Inventory of the Preface — Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (1966)

This written response uses the Inventory method to look at Foucault’s Preface through five lenses: topic, key argument, Citing Arguments, text Structure, Visual & Layout.

Instead of summarising the text, it lists and examines how Foucault’s writing itself produces both order and disorder, the very tension that defines his idea of knowledge.
1. Topic
	Title
	Function
	Form

	The Order of Things
	Frames the book as an exploration of how systems of knowledge are organised.
	Philosophical analysis presented through archaeological inquiry.

	The Table
	Serves as a central metaphor for the spatial organisation of thought.
	Spatial and conceptual metaphor.

	Language
	Operates as the medium through which knowledge takes shape.
	Dense and analytical writing style.

	Man
	Appears as a modern construct rather than a fixed truth.
	Anthropological and historical reflection.



2. Key Arguments
	Concept Term
	Explanation

	Order
	Describes how knowledge is organised by cultural frameworks rather than natural laws.

	Language and Space
	Writing structures perception, turning language into a visual and conceptual space.

	Episteme
	Refers to the underlying system that defines what can be known in a particular time.

	Representation
	Explains how thought depends on resemblance and analogy.

	Discontinuity
	Suggests that modern knowledge arises through historical breaks rather than steady progress.



3. Citing Arguments
	Thinker
	Borrowed Idea
	Source

	Borges, J. L.
	His “Chinese encyclopaedia” illustrates the limits of classification.
	Borges, J. L. (1998) ‘The analytical language of John Wilkins’, in Hurley, A. (ed. and trans.) Collected fictions. London: Penguin Classics.Borges， J. L. （1998） 

	Derrida, Jacques
	The concept of différance, where meaning exists through difference and delay.
	Derrida, J. (1995) Archive fever: a Freudian impression. Diacritics, 25(2).Derrida， J. （1995)

	Mattern, Shannon
	Knowledge systems are built on material and spatial infrastructures.
	Mattern, S. (2014) ‘Library as infrastructure.’ Places Journal, June.Mattern， S. （2014）

	Bracewell, Michael
	Describes discomfort and instability as productive conditions.
	Bracewell, M. (2001) The nineties. London: Fourth Estate.Bracewell， M. （2001） 



4. Text Structure
	Motif
	Description
	Function

	Laughter
	Opens the text with a moment of disruption and reflection.
	marks the emergence of a challenge to traditional ways of thinking.

	Table
	Represents the ordered space where ideas are arranged and compared.
	Acts as both foundation and point of disappearance for knowledge.

	Language
	Described as the final space in which knowledge survives.
	Demonstrates that meaning depends on linguistic and cultural structures.

	Man
	Defined as “a face drawn in sand” at the edge of knowledge.
	Represents the human subject as temporary and historically bound.

	Order/Disorder
	The tension between structure and collapse runs through the text.
	Reflects the fragile balance between categorisation and chaos in thought.



5. Visual & Layout
	Feature
	Analysis

	Alphabetical enumeration (a–n)
	The typographic listing creates the illusion of control while revealing the arbitrariness of categories.

	Long paragraphs and dense syntax
	The visual density reflects the complex and layered nature of Foucault’s argument, where reading becomes an act of analysis.

	Parentheses and interruptions
	Break the flow of argument and create small reflective spaces inside the text.

	Repetition of motifs
	Recurring ideas such as “table” and “order” build rhythm and reinforce key themes.

	Spatial metaphors (“table”, “grid”, “surface”)
	The text uses visual and spatial language to describe how knowledge is organised.




In conclusion, this inventory reveals how Foucault’s Preface operates between the visible and the invisible—between what can be organised and what continually escapes organisation.

By listing the text’s components, the method of cataloguing makes form and content visible as interdependent structures: grammar shapes meaning just as layout produces thought.

Yet every act of ordering also exposes what cannot be contained—the gaps, repetitions, and silences that resist classification.
Through this tension, both Foucault’s writing and this inventory show that knowledge is never simply seen or said, but negotiated between what appears and what remains unseen.
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