's conceptual separation of the prophet from the
magician, the priest, the lawgiver and the teacher of ethics
(Weber 1978a: 439-46). For a further analysis of the links
between Weber and Foucault, see Szakolczai (1998a).
(5) The reason why the approachof Goffman (1959) will not be
used here is partly due to the non-historical character of his
work and partly to the fact that his problem was different,
being concerned with the effect of the presence of others on the
conduct and presentation of the self. For two recent books
focusing on the role of writing in the history of the self, see
Porter (1997) and Mascuch (1997).
(6) See the fourth lecture of 1984, delivered on 22 February.
Foucault Archives, C 69 (04) and C 69 (05).
(7) Foucault (1996) is the Italian edition of the 1983 Berkeley
seminars, available in the original English version, carefully
edited by Joseph Pearson, in the Foucault Archives (Foucault
1985b).
(8) "One could not find a political system and principle so
favorable to equality (iségoria) and freedom of speech
(parrhésia), in a word so sincerely democratic, as that of the
Achaean league." (Polybius 1976: 337). This work has a special
relevance, as it was the first major comparative history of
civilizations, aiming to pin down their constitutive differences
(Shotwell 1961: 230-41).
(9) In spite of the huge importance the history of penitential
practice had in Foucault's work, as far as I could find out, he
made only one passing reference to the role of Irish monks
(Foucault 1981:14). The puzzle can only be increased if we add
that in spite of the huge importance the concept of charisma
and the practice of monastic ascetism had for Weber's work and
the strongly charismatic character of Irish monks, he similarly
made only passing reference to them (Weber 1978a:1168,1181).
(10) This was a central concern of Foucault's 1980 course at the
Collège de France; see Foucault (1980b).
(11) This was the way in which, according to Foucault, ascetic
techniques were finally admitted into the Church; see the tenth
lecture of 1980, delivered on 13 March, Foucault Archives, C 62
(10).

(12) Plato, Epistle VII, 325c-d. Foucault discussed this in his sixth
lecture of 1983, delivered on 9 February; see Foucault Archives,
C 68 (7) and C 68 (8). This autobiographical letter had a central
importance for Voegelin's (1957) interpretation of Plato as well.
(13) For an excellent and paradigmatic analysis, see Hacking
(1992).
(14) The interpretation given here is close to the original
expression used by Weber (stahlhartes Gehause).
(15) At this point, an analysis of the ambivalent character of a
politics based on victimhood and self-victimization should be
made. Such a concern was central for most reflexive historical
sociologists, Weber's Einleitung being a particularly good
example (Weber 1948a). However, due to limitations of space, it
is simply not possible to undertake this here.
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