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PHRONESIS, POWER AND HUMAN SCIENCE 

* SACHCHIDANAND SINGH 

ABSTRACT 

The higher the human intellect goes in discovering more and more purposes, the more obvious 

it becomes that the ultimate purpose is beyond comprehension. - Leo Tolstoy 

 Phronesis being centered to ethical thinking of Aristotle requires revisit in contemporary 

philosophical discourse as perspectives on Aristotelian ethics open up the horizon to go 

beyond Aristotle himself. The approach to normativity in contemporary socio-political 

debates involves a necessary element of power, making, or creativity that can play an 

important role in human sciences. I will argue that phronesis, with its explicit relationship 

with power, can resolve the conflict between instrumental rationality and value rationality, 

and provide a strong normative foundation to human science. This will further contribute to 

the methodological debate in social science. 

(*Sachchidanand Singh, Assistant Professor, SVKM’s Mithibai College, Mumbai. 

Sachchidanand04@gmail.com.)  
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So far, we have seen how episteme- and techne-centred approaches to POSS have failed to 

account for the various aspects of social science. Human sciences have emerged as a leading 

contributor to the construction and reconstruction of truth in society1. In that context, the need 

to take account of its power dynamics, along with the structurational capacities of the value 

system, requires special attention. Attending to such dynamics, we can see into the contextual 

situatedness and its reflexivity shows the condition that how not a single human science 

evolved in any developing countries in last four centuries.  

 Aristotle is the canonical philosopher of phronesis, yet he never developed his conception 

of it to include any explicit reflection on power. Hans-Georg Gadamer's account of phronesis is 

similarly silent on questions of power.He introduced his philosophical hermeneutics with the 

Aristotelian project of practical wisdom but he didn‘t make any systematic effort to relate the 

power aspect of practical wisdom. Yet as Richard Bernstein points out, ‘‘no practical 

discussion is going to take place unless you understand the relevance of phronesis. But no 

practical philosophy can be adequate for our time unless it confronts the analysis of power.’’ 

(Bernstein 1989: 217). This, then, is the methodological aim of what follows: to extend the 

classical concept of phronesis so that it encompasses questions of power. Bernstein, by 

contrast, drew only on the foundational dimension of phronesis, using it simply to provide 

epistemic support for the human sciences — helping them move beyond both objectivism and 

                                                        
1Foucault called it ‘’truth politics.’’ 
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relativism and establish their categorial lineage through a cluster of interrelated concepts, 

including praxis, phronēsis, technē, practical discourse, and judgment, alongside dialogue, 

debate, conversation, and communication. 

 The problem with studies of power is closely linked with the approaches we take. ‘‘What 

interests us when we are interested in power? Let us call the first an interest in the outcomes 

and the second an interest in the locus of power.’’ Lukes explains that one can advantageously 

study power by focusing on a set of other questions, ‘‘various ‘power questions’ that people 

have in mind when they seek to locate and compare power.’’2Lukes(2005) lists these power 

questions as follows: Who can adversely affect whose interests? Who can control whom? Who 

can obtain what? Who can secure the achievement of collective resources? Who is responsible 

for the outcomes of power? Who benefits from the outcomes of power? Where are the sources 

of change localized? Where are the points at which alternative arrangements or events could 

have made a significant difference?3 These questions, however, are not enough to resolve the 

value relationship with phronesis. The other alternative available to us on power is offered by 

Habermas’s discourse ethics and Foucault’s ’’power analytics‘‘. 

 For Habermas, human beings are defined as democratic beings, as homo democraticus. 

The only form of power which is active in the ideal speech situation and in communicative 

                                                        
2Steven Lukes, Power: A Radical View, 2nd edn. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 

30–33. 
3Lukes, Power: A Radical View, p. 33. 
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rationality is ‘‘force of the better argument.’’ One of the five key processual requirements of 

discourse ethics is power neutrality, i.e., existing power differences between participants must 

be neutralized such that these differences have no effect on the creation of consensus. Further, 

his view of power and democratic process is directly linked to judicial institutionalization.  

 On the relationship between law and power, Habermas states that ‘‘authorization of power 

by law and the sanctioning of law by power must both occur unoactu’’.4Habermas thus makes 

plain that his understanding of power operates within a framework of law and sovereignty. For 

him, constitutions are simply the principal instrument through which citizens are bound 

together and power is regulated within a pluralist society.In contrast, Foucault says about his 

own ‘‘analytics of power’’ that it ‘‘can be constituted only if it frees itself completely from this 

representation of power that I would term . . . ‘juridico-discursive’ . . . a certain image of 

power-law, of power-sovereignty.’’  

 We can see, further, that the fundamental political problem in Habermas's thought is how 

to close the gap between the utopia of communicative rationality and the obstacles standing in 

its way. Habermas himself identifies the absence of "crucial institutions," the absence of 

"crucial socialization," and "poverty, abuse, and degradation" as barriers to discursive 

decision-making. Yet he has little to say about the relations of power that generate these 

barriers, or about how power itself might be transformed so as to set in motion the institutional 

                                                        
4Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and 

Democracy, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996). 
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and educational reforms, welfare improvements, and enforcement of basic human rights that 

would help lower them. In short, Habermas lacks the concrete grasp of power relations that any 

project of political change requires. On the other hand, Foucault states that he is not primarily 

interested in the outcomes or localization of power, nor even in power in itself. Rather, his 

focus is the relations of power: ‘‘I hardly ever use the word ‘power’,’’ Foucault says,‘‘and if I 

do sometimes, it is always a short cut to the expression I always use: the relationships of 

power.’’ (Foucault 1994: 450) 

 Foucault argues against a view of power as something one possesses: ‘‘power is not 

something that is acquired, seized, or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to slip 

away.’’5 Or as Foucault says elsewhere: ‘‘power is exercised rather than possessed.’’6 So, the 

question of who has power is therefore less prominent with Foucault than with other students of 

power. In accord with this view Foucault warns against power studies which try to identify the 

‘‘headquarters’’ of power. ‘‘[L]et us not look for the headquarters that presides over [power’s] 

rationality,’’ Foucault says, ‘‘neither the caste which governs, nor the groups which control the 

state apparatus, nor those who make the most important economic decisions direct the entire 

network of power that functions in a society and makes it function.’’7 

                                                        
5 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1990 [1978]), p. 94. 
6 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1995 [1977]), pp. 26–27. 
7Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1990 [1978]), p. 95. 
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 When Foucault speaks of ethics, he does so in connection with "an aesthetics of 

existence" — that is, the relationship one bears to oneself in acting. Aristotle, in his 

treatment of phronesis, is concerned primarily with ethics in relation to social and 

political praxis — that is, the relationship one bears to society in acting. 

Aristotle is the canonical philosopher of phronesis, yet he never developed his 

conception of it to include explicit reflection on power. Hans-Georg Gadamer's 

account of phronesis is likewise silent on questions of power. Yet as Richard Bernstein 

points out, ‘‘no practical discussion is going to take place unless you understand the relevance 

of phronesis. But no practical philosophy can be adequate for our time unless it confronts the 

analysis of power.’’ (Bernstein 1989: 217). This, then, is a methodological aim of what 

follows: to develop the classic concept of phronesis to include issues of power. 

 First, a danger of acting on truth in a world in which ‘men govern (themselves and others) 

by the production of truth’. That truth is produced is not, however, to disclaim the practical 

adequacy of most truths. The problem of finding a relation to truth is that 

 Foucault seeks to teach his readers a practical wisdom that thinks past these 

effects and asks what productivity itself produces. In particular, it asks what kind of 

subject is being produced at the cost of being constituted by such truths — for 

instance, in relation to different norms.The second danger, already implicit in the 

danger of truth, concerns how each person becomes a subject — one of the most 
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densely charged terms in Foucault's writing.‘There is literally no such thing as 

unconstrained subjective action in Foucault,’ (Nealon 2008: 102) writes. Given that the subject 

is always constrained, inquiry shifts away from the common-sense question of ‘where’s the 

“real” agency in Foucault – subjective agency that is “free”, not “merely” an effect of power?’ 

(Nealon 2008: 102). That question is misguided, for reasons already visible in the case of 

Béasse. This infamous man becomes perceptible to us, a century and a half later, only through 

his encounter with power. That confrontation is "the most intense point" of Béasse's life and 

what Foucault calls its "monument" (2000: 161–2, quoted above), because it is what makes 

possible Béasse's becoming a subject, and so constitutes his greatest freedom. His life — his 

visibility to himself as a subject — consists in his coming up against power, struggling with it, 

and attempting both to draw on its forces and to elude its snares. This is the predicament within 

which every one of us becomes visible to ourselves as subjects. The question is not whether we 

encounter power; the only question is how — how skilfully we harness its force and evade its 

traps. 

 

 As Foucault himself put it: ‘I wonder if our problem nowadays is not, in a way, similar to 

this one, since most of us no longer believe that ethics is founded in religion, nor do we want a 

legal system to intervene in our moral, personal, private life. Recent liberation movements 

suffer from the fact that they cannot find any principle on which to base the elaboration of a 
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new ethics. They need an ethics, but they cannot find any other ethics than an ethics founded on 

so-called scientific knowledge of what the self is, what desire is, what the unconscious is, and 

so on. I am struck by this similarity of problems’ (Foucault, ‘On the Genealogy of Ethics’, in 

The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow, New York: Pantheon, 1984, p. 343). 

 Human practice and human history are ‘‘made,’’ Foucault the Aristotelian says, and since 

they are made, ‘‘they can be unmade, as long as we know how it was that they were made’’ 

(Foucault 1988: 37). This helps us to draw a conclusion  thatethical subject is curated in such a 

way who aims to carrying out acts that is directed towards  creation of new social forms by 

emphesising on what Foucault called “thinking differently”. It would, perhaps, be an 

overstatement to say that Foucault’s ethics is phronesis, but there is certainly more than a faint 

similarity between Aristotelian phronesis and Foucauldian ethics which needed to be explored 

for phronatical human science.  
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