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Abstract: In European thought, the relationship among the fields of psychology, education, and 
health is both complex and obscured. Foucault’s acclaimed work, The Order of Things, offers a frame-
work to evaluate their interconnection by identifying three distinct periods of European thought 
since the 16th century with respect to the ordering of phenomena—Renaissance, Classical and Mod-
ern. Theoretically dense and often difficult to decipher, the book’s categorization of language, value 
and being has been understandably underused, yet it provides deep insights into what have come 
to be known as psychology, education and health and remains invaluable in understanding the 
origin, limits and consequences of these fields. How Foucault’s analysis can be interpreted concern-
ing the development of these areas as to each of the three periods of European thought is investi-
gated. An approach based on narrative research appraises the analysis offered in the book. The re-
sults, presented for the first time in table form, compare these three periods, demonstrating a con-
tinuing practical value to Foucault’s insights. With the aid of the framework revealed by these ta-
bles, the boundaries and relationship of psychology, education and health become clear and their 
limitations—plus potential solutions to them—can be identified to mitigate anticipated negative 
consequences. 
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1. Introduction 
The relationship among psychology, education and health within European thought 

is an important foundational consideration in a European journal such as this one, de-
voted to investigations in health, psychology and education. It is one that remains com-
plex and unclear [1,2,3]. With no evidently necessary connection, these fields have re-
cently been joined in various ways in a number of investigations in European thought, 
including but not limited to, (1) the use of mobile-based psychological interventions to 
provide education regarding mental health [4], (2) patient education with respect to 
healthcare through the elimination of psychological jargon [5], (3) the adoption of a health 
approach to psychological interventions focused on psycho-education [6], (4) the use of 
psychological measures to explore health literacy and health education [7], and (5) a psy-
chological analysis of personality traits with reference to education and health [8]. Within 
this particular journal, a recent publication has focused on the mental health of interna-
tional university students from the perspective of psychology and education researchers 
[9]. For these and other investigations undertaken by researchers with respect to European 
thought, it would be important to know the confines and presuppositions for each of psy-
chology, education and health and their relationship to each other. 

The Order of Things: The Archeology of Human Sciences was first published by French 
historian of ideas Michel Foucault in 1966 under the title Les mots et les choses: Une archéolo-
gie des sciences humaines [10]. It was translated to English in 1970 [11] and ranks number 66 
in Le Monde’s 100 Books of 20th Century [12], continuing to hold interest for scholars in 
psychology, in education and in health with respect to their research. Recent articles based 
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on this book have demonstrated various foci in these areas: understanding emotions in 
policy studies [13], critical and theoretical reflection on the current mathematics educa-
tional objectives for Indigenous students in Australia [14], and the role of social media and 
the internet in providing credible, reliable and objective sources of sexual health infor-
mation for young people [15].  

Noting the complexity of The Order of Things since its translation, over the years re-
searchers from various perspectives have attempted to summarize the work and make it 
intelligible [16,17,18,19,20]. Yet, although interest in the book has remained for more than 
fifty years, there has been no attempt until now to make Foucault’s work obvious to schol-
ars with respect to the interrelation of psychology, education and health in order to point 
to the boundaries and limitations inherent to these fields. 

Narrative research is one of the five methods of qualitative inquiry (phenomenolog-
ical psychology, grounded theory, discourse analysis and intuitive inquiry representing 
the other four [21]). It has been defined as the varying perspectives of a story that can be 
constructed to make experience comprehensible [22] (p. 37), the treatment of data as sto-
ries [23] where narrative data are the result of a communication exchange [24] and an 
understanding of how human actions are related to the social context in which they occur 
including where and how [25]. In choosing narrative research to investigate The Order of 
Things, it is recognized both that Foucault tells a story about the differences among the 
three periods of scientific thinking he identifies and, at the same time, that this story does 
not follow an obvious plot and has a literary structure that has been described as “ba-
roque” [26] (p. 449). Primarily, this meandering plot is what makes the analysis offered in 
the book so difficult to decipher. Nevertheless, the data are there to be extracted and in-
terpreted if time is taken and concentration maintained to perform the investigation. 

Unlike other well-known researchers assessing the limits of scientific pursuits from 
the perspective of what universally counts as rational [27,28,29], Foucault argues that the 
development of modes of rationality in European thought are specific and transient—dif-
fering from another alternative view of science (that it is primarily an irrational enterprise 
[30]). As such what counts as a reasonable from Foucault’s perspective is not timeless [31], 
although it is still rational. It is in this way that Foucault develops his idea that scientific 
problems in European thought have changed historically and the identities of individual 
periods can be known, compared and analyzed. Furthermore, in arguing different periods 
in European thought to be incommensurable in relation to ordering, clear sense can be 
made of the idea that certain propositions in science are “not even wrong” [32]. And alt-
hough there were other social scientists at the time of the publication of The Order of Things 
who also elucidated a micro-scale analysis of the history of scientific research from an 
interpretive rather than normative perspective [33], Foucault’s work was both the most 
detailed and has remained most lasting in this endeavor. For these reasons, unlike other 
perspectives, it still retains usefulness as a conceptual system for European thought. 

2. Materials and Methods 
The narrative research method undertaken to examine The Order of Things was a de-

tailed reading of the book over a two year period. This involved not only a twice-reading 
of the 422 page paperback book, cover to cover, but also comparing and contrasting dif-
ferent sections and themes in relation to particular issues on the second reading. Foucault, 
although discussing three scientific periods of ordering phenomena in his book—Renais-
sance, Classical and Modern—focuses primarily on comparing the Classical and Modern 
periods. His interest in the Renaissance period is transitory and does not follow the same 
detailed structure of interpretation he provides for the Classical and Modern periods 
(with the Classical period presenting the greater attention of the two). As such, an inves-
tigator of what Foucault has to say about the Renaissance period (beginning for the pur-
pose of his analysis in the 16th century [11] (p. 421)) must dig deeply into the little he offers 
about the Renaissance period to compare it in a way that is similar to the relationships he 
draws between the Classical and Modern periods. Why this excavation of Foucault’s 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 27 January 2022                   doi:10.20944/preprints202201.0420.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202201.0420.v1


 3 
 

 

analysis of the Renaissance period is of equal relevance this in regard is that, by comping 
the three periods, Foucault’s argument—regarding the periodic, incommensurable 
changes in scientific reasoning—becomes evident. 

The lack of an index to the book is a serious hindrance to proceeding in a narrative 
analysis of The Order of Things, given there is no helpful way for a researcher to find 
themes, ideas and references in the work. This is especially so since it is only relatively 
recently that an electronic version of the volume has been available to scrutinize [34]. 
Therefore, to undertake a narrative analysis of the book, the chapter headings offered by 
Foucault must be used as the starting point for interpreting the structure presented. 

Although the three historical periods are discussed chronologically, it is the three 
middle chapters, amounting to almost half of the work, that set the parameters for the 
discussion. These are: Chapter 4—Speaking, Chapter 5—Classifying, and Chapter 6—Ex-
changing. Together, they represent the three fundamental ways that Foucault sees the 
Classical period as ordering things. Understanding these divisions as pivotal to Foucault’s 
thinking, a narrative research approach can move forward to Part II where Foucault’s or-
dering of the Modern period is revealed in Chapter 8 through its title—"Labour, Life and 
Language”. It is in moving forward to Chapter 8 that it becomes evident the evolution of 
thought from the Classical period to the Modern came with a shift in interest in the same 
domain from `Speaking to Language’, from ̀ Classifying to Life’, and from `Exchanging to 
Labour’. What remained to be realized was the common categories under which these 
shifts took place. Yet, before this could be interpreted, the similarly relevant categories 
pertaining to the Renaissance needed to be recognized.  

Unlike his account of the Classical or Modern periods, Foucault has not provided 
chapter headings that point researchers to what he identified as how things were ordered 
during the Renaissance. Nevertheless, by reading through both Chapter 2—"The Prose of 
the World”, and Chapter 3—"Representing”, the ideas of how the Renaissance was or-
dered in comparison to both the Classical and Modern periods can be disentangled. What 
Foucault argues is that during the Renaissance order was fundamentally dependent on a 
broad notion of resemblances—if one thing resembled another, in whatever way, 
knowledge of the one thing represented what was known about the other. Ultimately, the 
end point of this resemblance was coming to know the mind of God. In this way, human 
utterances were the ideas of God, what was of value among humans was a relation to the 
perfection of God, and what represented being during the Renaissance was how closely 
living was structured to adhere to signs of God’s work. In this way, what is normally 
considered the superstitious nature of the Renaissance in looking for signs—for example, 
in the stars or animal entrails [35]—was instead, according to Foucault’s view, a com-
pletely structured way of trying to account for things. Although very different in under-
standing, Foucault is not alone in considering the Renaissance method of ordering the 
beginning of scientific thought because of its focus on ordering [36]. 

According to Foucault’s analysis, what changed between the time of the Renaissance 
and that of the 17th and 18th centuries of the Classical period was that God, though still the 
end to all ordering, was no longer the focus. Rather, what Foucault labels “Mathesis and 
‘Taxinomia’” [11] (p. 79) now became not only the methods of reaching God, they were, 
in and of themselves, what was to be studied. This was the beginning of the importance 
of the infinitesimal in ordering sensations, wealth, and ideas into tables noting minute, 
precise and microscopic changes. In making these fine observations, the observer now 
also came into focus with wondering what is the “I” that can make these distinctions—
characterized in Descartes’s well known, 1637, phrase “cognito, ergo sum” (I think, there-
fore I am) [37] (p. 53). With respect to language, words were no longer signs of God’s 
thoughts. Instead, built up through individual sounds represented by letters, words were 
the evolution in language of the initial cries of prehistoric ancestors. 

In Foucault’s estimation, what changed to create the Modern period of ordering was 
attention shifting from who is the observer to what the observer is not. Science now be-
came disassociated with searching for a connection to God. Instead, scientific reasoning 
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became the search for what was not known. In effect, the known and unknown became a 
couplet, logically impossible to separate. The minute divisions of European thought dur-
ing the Classical period no longer were the foundation for ordering. Within language, 
research shifted from the origin of letters and words to the what was seen as an organic 
structure of verbs regarding their conjugations. The relationships among languages 
shifted once how language worked became key, rather than similarities in letters and 
words—now seen as irrelevant. Regarding exchange, pinpointing the organic created the 
idea of economics over that of accumulated wealth. As such, value shifted from ownership 
to what labor was able to produce. Similarly, ordering was no longer related to a connec-
tion to God—as in the Renaissance—or to very particular features that could be precisely 
enumerated—as in the Classical period. This concentration also meant that being alive 
depended on the systems of differing internal organs that could and must be studied and 
understood independently. 

In using narrative research to construct what it is that draws together each of these 
three aspects of these three periods of ordering in European thought, the only distinctions 
that can be made are ones that can be found in The Order of Things. As Foucault himself 
does not bring together the connection among these ways ordering, and it is not to be 
found in chapter or section headings, the text itself must be examined through a close 
reading to find words that Foucault uses in describing all three periods. As such, although 
it might seem reasonable to refer to the three fundamental aspects of ordering Foucault 
recognizes in each of the three periods as “communication, value and being”, in the Eng-
lish translation, Foucault never uses the word “communication”. He does, however, refer 
to “language” in each of the three periods. Why this is not an ideal choice, though, is “lan-
guage” is also used by Foucault as a principle of ordering particular to the Modern period. 
Therefore, if there were another word that could take the place of “language” in the fun-
damental ordering, this would be preferred. However, no more appropriate word was 
able to be located in the text. As such, “language, value and being” were determined to be 
the best fit in creating a table representing Foucault’s method of ordering phenomena. 

 
3. Results 
3.1. Lanuage, Value, Being 

The following construction in Table 1 represents Foucault’s three periods of 
European Thought with respect to the three aspects he considers fundamental to ordering.  

Table 1. Three fundamental aspects of order—language, value and being—ascertained from Foucault’s The Order of Things as they 
relate to the three most recent periods of European thought with respect to the ordering of things. 

  Fundamental Aspects 
of Order  

 
 

Period of European Thought 
language value being 

Renaissance 
Recognition Resemblance Structure  

of to  dependent on 
signatures God’s perfection signs 

Classical 
Connection 

to 
Accumulation 

of 
Structure 

dependent  
original cries wealth on “I” 

Modern 
Conjugation  Production Structure 

of by dependent on 
verbs labor organic function 

Each of the rows in Table 1 represents a fully intact conceptual system incompatible 
with the other systems of ordering. Rather than the Renaissance and Classical periods 
being ill-formed versions of scientific ordering that had to evolve into the Modern period 
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to be understandable, these three systems are each complete in themselves and have little 
relationship among them with respect to the presuppositions they demand. As such, all 
of these systems of thought have well-defined boundaries and are based on evident rules.  

The Renaissance, rather than a period of confused and apprehensive thought as gen-
erally assumed [38], started with the notion that God’s thoughts are everywhere, that they 
are subtle, but can be disentangled by comparing similar signatures left of God’s perfec-
tion in signs. As such, there was an exact and learnable system for ordering the world.  

With respect to the Classical period, there was a seismic shift in thinking that changed 
all that was then presupposed from that of the Renaissance. This shift differs both theo-
retically and functionally from Kuhn’s notion of a revolution in paradigm [39] as Foucault 
sees ordering as based on structures of human thought rather than sociological influences 
[40]. During the Classical period, although God was the beginning and end to inquiry, 
luck in outcomes, and the structured and infinitesimal observation scientists could under-
take, left no place for God during the process of ordering [41]. Furthermore, the idea of 
the observer as affecting the outcome of inquiry was brought to consciousness with the 
identification of “I” [42]. 

The Modern period brought with it again an entire change of perspective in European 
thought. God was no longer a relevant consideration in ordering from the point of view 
of science. Rather, the idea of organs having particular and independent functions from 
each other that could be studied in isolation was born—organic was then differentiated 
from the inorganic [43] and found to be of use in the ordering of European thought in the 
study of phenomena through disciplinary subjects [44]. The role of science thus became 
identified with what is known in relation to the pursuit of the unknown [45]. 

  
3.2. Psychology, Education and Health 

 The results of the construction of Table 1 in highlighting the three fundamental as-
pects of order as revealed by Foucault in The Order of Things may now be used to examine 
how this ordering relates to psychology, education and health as distinct disciplines in 
European thought. This can be determined by adhering to Foucault’s contention that 
“three pairs of function and norm, conflict and rule, signification and system completely cover 
the entire domain of what can be known about man” [11] (p. 390) with the results of this 
analysis presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Three aspects of order (psychology, education and health) based on Foucault’s The Order of Things—with respect to lan-
guage, value and being—in relation to the three most recent periods of European thought in regards to ordering (recognizing that 
the term “psychology” originated in the Modern period) comparable in all three periods. 

  Three Aspects of  
Order  

 
 

Period of European Thought 
psychology education health 

Renaissance 
Thought Recitation An acceptance 

in accordance of of 
with signatures resemblances signs 

Classical 
Thought 

in accordance 
Incremental 
addition of 

Adhering 
to the 

with distinctions facts norm 

Modern 
Thought  Knowledge Optimal 

in accordance through organic  
with other subjects function 

 Although the divisions of study of psychology, education and health are compre-
hensible to researchers in the Modern period, psychology was unknown before the Mod-
ern period. Yet, sense can be made of what scholars in the Renaissance and Classical pe-
riods would consider in relation to what is now called psychology if the three couplets 
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Foucault presents as covering the entire domain of knowledge are considered. Still, when 
assessing these couplets, Foucault provides additional information in only a few para-
graphs of his book that might be missed without a close reading. 
 Throughout almost the entirety of The Order of Thing, Foucault confirms that since 
the 16th century there have been three distinct periods of ordering in European thought. 
These have been highlighted. However, on page 392, Foucault reveals that the Modern 
period is actually not uniform—there have been three sub-eras into which the Modern 
period can be divided. The first, arising in the 19th century, was the biological model. Dur-
ing this era, psychology was concerned with the dichotomy between function and norm. 
After that, as the 19th century transitioned to the 20th, the economic model could be applied 
to psychology as the locus of conflicts with respect to rule following took hold of the im-
agination. Following this era was the beginning of psychology related to the significance 
of different systems of thinking with the linguistic model. These changes over the Modern 
period are presented in Table 3. Foucault reveals these changes in thinking regarding psy-
chology to be the influence of three thinkers who originated these changes in the domains 
of ordering during the Modern period—Comte, Marx and Freud. 

Table 3. The psychological eras that the Modern period of European thought can be divided into 
according to Foucault’s The Order of Things. 

Modern period era Model of psychological reasoning 
19th century biological 

Cusp, 19th /20th century economic 
20th century linguistic 

 
 It is important to mention this change to ordering during the Modern period. The 
reason is Foucault clearly states [11] (page 390) that “psychology is fundamentally a study 
of man in terms of functions and norms (functions and norms which can, in a secondary 
fashion, be interpreted on the basis of conflicts and significations, rules and systems)”. 
Yet, this pronouncement occurs before he acknowledges that the Modern period has itself 
modified how it orders psychological reasoning into three distinct eras. Based on what he 
relates two pages later, it becomes clear that, in interpreting Table 2, psychology, in this 
regard, became an area that provides assessment of the signification of what is thought 
based on various systems of interpretation, “Freud… brought the knowledge of man 
closer to its philological and linguistic model” [11] (p. 393). In this same regard, education 
becomes the effort to diminish intellectual and social conflict through the teaching of var-
ious rules. Health then concerns the body’s functions in relation to what is revealed to be 
the norm through empirical testing.   
 
3.3. Ordering from Question-Asking 

From Foucault’s tri-system of ordering, how information is recognized for the pur-
pose of ordering can be interpreted. As such, questions need to be posed to identify what 
things are legitimate as knowledge to be ordered. For Foucault, the legitimacy of ques-
tions changed dramatically over the three periods of European as seen in Table 4.  

During the Renaissance, what counted as objective knowledge was a response an 
investigator would give when presented with individual signs. Each sign was consid-
ered to point to the thoughts originating with God and the role of the researcher was to 
identify the correct response when presented with a sign. Although Foucault does not 
provide an example, one that might be supposed is the continued concern of Renaissance 
scholars to adhere to the idea that the orbits of the planets must be circular and earth the 
center of the solar system because God was perfection. This necessitated finding a way 
to demonstrate this perfection [46]. It wasn’t that Copernicus, in 1543, was the first as-
tronomer to recognize that the orbit of the planets wasn’t best approached through 

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 27 January 2022                   doi:10.20944/preprints202201.0420.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202201.0420.v1


 7 
 

 

circular motion [47], it was that scientific ordering at that time related to finding resem-
blances with respect to the perfection of God—a completely different approach to order-
ing than was no longer accepted after the Classical period took hold of the European 
imagination. 

Once the Classical period ensued, and the focus of knowledge became the gathering 
of facts infinitesimally divided, question-asking was no longer related to interpreting 
God’s thoughts. Instead, the focus was on whether a thing was true or false [48] (p. 437). 
This was best determined by these binary responses in observing and documenting the 
natural world. In his section on Classifying, Foucault clarifies that this new domain of 
the empirical concentrated on what was describable and orderable with the use of tables. 

The Modern period, concerned with the functional interpretation of systems and 
rules, requires a form of question-asking that depends on the extent of language usage. 
As such, to order things, researchers are required to answer a series of questions starting 
from the most objective and obvious to those that require subjective interpretation. These 
questions, then, follow an objective to subjective order of posing: when, where, who 
what, how and why. It is this a form of question-asking that has been described as mov-
ing from knowledge structures to inferring to decision making to metacognition [49].  

Table 4. The forms of question-asking to provide knowledge that can be analyzed from Foucault’s 
The Order of Things—with respect to language, value and being—in association with the three most 
recent periods of European thought. 

Period of European 
thought Form of question-asking to provide knowledge 

Renaissance Responses indicated and dictated by signs 
Classical Those eliciting “true” and “false” answers 
Modern Asking when, where, who, what, how, why 

 
3.4. Question Responses in the Moderrn Period of Ordering 
 In being a response to the type of questions posed, answers provide that which is to 
be ordered. The type of question-asking relevant to the Modern period can then be applied 
to Foucault’s account of the Modern period in The Order of Things. In asking when the 
Modern period of European thought originated, the answer is from the 19th century. It has 
continued from then until today. Where it began was in France, in Germany and in 
Austria. Who were the forefathers of the Modern period Foucault recognizes as Comte 
[50,51] (the originator of positivism), Marx [52,53] (the founder of the labor theory of 
economics), and Freud [54,55] (for his understanding of the body function as depending 
on the subtlies of the subconscious). What was introduced were the research disciplines 
of philogy, economics and biology. How this was done was by the development of a 
hierarchy of subject areas [56]. Why this ordering was put into place is, according to 
Foucault, the idea of “man” as and entity to study—regarding what man is and what man 
is not—first came into being at this time. Before the Modern period, Foucault argues, the 
notion of man as something to be studied did not exist. 

Table 5. The form of scientific question-asking responses analyzable from Foucault’s The Order of 
Things regarding the modern period of European thought. 

Type of question asked Response in Modern period  
when 19th century ⟶ now 
where Originating in France, Germany and Austria  
who August Comte, Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud 
what Philology, Economics, Biology 
how Developing thought through a hierarchy of subjects 
why Creation of “man” as the focus of order 
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4. Discussion 
In discussing the significance of the analysis that has been provided of The Order of 

Things with respect to European thought regarding psychology, education and health, 
reference will first be made to Table 2 and a detailed explanation of the meaning of each 
of the nine cells. Following that, Table 4 will be considered in relation to this understand-
ing that has been provided of Table 2. 

 
4.1. Table 2 
Table 2 represents a grid comparing the three periods of ordering since the 16th cen-

tury, identified by Foucault, in relation to the three aspects of ordering that are the focus 
of the European Journal of Investigation in Health, Psychology and Education: psychology, ed-
ucation and health. This table is based on an interpretation of Table 1, which compared 
these same three periods with what Foucault reasoned were the three fundamental as-
pects of ordering. The individual cells of this grid will be elucidated upon from top to 
bottom and left to right, going in historical order and with respect to the dependent rela-
tionship of these aspects. 

 
4.1.1. Renaissance 
Although psychology did not exist as an area of study during the Renaissance, there 

was an understanding of what described the workings of the mind. In Table 2, this has 
been summarized as “thought in accordance with signatures”. What this means it that the 
focus of thought was on finding the obscured perfection of God’s thoughts in nature and 
all questions related to thinking were to be framed with this idea as the starting point [57]. 

The perfection of nature was taken for granted, and that this perfection was known 
and was revealed in ancient texts—the Bible and ancient Greek and Roman texts. There 
was nothing to question in this regard. The point of education during this time was to 
learn the texts and memorize the appropriate response that these texts demanded [58]. 
Education, in this regard, was characterized by a master calling out the text to be engaged 
and the students reciting the appropriate answer to the call [59]. 

Health was then an acceptance of the signs in accessing the signatures of God that 
came from a correct memorization of ancient knowledge, primarily as given by the ancient 
physician, Galen [60]. As such, health was right thinking concerning God and interpreted 
by Galen, and had less to do with a focus on the actual physical health of the individual. 
Regardless of physical limitations, if a person had the right relationship to God’s signature 
through a Galenic interpreted signs, that person was deemed to have health. 

 
4.1.2. Classical 
Still yet to be created as a discipline, “psychology” related to an orderly mind during 

the Classical period—a mind imbedded with a reverence for God but focused on the par-
ticulars of God’s work, with little actual concern for God’s continuing role in those partic-
ulars [61]. In this regard, thought was in accordance with the ability to create appropriate 
categories with the potential for containing infinitesimally divided phenomena. 

Education, from this standpoint, was learning how to categorize and hone the ability 
to recognize and examine objects closely for their minute differences, resulting in the in-
cremental addition of facts as learning progressed. Learning itself, in the regard, was seen 
to take place in well-defined stages—each one dependent on and adding to the previous 
stage. Furthermore, to be characterized as educated, the learner was expected to master 
all the accumulated knowledge and be able to add to it in a similar, graded way—an idea 
first proposed by Leibniz in 1700 [59] (p. 232). 

Once the infinitesimal was understood as having the ability to describe God’s work 
(with the creation of calculus by both Leibniz [62] and Newton [63]) then the idea of the 
norm could be born. With this birth was the notion of what was to be normally expected 
with respect to health. As such, people began to gauge their physical and mental health 
in relation to the norm. Health was then what was normal to expect given a number of 
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ways in which people could be categorized [64] (p. 36), for example, by age, weight, diet, 
living conditions, geographic location, and family situation. 

 
4.1.3. Modern 
With the Modern period came the naming the discipline of psychology proper [65]. 

What distinguished this new discipline from previous studies that were thought-related 
was a concentration on what defined the self with respect to other [66] (p. 572). The self 
was that which was included within a personally defined boundary and the other was all 
that was outside that limit. The experience of self, differentiating it from other, was iden-
tified through brain processes [67] which could be separated and studied individually. 

Education, once psychology became its foundation, now was a search for the un-
known and an incorporation of the unknown into the known self [68] (pp. 43-44) by ex-
amining nature through individual and intellectually separate disciplines [69] (p. 15). This 
became a never ending occupation, with the self continually searching for the various 
ways in which other could be defined, recognized, studied and incorporated into the self 
through the study of well-defined subjects—a process of reorganizing institutional edu-
cation that was fully structured by 1920 [59] (p. 235). 

With the self as the focus of both psychology and education during the Modern pe-
riod, health was now directly relevant to an ability to relate to the self—mentally and 
physically—as a lifestyle [70] (p. 322). This health was dependent on how individual or-
gans functioned and the aim was identifying the self with optimal organic function as an 
adaption to the environment [71].   

 
4.2. Table 4 
The ways in which European thought has evolved, according to the analysis of The 

Order of Things that has been provided for each of psychology, education and health rep-
resented the discussion of Table 2. The ordering of these examined areas of thought re-
gards different aspects of science. Science is based on the type of questions posed depend-
ent on what counts as a question. Table 4 presents those questions considered legitimate 
in each of the three periods of European thought that have been examined. 

Question-asking during the Renaissance was limited to asking for guidance in inter-
preting the way in which a sign related to God’s signature. Foucault summarized that the 
“semantic web of resemblance in the sixteenth century is extremely rich” [11] (p.20). There 
are multiple notions of how things resemble each other, the purpose of which was to 
maintain and recognize God’s perfection. In this regard, “science” had a preoccupation 
with a memorization of all the signs that could point to this supremacy.  

During the Classical period, the search for minute changes in how nature could be 
described meant that an aspect of inquiry was either something that was already de-
scribed or something that required a new name that would accurately categorize it.  This 
was the period when the encyclopedia developed, detailing all the knowledge that had 
been distinguished and organized [72]. To achieve this organization, something was rec-
ognized either as already ordered or not. Thus, the responses to questions that were most 
revealing in this regard were answered either by “true” or “false”—an idea originating 
[73] (p. 552) with Spinoza [74]. 

With the Modern period, the self was now understood as the locus of objectivity [75] 
(p. 557), with those things that were most evident having the greatest objectivity and those 
things that were less obvious and known through individual experience being inherently 
subjective [76]. In this way, questions became narrativized, telling the story of the object 
while identifying the increasingly subjective nature of the investigation. The questions are 
thus ordered as such: when, where, who, what, how and why, as represented in Table 5. 

 
4.3. Implications 
The implications of this analysis of Tables 2 and 4 have much to do with the infor-

mation provided in Table 3 concerning Foucault’s admission that the Modern period 
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psychologically can itself be divided into three models of reasoning that were predomi-
nant in consecutive eras. What is important to note is that, from today’s standpoint, every 
one of these models of psychological reasoning is still apparent—although the biological 
and economic currently are overshadowed by the linguistic. With respect to what this 
means regarding psychology, education and health is to be clarified. 

Defining the limits of human thought, psychology is today primarily concerned with 
the distinction between self and other as well as how it is self can become other in reducing 
prejudices [77]. However, psychology has maintained the interest in memory that was 
most notable during the Renaissance when knowing each of the signs of God’s signatures 
was imperative. Furthermore, the focus on measurement, particularly of intelligence, is 
an aspect of psychology from the Classical period that remains a concentration of current 
research in psychology. 

In comparison with psychology, education is the discipline concerned with the rules 
regarding the limits of human thought [78]. Although the focus of higher education today 
is the continued search for what is unknown through asking questions starting from what 
is most objective to those which are increasingly subjective, in contrast, primary education 
still is based on reciting the alphabet, counting and learning stories and songs by heart in 
the same way it was during the Renaissance. Secondary education, differing again, is de-
pendent on answering true or false questions on tests of difficult to differentiate options 
in which the subtle differences have to be recognized—just as was focus in the Classical 
period. 

Regarding health, although health-related matters are today investigated with re-
spect to the distinct organs involved—as would be expected in the Modern period—sim-
ilar to both psychology and education, mental health concerns each of the three periods 
recognized by Foucault. These include diseases involving memory (as in the Renaissance), 
those concerning attention (originating in the Classical period) and those involving a dis-
association with the self (the focus of the Modern period). The diseases of memory include 
but are not limited to senility, dementia and Alzheimer’s. Those of attention involve dis-
orders such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Dis-
order (ADHD). Diseases creating a disassociation with the self are some of the following: 
depression, anxiety and body dysphoria. 

Two things result from this analysis of these three disciplines. The first is that each of 
psychology, education and health retains strong imprints of the ways of thinking devel-
oped in each of the Renaissance and the Classical period, although the Modern period of 
thought is upheld as the predominant interest. The second result is that the three periods 
are incommensurable with each other with respect to the evaluation and ordering of phe-
nomena. Some important points regarding psychology, education and health that can be 
deduced from this are the following: 
1. The success of employing particular psychological methods with respect to research 

and treatment depends on the focus of human thought demonstrated by the particular 
person or group of people being investigated. 

2. True or false questions are an incompatible form of evaluation when the method of 
learning is a recitation of signs, as it is predominantly in primary schooling. 

3. When education is dependent on making fine distinctions among various particular 
facts, as is common in secondary education, knowledge of these facts is best deter-
mined by answering true or false questions. 

4. When the aim of learning is incorporating the unknown into the known, as generally 
is the interest in higher education, evaluation should concentrate on asking questions 
of learners that begin with the most objective knowledge and expand to those ques-
tions that provide increasingly subjective responses.  

5. As the focus of human thought in both the Renaissance and Classical period, though 
still recognizable in the Modern period, is incommensurable with thought in the Mod-
ern period, education at all levels should strive to answer questions ranging from the 
most objective to increasingly subjective rather than prescribing a period demanding 
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recitation similar to Renaissance thinking, or following minute identification—neces-
sary in the Classical period. Consequently, the education that is most compatible with 
the Modern period in coming to know the unknown can be identified as self-directed 
learning based on the type and order of questions asked outlined in Table 5. 

6. Diseases of memory fit well with the view of human thought that was the focus of the 
Renaissance; thus, health related to memory is best understood through a reinterpre-
tation of signs rather than evaluation of organs, as is expected in the Modern period 
of thought. 

7. ASD and ADHD are evident as health concerns in educational settings where learning 
to discriminate and attend to finely divided details is important; to this extent, they 
arise as health concerns when people are required to make fine discriminations as 
they would in the Classical period. Self-directed learning avoids the health issues ev-
ident in educational settings that focus on evaluating learners in relation to answering 
true and false questions. 

8. The more that the Modern period concentrates its specific concern on the need for self 
to confront other, the more that depression and anxiety will continue, and increas-
ingly represent, the most prominent health issues for society.  
 
4.4. Limitations 
In a paper where the claims made are based on narrative research—in this case, the 

interpretation of one text within the intellectual milieu of other researchers who have also 
attempted evaluation of it from various perspectives—the most relevant limitations re-
gard the basis of the judgments that have been made as a narrative researcher. 

The first is if the text been read as Foucault would have thought appropriate. Fou-
cault was very precise, though difficult to comprehend. Concerned fundamentally with 
the history of how things have been ordered, he supposedly “hated” that he was called a 
Structuralist [79] (p. vii) by other theorists who defined him in this way, calling them 
“half-witted” with “tiny minds’ [11] (XV). Given his irritation at being misunderstood, it 
cannot be assumed that Foucault would have agreed with the results of this analysis. Still, 
the argument that has been provided in this paper has not made evaluations of Foucault 
to place him in any particular school of thought and has tried to keep to what Foucault 
stated as important in his book: “I’ve tried to see how, in scientific creation, the human 
subject will be defined as an individual who talks, who works, who lives” [19] (p. 112). 

The second limitation is that even if Foucault (who died in 1984 of AIDS [80]) might 
have approved of this analysis, it could be that there are important aspects to it that he 
would feel must be mentioned that have been left out. For example, once Foucault has 
completed his interpretation of the Modern period and the importance of his tri-analysis 
of it, he then considers where the idea of representation fits [11] (p. 394). His response is 
“But representation is not simply an object for the human sciences; it is, as we have just 
seen, the very field upon which the human sciences occur, and to their fullest extent; it is 
the general pedestal of that form of knowledge, the basis that makes it possible” [11] (p. 
396). This point to address was clearly important to Foucault, however, his reply doesn’t 
negate his previous assessment nor alter it for the purpose of this understanding of Fou-
cault in regards to psychology, education and health. Rather, it merely reports represen-
tation as an a priori for this analysis. 

A third limitation is that The Order of Things is a translation of the original French Les 
mots et les choses. As such, how the book was translated might differ from the original to 
the extent that some of the conclusions that have been drawn could be questionable. One 
way that they might, for example, is that both savoir and connaître are translated as 
“knowledge” in English. In this regard, there might be a subtleness to Foucault’s meaning 
of knowledge that is missed in The Order of Things. On the other hand, Foucault himself 
spoke English and the publication of The Order of Things was in 1970—giving Foucault 
fourteen years before his untimely death at 57 [50] to make changes to the English trans-
lation, had he thought they were necessary. The version of The Order of Things used in 
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conducting this research was published in 1986. Any changes Foucault might have made 
to the translation would have been present in it—there were none that were stated. 

A fourth limitation is that this type of assessment to ground the disciplines of psy-
chology, education and health in European thought could be wrong-headed. Although 
The Order of Things may be an influential book and Foucault had things to say about these 
topics, what he had to say about them might be judged questionable. Habermas, for one, 
was not convinced by what he considered Foucault’s individualistic argument, consider-
ing Foucault a Post-Modernist in his assessment of Modernism. In this regard, he was 
openly hostile to Foucault [81] (page. 3). “For Habermas, one must be careful to distin-
guish between reason itself and a subject-centred reason. If one does this successfully, 
then the project of modernity can be saved and a long list of Western thinkers can be des-
patched (sic) to the reserve shelves of social philosophy… namely… Foucault” [79] (p. 4). 
Yet, in intellectual competition with Foucault, Habermas perhaps let his personal feelings 
dictate his assessment of Foucault’s version of modernity. Merely because it might be an 
individualistic rather than sociological view of the Modern period does not mean it is 
necessary wrong, as Habermas has judged: “Foucault and Habermas met in 1983 and 1984 
but this meeting continued a debate in which they had been engaged for several years. It 
was unlikely that this exchange ever would have led to a dialogue because the protago-
nists defined ’modernity’ in incompatible ways” [82] (p. 221). It is here argued, contrary 
to Habermas, that value and important insights can be gained from Foucault’s under-
standing of the Modern period in relation to both his views on the Renaissance and Clas-
sical period. This is a position argued by other theorists as well [83]. 

In reading through the position established with this narrative research, it becomes 
evident that a primary result is that the knowledge provided in each of the three periods 
elucidated by Foucault cannot be cross-evaluated. This is because he deems them incom-
mensurable. This position is accepted as evident in the work that has been done in this 
report. However, if so, a fifth limitation would be whether the creation of tables—some-
thing corresponding to the Classical period—is relevant to today’s researchers in the Mod-
ern period. Yet, Foucault also argued that the Modern period, though focused on ques-
tions that migrate from the most objective to those that require deeper subjective investi-
gation, still makes use of each of the forms of reasoning relevant since the 16th century. It 
is because the creation of tables permits the ordering of things in relation to boundaries— 
and boundaries are the focus of this exegesis—that the creation of tables to explain the 
value of Foucault’s work in The Order of Things as might be done in the Classical period, 
is still reasonable as well as useful during the Modern period. 

Even if it is accepted that the creation of these tables is legitimate in the Modern pe-
riod, a sixth limitation might be whether conducting narrative research as a form of his-
tory is the preferred method for making the distinctions among psychology, education 
and health required to construct the table. That Foucault would consider historical analy-
sis not only an appropriate method but the preferred method for analyzing these divisions 
is something he specifically stated regarding history. 

 
To each of the sciences of man it offers a background, which establishes it and provides 

it with a fixed ground and, as it were, a homeland; it determines the cultural area—the chron-
ological and geographic boundaries—in which that branch of knowledge can be recognized as 
having validity; but it also surrounds the sciences of man with a frontier that limits them and 
destroys, from the outset, their claim to validity within the element of universality. [11] (p. 
405) 

 
Lastly, if all other limitations are found to not hold, the deductions that have been 

made concerning psychology, education and health may be thought to have overstepped 
the framework that has been produced in evaluating Foucault’s The Order of Things. This 
represents the seventh possible limitation. If the deductions were ones that were arrived 
at for the first time as a result of a close reading of this work, then this would be a valid 
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concern. However, it is not that the book presented these ideas for the first time to the 
author. Rather, it was in conducting narrative research on The Order of Things that the 
author was able to bring together various work done over the course of a research career 
(for example, [84,85,86,87,88]). The framework of Foucault developed in The Order of 
Things merely provided a method for making the foundation of this research entirely pub-
lic and potentially accessible to other researchers.  

5. Conclusions 
Foucault’s “Foreward to the English Edition” offers advice to his “ideal reader” of 

The Order of Things beginning with this statement: “This foreward should perhaps be 
headed ‘Directions for Use’” [11] (p. ix). He lists five important points to remember when 
reading this work: 1. Recognize that the study he had undertaken was “a relatively ne-
glected field” [11] (p. ix); 2. Read the book “as a comparative, and not a symptomatological 
study” [11] (p. x) of the three periods of ordering; 3. Consider that the book is not a usual 
history of science, that the aim is to try to bring to light “what has eluded that conscious-
ness” [11] (p. xi); 3. Know that The Order of Things was intended as a beginning to an in-
vestigation that remained incomplete because of the “problem of change” [11] (p. xii), the 
“problem of causality” [11] (p. xiii), and the “problem of the subject” [11] (p. xiv). In this 
way, the only type of further investigation Foucault is against regarding The Order of Thing 
in augmenting his work is “that which gives absolute priority to the observing subject” 
[11] (p. xv). Finally, 5. do not consider The Order of Things the work of a Structuralist, “it is 
only too easy to avoid the trouble of analyzing such work by giving it an admittedly im-
pressive-sounding, but inaccurate, label [11] (p. xv). 

The intent of this analysis of Foucault’s The Order of Things with respect to what is 
useful about it in relation to understanding the connections in European thought among 
investigations in psychology, education and health was to heed Foucault’s advice in how 
to understand this work while providing a supportive framework for other researchers 
conducting investigations in each of these areas in knowing what methods are appropri-
ate and can provide meaningful results in this regard. It is hoped that the work that has 
been done here equates this researcher to both and ideal reader of The Order of Things and 
one of the scholars who has been able to appropriately and effectively extend the progress 
of Foucault’s work as he envisioned for understanding the relationship and limits of psy-
chology, education and health in European thought. 
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