
PHIL 446 – Current Issues in Political Philosophy   Instructor: Muhammad Velji   Fall 2015 

Agency After the Ethical Turn 

Lectures: Tuesday and Thursday, 8:35-9:55 am, Leacock 015 

Email: muhammad.velji@mail.mcgill.ca 

TL;DR: In this class we will learn about: 1) Foucault’s ethical turn, 2) how it changes what we 

think about agency, 3) responses to the “ethical turn” theoretically, 4) critical applications of it 

from political theory and anthropology to real life and 5) critical responses to this turn. 

This course is a uniquely interdisciplinary blend of feminist political philosophy, political 

theory and theoretical anthropology. Foucault’s later work on the “care of the self” has recently 

been taken up by both political theory and anthropology and is called “the ethical turn.” It has 

been taken up because it presents a uniquely different way of thinking about ethics, the self and 

embodiment that breaks away from traditional ways of looking at agency in that is it is immanent 

(as opposed to being grounded on universalist principles), inessential (as opposed to relying on a 

grounding in our “essential human nature”), and looks at power as productive rather than just a 

restraint. Attractive also is the way this “ethical turn” has the power to not explain all human 

action only deterministically through the social structures the individual inhabits, but also 

through agency and the power people exercise over themselves to transform themselves. Yet the 

care of the self is also critical of libertarian, individualist and sovereign explanations of human 

action. This is because it takes into consideration that the agent is embedded socially but also 

ethically, in the sense that all norms of the transformation of the self is set by a community and 

tradition.  

 While many problems with traditional liberalism and structural Marxism get swept away 

by the “ethical turn”, a whole host of new problems come up for the political philosopher if she 

wants to think in this way. Our taken for granted notions of freedom is so reshaped that it 

becomes almost unrecognizable. Not having the will of the individual to rely on (as certain 

theories of the sovereign self or autonomous self do), having no human essence to rely on (as 

human rights does), having no external standard from which to judge (no universal or 

extracultural position to occupy such as ideology critique or conceptions of negative/positive 

liberty) means that we lose all critical edge from which to delineate good political practices from 

bad. In response, new work in feminist political philosophy has come up with different ways to 

both embrace the foundations of Foucault’s “ethical turn” yet still save some traditional critical 

tools. Feminist Foucaultians like Cressida Heyes use “normalization”, Sharon Krause attempts to 

save the idea of “freedom” while other liberal feminists argue that even though we are socially 

embedded, there is still a relational way we can save the idea of autonomy.  

Potential Texts: 

Foucault – Selections from the History of Sexuality Vol. 1 

Foucault – The Hermeneutics of the Subject 

Sharon Krause – Freedom Beyond Sovereignty: Reconstructing Liberal Individualism 

Saba Mahmood – Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject 
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Seyla Benhabib – The Claims of Culture: Equality and Diversity in a Global Age 

James Laidlaw – The Subject of Virtue: An Anthropology of Ethics and Freedom 

Cressida Heyes – Self-Transformations: Foucault, Ethics, and Normalized Bodies 

James Faubion – An Anthropology of Ethics 

Selections of work from Talal Asad 

Some selections from this list: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-autonomy/#Bib 

 

Pre-requisites: 

While there are no formal pre-requisites, this is a senior political philosophy seminar style class, 

so it would be helpful if you have done a political philosophy/theory course. All who are ready 

to do the readings and contribute to the seminar are welcome though, especially those who 

have done an intro. to feminist philosophy/feminism course (or even done anthropology theory). 


