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INTRODUCTION

Shortly before his death in 1984, Michel Foucault spoke of an
idea for a new book on "technologies of the self." He described it
as "composed of different papers about the self (for instance, a
commentary on Plato's Alcibiades in which you find the first
elaboration of the notion of epimeleia heautou, 'care of oneself'),
about the role of reading and writing in constituting the
self... and so on."

1

The book Foucault envisioned was based on

a faculty seminar on "Technologies of the Self," originally
presented at the University of Vermont in the fall of 1982. This
volume is a partial record of that seminar.
Because Foucault died before he completed the revisions of his
seminar presentations, this volume includes a careful transcription
instead, together with a transcript of his public lecture to the
university community on "The Political Technology of
Individuals." Professor Foucault's seminar on "Technologies of
the Self" at the University of Vermont stands as a provisional
statement of his new line of inquiry. We offer this volume as a
prolegomenon to that unfinished task.
In many ways, Foucault's project on the self was the logical
conclusion to his historical inquiry over twenty-five years into
insanity, deviancy, criminality, and sexuality. Throughout his
works Foucault had concerned himself largely with the
technologies of power and domination, whereby the self has been
objectified through scientific inquiry (The Order of Things, 1966,
trans. 1970) and through what he termed "dividing practices"

(Madness and Civilization, 1961, trans. 1965; The Birth of the Clinic,
1963, trans. 1973; and Discipline and Punish, 1975, trans. 1977).
By 1981, he became increasingly interested in how "a human
being turns him- or herself into a subject."

3
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4

Foucault had addressed the issue of the self already in volume

1

of The History of Sexuality (1976, trans. 1978), but there he was
still concerned with the objectification of the self by the "increasing
valorization of the discourse on sex."

4

He envisioned his new

pro ject, however, as "separate from the sex series." "I must
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spirituality, two different contexts that he understood to be in
historical continuity.
Foucault's six seminar presentations trace the techniques of
self-formation from· the early Greeks to the Christian age. They
gain their focus from an examination of classical texts, which

confess," he reflected, "that I am much more interested in

Foucault expounded from their original languages. As with much

problems about techniques of the self and things like that rather

of Foucault's work, the importance of these inquiries lies not

than sex ....sex is boring."' His new project would be, rather, a
genealogy of how the self constituted

itself as

subject. 6 In the

Vermont seminar, he began an investigation of those practices
whereby individuals, by their own means or with the help of

only in their contribution to the specific history of the period but
to what he called the history of the present-an excavation of
and perspective on the bedrock of our modern conceptions.
Foucault had insisted that the work of the seminar be

others, acted on their own bodies, souls, thoughts, conduct, and

collaborative. His ideas on the historical constitution of the self,

way of being in order to transform themselves and attain a certain

though extraordinarily clear, were not fully developed, and he

state of perfection or happiness, or to become a sage or immortal,

valued the discussion-even the opposition-that his ideas

and so on.7

engendered. This volume includes, therefore, selected revised

In his final lecture to the University of Vermont community,
Foucault summarized his concern with the self as an alternative to
the traditional philosophical questions: What is the world? What
is man? What is truth? What is knowledge? How can we know

presentations by members of the seminar. They represent
historical investigations on the common theme of the seminar.
In contrast to the technologies of the self explored in the
seminar by Foucault from the Western ethical tradition, Luther

something? And so on. In the tradition of Fichte, Hegel,

Martin looks at the Eastern techniques of self, which entered the

Nietzsche, Weber, Husserl, Heidegger, and the Frankfurterschule,

Western tradition only with the influence of the monk John

Foucault was interested in the question he understood to have

Cassiari. He discovers a concern with "taking care of oneself" that

appeared at the end of the eighteenth century with Kant: "What

is as central to the Syrian Thomas tradition, an early form of

are we in our actuality?" "What are we today?"-that is, "the field

Gnostic Christianity, as to the West, but as an interdiction rather

of the historical reflection on ourselves." "

than an obligation.

According to Foucault, his project on the self was suggested by
a reading of Christopher Lasch's The Culture of Narcissism (1978).
Foucault understood Lasch's description of disillusionment with

William Paden compares the techniques of self-scrutiny
prescribed by Cassian and those set out by the New England
Puritans. He finds that they represent two radically different

the modern world and a subsequent turning within to be similar

ways of dealing with subjectivity: On the one hand is the

to the situation of the Roman Empire. Breaking with his starting

monk's confident renunciation of self followed by a life of purity,

point of the classical age, the pivotal period in his previous

and on the other hand is the Puritan's implicit acceptance of

analyses until The History of Sexuality, Foucault located the roots of

selfhood but with attendant suspicions about its deceptive

the modern concept of the self in first- and second-century Grcco

character.

Roman philosophy and in fourth- and fifth-century Christian

Kenneth Rothwell, too, is interested in religious technologies.

7

6
Locating

Hamlet

at that historical moment when the Reformation

emerged, he sees in Hamlet's radical transformation the
personification of a change in the technologies of self which is
consonant with the replacement of earlier religious practices by
the new practices of the Reformation.
Huck Gutman examines Rousseau's

Confessions in order to

delineate a newly emergent Romantic sense of self. He focuses on
various techniques- confession, division, flight to the ideal-which
are used by Rousseau for fashioning this new self and making it
visible. Gutman concludes by showing that these technologies are
finally insufficient for Rousseau's purposes and that they lead him
not to the constitution but to the negation of the self.
At the conclusion of the seminar, it seemed important to
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Foucault in which he discusses some of the influences-both
emotional and intellectual-upon his thought.
Several scholars came to the university to comment on
Foucault's work: Frank Lentricchia, Professor of Literature at
Duke University, author of

After the New Criticism;

Christopher

Lasch, Professor of History at the University of Rochester, author
of

The Culture of Narcissism;

and Allan Megill, Professor of History

at the University of Iowa, author of

Prophets of Extremity:
Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida.
Most importantly, we would like to thank the university
faculty who helped plan and participated in the seminar and who
guaranteed its success. Participants committed a good deal of their
time to this project. They read and met regularly to discuss all of

compare Foucault's method with that of Sigmund Freud, whose

Foucault's work in preparation for his coming. During the three

psychoanalytic technique has provided the basis of most of this

weeks that Foucault was on campus, they met twice weekly with

century's theorizing about the nature of the psyche. Patrick

the seminar in ad4ition to attending public events, which included

Hutton's essay shows how Foucault's look at the ancient lineage

lectures by Lasch, Megill, and Foucault and a showing of the film

of methods for care of the self provides a counterpoint to Freud's

I,

quest to discover the self's true nature. Foucault's genealogical

Foucault. This project was an unusually intensive and productive

investigation of past technologies of the self not only provides an

venture by colleagues working on a common theme.

original perspective on Freud's work but also reveals a sustaining
line of continuity in his own scholarly endeavor over twenty-five
years.

NO ENDEAVOR

Pierre Riviere ...

, followed by a wide-ranging discussion led by

Michael Foucault's boldness and rigorous honesty in the quest
for knowledge are well known. His presence, however, was not
what might be expected from reading his works. Those who had
expected a stern and distant scholar were surprised by his gentle

of this sort can come to fruition without the work

and support of many people. President Lattie F. Coor of the
University of Vermont originated and provided the funds for the
Vermont Seminars, which sponsored the seminar. Dr. Robert
Stanfield, Assistant to the President, helped us through countless
difficulties in bringing the idea to reality.
Rux Martin, a free-lance writer, made the written transcript of
Foucault's seminar. She also contributed her interview with

humor. A sought-after lecturer, he was nonetheless shy and had
to be urged to rake the stage during public presentations. He
shunned what he called "intellectual cocktail parties," but he was
interested in nearly everything; in the life of the university as well
as academic subjects, in the politics of Burlington, in the local
night life. He was interested in the views of children and at the
homes of faculty members would spend much of the evening
talking with them about their concerns. He was happiest in the
company of students, whom he sought out in classes, in the
library, in the cafeteria. Those who met him noticed most of all

j

8
his eyes: penetrating, inquisitive, joyous. We remember him for
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TRUTH, POWER, SELF:

his vitality, his generosity, his belief in the validity of all
experience.

AN INTERVIEW WITH MICHEL FOUCAULT
This volume is dedicated to his memory.

OCTOBER 2 5,
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kind of work I am doing, to know what kind of work they arc
writer, a philosopher, a great figure of intellectual life: I am a
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(New York: Pantheon 1985), p. 11, where Foucault reconcei ved his original pro j ect

but still in the

A: I came to try to explain more precisely to some people what
doing, and to establish some permanent relationships. I am not a

An Introduction, trans.

23; see also

Why did you decide to come to the University of Vermont?

teacher. There is a social phenomenon that troubles me a great
deal: Since the 1960s, some teachers are becoming public men
with the same obligations. I don't want to be a prophet and say,
"Please sit down, what I have to say is very impor tant. " I have
come to discuss our common work.

Q:

You arc most frequently termed "philosopher" but also

"historian," "structuralist," and "Marxist." The title of your chair
at the College de France is "Professor of the History of Systems
of Thought." What docs this mean?
A: I don't feel that it is necessary to know exactly what I am. The
main interest in life and work is to become someone else that you
were not in the beginning . If you knew when you began a book
what you would say at the end, do you think that you would
have the courage to write it? What is true for writing and for a
love relationship is true also for life. The game is worthwhile
insofar as we don't know what will be the end.

RUX MARTIN

Truth, Power, Self: An Interview
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My field is the history of thought. Man is a thinking being. The

Q:

I deal with obscure figures and processes for two reasons: The

1y he thinks is related to society, politics, economics, and

political and social processes by which the Western European

story and is also related to very general and universal categories

societies were put in order are not very apparent, have been

�d formal structures. But thought is something other than

forgotten, or have become habitual. They arc a part of our most

'::ietal relations. The way people really think is not adequately

familiar landscape, and we don't perceive them anymore. But

ialyzcd by the universal categories of logic. Between social

most of them once scandalized people. It is one of my targets to

istory and formal analyses of thought there is a path, a lanc-

show people that a lot of things that arc a part of their

'<aybe very narrow-which is the path of the historian of

landscape-that people think are universal-are the result of som(

;ought.

very precise historical changes. All my analyses arc against the

�

In The History of Sexuality, you refer

to

the person who "upsets

;tablishcd laws and somehow anticipates the coming freedom."

idea of universal necessities in human existence. They show the
arbitrariness of institutions and show which space of freedom wc

:o you sec your own work somewhat in this light?

can still enjoy and how many changes can still be made.

: No. For a rather long period, people have asked me to tell

Q:

�cm what will happen and to give them a program for the

Your writings carry profound emotional undercurrents unusua

in scholarly analyses: anguish in Discipline and Punish, scorn and

:ture. We know very well that, even with the best intentions,

hope in The Order of Things, outrage and sadness in Madness and

jOSC programs become a tool, an instrument of oppression.

Civilizatio11.

,ousscau,

A: Each of my works is a part of my own biography. For one or

a

lover of freedom, was used in the French Revolution

) build up a model of social oppression. Marx would be horrified

another reason I had the occasion to feel and live those things. Tr

Stalinism and Leninism. My role-and that is too emphatic a

take a simple example, I used to work in a psychiatric hospital in

y

'Ord-is to show people that they arc much freer than they feel,

the 1950s. After having studied philosophy, I wanted to sec what

1at people accept as truth, as evidence, some themes which have

madness was: I had been mad enough

i:cn built up at a certain moment during history, and that this

reasonable enough to study madness. I was free

)-called evidence can be criticized and destroyed. To change

patients to the attendants, for I had no precise role. It was the

)mcthing in the minds of people-that's the role of an

time of the blooming of neurosurgery, the beginning of

to

study reason; I was
to

move from the

�tellectual.

psychopharmacology, the reign of the traditional institution. At

: In your writing you seem fascinated by figures who exist on the

first I accepted things as necessary, but then after three months

;argins of society: madmen, lepers, criminals, deviants,
�rmaphroditcs, murderers, obscure thinkers. Why?
: I am sometimes reproached for selecting marginal thinkers
�stead of taking examples from the mainstream of history. My
nswcr will be snobbish: It's impossible to see figures like Bopp
nd Ricardo as obscure.
But what about your interest in social outcasts?

([

am slow-minded!), I asked, "What is the necessity of these
things?" After three years I left the job and went to Sweden in
great personal discomfort and started to write a history of these
practices [Madness and Civilization].

Madness and Civilization was intended to be a first volume. I lik'
to write first volumes, and I hate to write second ones. It was
perceived as a psychiatricidc, but it was a description from
history. You know the difference between a real science and a

12

RUX

MARTIN
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Truth, Power, Self: An Interview

pseudoscience? A real science recognizes and accepts its own

influence, you try to open a window. Paradoxically enough,

history without feeling attacked. When you tell a psychiatrist his

Heidegger is not very difficult for a Frenchman to understand:

mental institution came from the lazar house; he becomes

When every word is an enigma, you arc in a not-too-bad position

infuriated.

to understand Heidegger. Being and Time is difficult, but the more

Q: What about the genesis of Discipline and Punish?
J\: I must confess I have had no direct links with prisons or
prisoners, though I did work as a psychologist in a French prison.
When I was in Tunisia, I saw people; jailed for political
expediency, and that influenced me.

recent works are clearer.
Nietzsche was a revelation to me. I felt that there was someone
quite different from what I had been taught. I read him with a
great passion and broke with my life, left my job in the asylum,
left France: I had the feeling I had been trapped. Through
Nietzsche, I had become a stranger to all that. I'm still not quite

Q: The classical age is pivotal in all your writings. Do you feel

integrated within French social and intellectual life. As soon as I

nostalgia for the clarity of that age or for the "visibility" of the

can, I leave France. If I were younger, I would have immigrated

Renaissance when everything was unified and displayed?

to the United States.

A: All of this beauty of old times is an effect of and not a reason

Q: Why?

for nostalgia. I know very well that it is our own invention. But
it's quite good to have this kind of nostalgia, just as it's good to
have a good relationship with your own childhood if you have
children. It's a good thing to have nostalgia toward some periods
on the condition that it's a way to have a thoughtful and positive
relation to your own present. But if nostalgia is a reason to be
aggressive and uncomprehending toward the present, it has to be
excluded.
Q: What do you read for pleasure?
A: The books which produce in me the most emotion: Faulkner,

A: I see possibilities. You don't have a homogenous intellectual
and cultural life. As

a

foreigner, I don't have to be integrated.

There is no pressure upon me. There arc a lot of great
universities, all with very different interests. But of course I
might have been fired out of them in the most outrageous way.
Q: Why do you think you might have been fired?
A: I'm very proud that some people think that I'm a danger for
the intellectual health of students. When people start thinking of
health in intellectual activities, I think there is something wrong.
In their opinion I am a dangerous man, since I am a crypto

Thomas Mann, Malcolm Lowry's Under the Volcano.

Marxist, an irrationalist, a nihilist.

Q: What were the intellectual influences upon your thought?

Q: From reading The Order of Things, one might conclude that

A: I was surprised when two of my friends in Berkeley wrote

individual efforts to reform are impossible because new

something about me and said that Heidegger was influential

discoveries have all sorts of meanings and implications their

[Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond

creators never could have understood. In Discipline and Punish, for

Structuralism and Hermeneutics (Chicago; University of Chicago

instance, you show that there was a sudden change from the

press, 1982)]. Of course it was quite true, but no one in France

chain gang to the closed police carriage, from the spectacle of

has ever perceived it. When I was a student in the 1950s, I read

punishment to disciplined institutional punishment. But you also

Husserl, Sartre, Mcrleau-Ponty. When you feel an overwhelming

point out that this change, which seemed at the time a "reform,"

14
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RUX MARTIN

Truth, Power, Self: An Interview

was actually only the normalizing of society's ability to punish.

A: Through these different practices-psychological, medical,

So how is conscious change possible?

penitential, educational-a certain idea or model of humanity was

A: How can you imagine that I think change is impossible since

what I have analyzed was always related to political action? All of
Discipline a11d Punish is an attempt to answer this question and to
show how a new way of thinking took place.
All of us are living and thinking subjects. What I react against
is the fact that there is a breach between social history and the
history of ideas. Social historians are supposed to describe how
people act without thinking, and historians of ideas arc supposed
to describe how people think without acting. Everybody both acts
and thinks. The way people act or react is linked to a way of
thinking, and of course thinking is related to tradition. What I
have tried to analyze is this very complex phenomenon that made
people react in another way to crimes and criminals in a rather
short period of time.
I have written two kinds of books. One, The Order of Things, is

developed, and now this idea of man has become normative, self
evident, and is supposed to be universal. Humanism may not be
universal but may be quite relative to a certain situation. What we
call humanism has been used by Marxists, liberals, Nazis,
Catholics. This does not mean that we have to get rid of what we
call human rights or freedom, but that we can't say that freedom
or human rights has to be limited at certain frontiers. For
instance, if you asked eighty years ago if feminine virtue was part
of universal humanism, everyone would have answered yes.
What I am afraid of about humanism is that it presents

a

certain form of our ethics as a universal model for any kind of
freedom. I think that there arc more secrets, more possible
freedoms, and more inventions in our future than we can imagine
in humanism as it is dogmatically represented on every side of the
political rainbow: the Left, the Center, the Right.

concerned only with scientific thought; the other, Discipline and

Q: And this is what is suggested by "Technologies of the Self'?

Punish, is concerned with social principles and institutions.

A: Yes. You said before that you have the feeling that I am

History of science doesn't develop in the same way as social

unpredictable. That's true. But I sometimes appear to myself

sensibility. In order

much too systematic and rigid.

to

be recognized as scientific discourse,

thought must obey certain criteria. In Discipline and Punish, texts,
practices, and people struggle against each other.
In my books I have really tried to analyze changes, not in order

What I have studied arc the three traditional problems:

( r)

What are the relations we have to truth through scientific
knowledge, to those "truth games" which arc so important in

to find the material causes but to show all the factors that

civilization and in which we arc both subject and object?

interacted and the reactions of people. I believe in the freedom of

are the relationships we have to others through those strange

people. To the same situation, people react in very different

strategics and power relationships? And (3) what arc the

ways.

relationships between truth, power, and self?

Q: You conclude Discipline and Punish by saying that it will "serve

(2) What

I would like to finish all this with a question: What could be

as a background for various studies of normalization and the

more classic than these questions and more systematic than the

power of knowledge in modern society." What is the relationship

evolution through questions one, two, and three and back

of normalization and the concept of man as the center of

first? I am just at this point.

knowledge?

to

the
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TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

Technologies of the Self

a constant feature of our culture. The theme of the renunciation
of the Resh was linked to the confession of the monk to the abbot,
to telling the abbot everything that he had in mind.

MICHEL FOUCAULT

I conceived of a rather odd project: not the evolution of sexual
behavior but the projection of a history of the link between the
obligation to tell the truth and the prohibitions against sexuality. I
asked: How had the subject been compelled to decipher himself in
regard to what was forbidden? It is a question of the relation
between asceticism and truth.
Max Weber posed the question: If one wants to behave
rationally and regulate one's action according to true principles,

TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

what part of one's self should one renounce? What is the ascetic

and prohibitions of
When I began to study the rules, duties,
associated with it, I
tions
restric
and
ctions
sexuality, the interdi
were permitted a:nd
that
acts
the
with
was concerned not simply
thoughts, the
the
ented,
forbidden but with the feelings repres
the self
within
seek
to
desires one might experience, the drives
desire
any
soul,
the
any hidden feeling, any movement of
is a very significant
disguised under illusory forms. There
sexuality and other forms
difference between interdictions about
s, sexual interdictions are
of interdiction. Unlike other interdiction
tion to tell the truth about
constantly connected with the obliga

price of reason? To what kind of asceticism should one submit? I

oneself.

that confession played an
Two f acts may be objected: first,
institutions for all offenses,
ious
relig
important part in penal and
one's sexual desire is
zing
analy
not only in sex. But the task of
other kind of sin.
any
zing
always more important than analy
sexual behavior
that
tion:
I am also aware of the second objec
rules of secrecy,
other was•-submitted to very strict
more than any
lity is related in a strange and
decency, and modesty so that sexua
ibition and to the obligation to
complex way both to verbal proh
does, and of deciphering who
tell the truth, of hidin g what one
one is.

n and strong incitations to spea k is
The association of prohibitio

posed the opposite question: How have certain kinds of
interdictions required the price of certain kinds of knowledge
about oneself? \Vhat must one know about oneself in order to be
willing to renounce anything?
Thus I arrived at the hermeneutics of technologies of the self in
pagan and early Christian practice. I encountered certain
difficulties in this study because these practices arc not well
known. First, Christianity has always been more interested in the
history of its beliefs than in the history of real practices. Second,
such a hermeneutics was never organized into a body of doctrine
like textual hermeneutics. Third, the hermeneutics of the self has
been confused with theologies of the soul-concupiscence, sin,
and the f all from grace. Fourth, a hermeneutics of the self has
been diffused across Western culture through numerous channels
and integrated with various types of attitudes and experience

so

that it is difficult to isolate and separate it from our own
spontaneous experiences.
CONTEXT OF STUDY

My objective for more than twenty-five years has been to sketch
out a history of the different ways in our culture that humans

18
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MICHEL FOUCAULT

develop knowledge about themselves: economics, biology,

type of management of individuals inside and outside of asylums

psychiatry, medicine, and penology. The main point is not to

was made possible by this strange discourse. This contact

accept this knowledge at face value but to analyze these so-called

between the technologies of domination of others and those of the

sciences as very specific "truth games" related to specific techniques

self I call governmentality.

that human beings use to understand themselves.

Perhaps I've insisted too much on the technology of domination

As a context, we must understand that there arc four major

and power. I am more and more interested in the interaction

types of these "technologies," each a matrix of practical reason: (1)

between oneself and others and in the technologies of individual

technologies of production, which permit us to produce,

domination, the history of how an individual acts upon himself '

transform, or manipulate things; (2) technologies of sign systems,

in the technology of self.

which permit us to use signs, meanings, symbols, or signification;

THE DEVELOPMENT OF
TECHNOLOGIES OF THE
SELF

(3) technologies of power, which determine the conduct of
individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination, an
objectivizing of the subject; (4) technologies of the self, which
1
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permit individuals to effect by their own means or with .the help
of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and
semis, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity,
wisdom, perfection, or immortality.
These four types of technologies hardly ever function
separately, although each one of them is associated with a certain
type of domination. Each implies certain modes of training and
modification of individuals, not only in the obvious sense of
acquiring certain skills but also in the sense of acquiring certain
attitudes. I wanted to show both their specific nature and their
constant interaction. For instance, one secs the relation between
manipulating things and domination in Karl Marx's Capital, where
every technique of production requires modification of individual
conduct-not only skills but also attitudes.
Usually the first two technologies arc used in the study of the
sciences and linguistics. It is the last two, the technologies of
domination and self, which have most kept my attention. I have
attempted a history of the organization of knowledge with respect
to both domination and the self. For example, I studied madness
not in terms of the criteria of formal sciences but to show how a

I wish to sketch out the developme
nt of the hermeneutics of the
self in two different contexts which
arc historically contiguous: ( 1)
Greco-Roman philosophy in the first
two centuries A.D. of the
early Roman Empire and (2) Chris
tian spirituality and the
monastic principles developed in the
fourth and fifth centuries of
the late Roman Empire.

�

Mor over, I wish to discuss the
subject not only in theory but
relation to a set of practices in late
antiquity. These practices
were constituted in Greek as e imeles
tbai sautou, "to take care of
p
yourself," "the concern with self,"
"to be concerned, to take
care
of yourself."
.

m

The precept "to be concerned
with oneself" was, for the
Greeks, one of the main principles
of cities, one of the main rules
fo1· social and personal conduct
and for the art of life. For us now
this notion is rather obscure and
faded. \Vhcn one is asked "\Vhar
s the 1 ost important moral princ
iple in ancient philosophy?" the
• m d1ate answer is not "Take care
of oneself" but the Delphic
pnnc1plc, gnotbi sauton ("Know yours
elf").

'.
�
n: �

Perhaps our philosophical tradition
has overemphasized the
latter and forgotten the former.
The Delphic principle was not
an
abstract one concerning life; it was
technical advice, a rule to be
observed for the consultation of the
oracle. "Know yourself"
meant "Do not suppose yourself to
be a god." Other

I.
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commentators suggest that it meant "Be aware of what you really
ask when you come to consult the oracle."
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detaches oneself from the flesh and, with virginity of heart and
.
body, recovers the immortality of which one has been deprived.

In Greek and Roman texts, the injunction of having to know

In commenting on the parable of the drachma (Luke 15:8-w),

yourself was always associated with the other principle of having

Gregory exhorts one to light the lamp and turn the house over

to take care of yourself, and it was that need to care for oneself

and search, until gleaming in the shadow one secs the drachma

that brought the Delphic maxim into operation. It is implicit in

within. In order to recover the efficacy which God has printed on

all Greek and Roman culture and has been explicit since Plato's

one's soul and which the body has tarnished, one must take care

Alcibiades I. In the Socratic dialogues, in Xenophon, Hippocrates,

of oneself and search every corner of the soul (De Virg. 12).

and in the Neoplatonist tradition from Albinus on, one had to be
concerned with oneself. One had to occupy oneself with oneself

We can sec that Christian asceticism, like ancient philosophy,
places itself under the same sign of concern with oneself. The

before the Delphic principle was brought into action. There was a

obligation to know oneself is one of the elements of its central

subordination of the second principle to the former. I have three

preoccupation. Between these two extremes-Socrates and

or

four examples of this.

Gregory of Nyssa-taking care of oneself constituted not only a

In Plato's Apology, 29' , Socrates presents himself before his

principle hut also a constant practice.

judges as a master of epimeleia heautou. You arc "not ashamed to
care for the acquisition of wealth and for reputation and honor,"

I have two more examples. The first Epicurean text to serve as a
manual of morals was the Letter to Menoeceus (Diogenes Laertius
122-38). Epicurus writes that it is never too early, never too

he tells them, but you do not concern yourselves with yourselves,

IO.

that is, with "wisdom, truth and the perfection of the soul." He,

late, to occupy oneself with one's soul. One should philosophize

on the other hand, watches over the citizens to make sure they

when one is young and also when one is old. It was a task to be

occupy themselves with themselves.
Socrates says three important things with regard to his
invitation to others to occupy themselves with themselves: (1) His
mission was conferred on him by the gods, and he won't abandon
it except with his last breath. (i) For this task he demands no

carried on throughout life. Teachings about everyday life were
organized around taking care of oneself in order

ro

help every

member of the group with the mutual work of salvation.
Another example comes from an Alexandrian text, 011 the
Contemplative Life, by Philo of Alexandria. He describes an

reward; he is disinterested; he performs it out of benevolence. (3)

obscure, enigmatic group on the periphery of Hellenistic and

His mission is useful for the city-more useful than the

Hebraic culture called the Thcrapeutae, marked by its religiosity.

Athenians' military victory at Olympia-because in teaching

It was an austere community, devoted to reading, to healing

people to occupy themselves with themselves, he teaches them to

meditation, to individual and collective prayer, and

occupy themselves with the city.

a spiritual banquet (agape, "feast"). These practices stemmed

Eight centuries later, one finds the same notion and the same
phrase in Gregory of Nyssa's treatise, On Virginity, but with an

to

meeting for

from

the principal task, concern for oneself (De Vita Com. 36).
This is the point of departure for some possible analysis for the

by which one takes care of oneself and the city; he meant the

care of the self in ancient culture. I would like to analvze the
.
relation between care and self-knowledge, the relation found in

movement by which one rcnounct..'S the world and marriage and

Greco-Roman and Christian traditions between the care of oneself

entirely different meaning. Gregory did not mean the movement

r
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and the too-well-known principle "Know yourself." As there are
different forms of care, there are different forms of self.
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II
The first philosophical elaboration of the concern with taking care

SUMMARY

of oneself that I wish to consider is found in Plato's Alcibiades /.

There are several reasons why "Know yourself" has obscured

The date of its writing is uncertain, and it may be

"Take care of yourself." First, there has been a profound

Platonic dialogue. It is not my intention to study dates but to

transformation in the moral principles of Western society. We find

point out the principal features of the care of self which is the

it difficult to base rigorous morality and austere principles on the

center of the dialogue.

precept that we should give ourselves more care than anything
else in the world. We are more inclined to sec taking care of

The Neoplatonists in the third or fourth century

a

spurious

A.D.

show the

significance given to this dialogue and the importance it assumed in

ourselves as an immorality, as a means of escape from all possible

the classical tradition. They wanted to organize Plato's dialogues

rules. We inherit the tradition of Christian morality which makes

as pedagogy and as the matrix for encyclopedic knowledge. They

self-renunciation the condition for salvation. To know oneself was

considered Alcibiades to be the first dialogue of Plato, the first to be

paradoxically the way to self-renunciation.

read, the first to be studied. It was arche. In the second century

We also inherit a secular tradition which respects external law
as the basis for morality. How then can respect for the self be the

Albinus said that every gifted young man who wanted

to

stand

apart from politics and practice virtue should study the Alcibiades.

basis for morality? We are the inheritors of a social morality

It provided the point of deparrnrc and a program for all Platonic

which seeks the rules for acceptable behavior in relations with

philosophy. "Taking care of oneself" was its first principle. I would

others. Since the sixteenth century, criticism of established

like to analyze the care of self in the Alcibiades 1 in terms of three

morality has been undertaken in the name of the importance of

aspects.

recognizing and knowing the self. Therefore, it is difficult to see

1.

How is this question introduced into the dialogue? What arc

concern with oneself as compatible with morality. "Know thyself"

the reasons Alcibiades and Socrates arc brought to the notion of

has obscured "Take care of yourself" because our morality, a

taking care of one's self?

morality of asceticism, insists that the self is that which one can
reject.
The second reason is that, in theoretical philosophy from
Descartes to Husserl, knowledge of the self (the thinking subject)

Alcibiades is about to begin his public and political life. He
wishes to speak before the people and be all-powerful in the city.
He is not satisfied with his traditional status, with the privileges of
his birth and heritage. He wishes to gain personal power over all

takes on an ever-increasing importance as the first step in the

others both inside and outside the city. At this point of

theory of knowledge.

intersection and transformation, Socrates intervenes and declares

To summarize: There has been an inversion between the

his love for Alcibiades. Alcibiades can no longer be the beloved;

hierarchy of the two principles of antiquity, "Take care of

he must become a lover. He must become active in the political

yourself" and "Know thyself." In Greco-Roman culture

and the love game. Thus, there is a dialectic between political and

knowledge of oneself appeared as the consequence of taking care

erotic discourse. Alcibiades makes his transition in specific ways in

of yourself. In the modern world, knowledge of oneself

both politics and love.

constitutes the fundamental principle.

An ambivalence is evident in Alcibiades' political and erotic
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vocabulary. During his adolescence Alcibiades was desirable and
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and his house, or to the job of the king in taking care of his city

had many admirers, but now that his beard is growing, his lovers

and citizens, or to the worship of ancestors or gods, or as a

disappear. Earlier, he had rejected them all in the bloom of his

medical term to signify the fact of caring. It is highly significant

beauty because he wanted to be dominant, not dominated. He did

that the concern for self in Alcibiades I is directly related to a

not wish to be dominated in youth, but now he wanrs ro

defective pedagogy, one which concerns political ambition and a

dominate others. This is the moment Socrates appears, and he

specific moment of life.

succeeds where the others have failed: He will make Alcibiades

3. The rest of the text is devoted to an analysis of this notion of

submit, but in a different sense. They make a pact-Alcibiades

epimelesthai, "taking pains with oneself." It is divided into two

will submit to his lover, Socrates, not in a physical but in a

questions: What is this self of which one has to take care, and of

spiritual sense. The intersection of political ambition and

what docs that care consist?

philosophical love is "taking care of oneself."

[-First, what is the self (129 )? Self is a reflexive pronoun, and it

2. In that relationship, why should Alcibiades be concerned

b

has two meanings. Auto means "the same," but it also conveys the

with himself, and why is Socrates concerned with that concern of

notion of identity. The latter meaning shifts the question from

Alcibiades? Socrates asks Alcibiades about his personal capacity

"What is this self?" to "What is the plateau on which I shall find

rule of law, of justice or concord? Alcibiades clearly knows

my identity? � /
__
Alcibiades tries to find the self in a dialectical movement. When

nothing. Socrates calls upon him to compare his education with

you take care of the hody, you don't take care of the self. The self

and the nature of his ambition. Docs he know the meaning of the

that of the Persian and Spartan kings, his rivals. Spartan and

is not clothing, tools, or possessions. It is to be found in the

Persian princes have teachers in Wisdom, Justice, Temperance,

principle which uses these tools, -�rrinc�plc not of the bod}'._ but

and Courage. By comparison, Alcibiades' education is like that of

of_t_�i: soul. You have to worry about your soul-that is the

..

..

an old, ignorant slave. He doesn't know these things so he can't

principal activity of caring for yourself. The care of the self is the

apply himself to knowledge. But, says Socrates, it's not too late.

care of the activity and not the care of the soul-as-substance.

To help him gain the upper hand-to acquire tecbne-Alcibiades

_

The second question is: How must we take care of this

must apply himself, he must take care of himself. But Alcibiades

principle of activity, the soul? Of what does this care consist?

doesn't know to what he must apply himself. What is this

One must know of what the soul consists. The soul cannot know

knowledge he seeks? He is embarrassed and confused. Socrates

itself except by looking at itself in a similar clement, a mirror.

calls upon him to rake heart.

Thus, it must contemplate the divine element. In this divine

d

In 127 of the Alcibiades we find the first appearance of the phrase,

contemplation, the soul will be able to discover rules to serve as a

epimelesthai sautou. Concern for self always refers to an active

basis for just behavior and political action. The effort of the soul

political and erotic state. Epimelesthai expresses something much

to know itself is the principle on which just political action can be

more serious than the simple fact of paying attention. It involves

founded, and Alcibiades will be a good politician insofar as he

various things: taking pains with one's holdings and one's health.

contemplates his soul in the divine clement.

It is always a real activity and not just an attitude. It is used in

Often the discussion gravitates around and is phrased in terms

reference to the activity of a farmer tending his fields, his cattle,

of the Delphic principle, "Know yourself." To take care of oneself

"
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consists of knowing oneself. Knowing oneself becomes the object

not abstract advice but a widespread activity, a network of

of the quest of concern for self. Being occupied with oneself and

obligations and services to the soul. Following Epicurus himself,

political activities are linked. The dialogue ends when Alcibiades
knows he must take care of himself by examining his soul.
This early text illuminates the historical background of the
precept "taking care of oneself" and sets out four main problems
that endure throughout antiquity, although the solutions offered
often differ from those in Plato's Alcibiades.
First, there is the problem of the relation between being
occupied with oneself and political activity. In the later
Hellenistic and imperial periods, the question is presented in an
alternative way: When is it better to turn away from political
activity to concern oneself with oneself?
Second, there is the problem of the relationship between being
occupied with oneself and pedagogy. For Socrates, occupying
oneself with oneself is the duty of a young man, but later in the
Hellenistic period it is seen as the permanent duty of one's whole
life.
Third, there is the problem of the relationship between concern
for oneself and the knowledge of oneself. Plato gave priority to
the Delphic maxim, "Know yourself." The privileged position of
"Know yourself" is characteristic of all Platonists. Later, in the
Hellenistic and Greco-Roman periods, this is reversed. The
accent was not on the knowledge of self but on the concern with
oneself. The latter was given an autonomy and even a
preeminence as a philosophical issue.
Fourth, there is the problem of the relationship between the
care of self and philosophical love, or the relation to a master.
In the Hellenistic and imperial periods, the Socratic notion of
"taking care of oneself' became a common, universal philosophical
theme. "Care of the self' was accepted by Epicurus and his
followers, by the Cynics, and by such Stoics as Seneca, Rufus,
and Galen. The Pythagoreans gave attention to the notion of an
ordered life in common. This theme of taking care of oneself was

the Epicureans believed that it's never too late to occupy oneself
with oneself. The Stoics say you must attend to the self, "retire
into the self and stay there." Lucian parodied the notion. It was
an extremely widespread activity, and it brought about
competition between the rhetoricians and those who turned
toward themselves, particularly over the question of the role of
the master.
There were charlatans, of course. But certain individuals took it
seriously. It was generally acknowledged that it was good to be
reflective, at least briefly. Pliny advises a friend to set aside a few
moments a day, or several weeks or months, for a retreat into
himself. This was an active leisure-to study, to read, to prepare
for misfortune or death. It was a meditation and a preparation.
Writing was also important in the culture of taking care of
oneself. One of the main features of taking care involved taking
notes on oneself to be reread, writing treatises and letters to
friends to help them, and keeping notebooks in order to reactivate
for oneself the truths one needed. Socrates' letters are an example
of this self-exercise.
In traditional political life, oral culture was largely dominant,
and therefore rhetoric was important. But the development of the
administrative structures and the bureaucracy of the imperial
period increased the amount and role of writing in the political
sphere. In Plato's writings, dialogue gave way to the literary
pseudodialoguc. But by the Hellenistic age, writing prevailed, and
real dialectic passed to correspondence. Taking care of oneself
became linked to constant writing activity. The self is something
to write about, a theme or object (subject) of writing activity.
That is not a modern trait born of the Reformation or of
romanticism; it is one of the most ancient Western traditions. It
was well established and deeply rooted when Augustine started
his Confessions.

28

29

MICHEL FOUCAULT

The new concern with self involved a new experience of self.
The new form of the experience of the self is to be seen in the first
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was this: "What do you think my Fronto is now doing?" Then
she: "And what do you think my Gratia is doing?" Then I:

and second century when introspection becomes more and more

"And what do you think our little sparrow, the wee Gratia, is

detailed. A relation developed between writing and vigilance.

doing?" Whilst we were chattering in this way and disputing

Attention was paid to nuances of life, mood, and reading, and the

which of us two loved the one or other of you two the better,

experience of oneself was intensified and widened by virtue of this

the gong sounded, an intimation that my father had gone to his

act of writing. A whole field of experience opened which earlier

hath. So we had supper after we had bathed in the oil-press
room; I do not mean bathed in the oil-press room, but when we

was absent.

had bathed, had supper there, and we enjoyed hearing the

One can compare Cicero to the later Seneca or Marcus
Aurelius. We see, for example, Seneca's and Marcus's meticulous

yokels chaffing one another. After coming back, before I turn

concern with the details of daily life, with the movements of the

over and snore, I get my task done and give my dearest of

spirit, with self-analysis. Everything in the imperial period is

masters an account of the day's doings, and if I could miss him

present in Marcus Aurelius's letter of 144-45

more, I would not grudge wasting away a little more. Farewell,

A.D.

to Fronto:

my Fronto, wherever you are, most honey-sweet, my love, my
delight. How is it between you and me? I love you and you arc

Hail, my sweetest of masters.

away.

We are well. I slept somewhat late owing to my slight cold,
which seems now to have subsided. So from five

A.M.

till 9, I

This letter presents a description of everyday life. All the details

spent the time partly in reading some of Cato's Agriculture,

of taking care of oneself are here, all the unimportant things he

partly in writing not quite such wretched stuff, by heavens, as

has done. Cicero tells only important things, but in Aurelius's

yesterday. Then, after paying my respects to my father, I

letter these details are important because they are you-what you

relieved my throat, I will not say by gargling-though the

thought, what you felt.

word gargarisso is, I believe, found in Novius and clsewherc

The relation between the body and the soul is interesting too.

but by swallowing honey water as far as the gullet and ejecting

For the Stoics, the body was not so important, but Marcus

it again. After easing my throat I wem off to my father and

Aurelius speaks of himself, his health, what he has eaten, his sore

attended him at a sacrifice. Then we went to luncheon. What d o

throat. That is quite characteristic of the ambiguity about the

you think I ate? A wee bit o f bread, though I saw others

body in this cultivation of the self. Theoretically, the culture is

devouring beans, onions, and herrings full of roe. We then

soul-oriented, but all the concerns of the body take on a huge

worked hard at grape-gathering, and had a good sweat, and

importance. In Pliny and Seneca there is great hypochondria.

were merry and, as the poet says, "still left some clusters

They retreat to

hanging high as gleanings of the vintage." After six o'clock we

activities but rural activities as well. They cat and engage in the

came home.
I did but little work and that to no purpose. Then I had a

long chat with my little mother as she sat on the bed. My talk

a

house in the countryside. They have intellectual

activity of peasants. The importance of the rural retreat in this
letter is that nature helps put one in contact with oneself.
There is also a love relationship with Aurelius and Fronto, one
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between a twenty-four-year-old and a forty-year-old man. Ars

the self has become a universal principle. One must leave politics

erotica is a theme of discussion. Homosexual love was important in

to take better care of the self.

this period and carried over into Christian monasticism.
Finally, in the last lines, there is an allusion to the examination
of conscience at the end of the day. Aurelius goes to bed and
looks in the notebook to see what he was going to do and how it
corresponds to what he did. The letter is the transcription of that
examination of conscience. It stresses what you did, not what you

Second, the concern with oneself is not just obligatory for
young people concerned with their education; it is a way of living
for everybody throughout their lives.
Third, even if self-knowledge plays an important role in taking
care of oneself, it involves other relationships as well.
I want to discuss briefly the first two points: the universality of

thought. That is the difference between practice in the Hellenistic

the care of the self independent of political life, and the care of

and imperial periods and later monastic practice. In Seneca too

the self throughout one's life.

there are only deeds, not thoughts. But it docs prefigure Christian
confession.
This genre of epistles shows a side apart from the philosophy of

1.

A medical model was substituted for Plato's pedagogical

model. The care of the self isn't another kind of pedagogy; it has
to become permanent medical care. Permanent medical care is one

the era. The examination of conscience begins with this letter

of the central features of the care of the self. One must become

writing. Diary writing comes later. It dates from the Christian

the doctor of oneself.

Era and focuses on the notion of the struggle of the soul.

2.

Since we have to take care throughout life, the objective is

no longer to get prepared for adult life, or for another life, but to
III

get prepared for a certain complete achievement of life. This
achievement is complete at the moment just prior to death. This

In my discussion of Plato's Alcibiades, I have isolated three major

notion of a happy proximity to death- of old age as

themes: first, the relation between care for oneself and care for the

completion-is an inversion of the traditional Greek values on

political life; second, the relation between taking care of the self

youth.

and defective education; and third, the relation between taking
care of oneself and knowing oneself. Whereas we saw in the
Alcibiades the close relation between "Take care of yourself" and
"Know yourself," taking care of yourself eventually became
absorbed in knowing yourself.
We can see these three themes in Plato, also in the Hellenistic
period, and four to five centuries later in Seneca, Plutarch,
Epictetus, and the like. If the problems are the same, the
solutions and themes are quite different and, in some cases, the
opposite of the Platonic meanings.
First, to be concerned with self in the Hellenistic and Roman
periods is not exclusively a preparation for political life. Care of

3. Lastly, we have the various practices to which cultivation of
self has given rise and the relation of self-knowledge to these.
In Alcibiades I, the soul had a mirror relation to itself, which
relates to the concept of memory and justifies dialogue as a method
of discovering truth in the soul. But, from the time of Plato to the
Hellenistic age, the relationship between care of the self and
knowledge of the self changed. We may note two perspectives.
In the philosophical movements of Stoicism in the imperial
period there is a different conception of truth and memory, and
another method of examining the self. First, we sec the
disappcarcnce of dialogue and the increasing importance of a new

p
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pedagogical relationship-a new pedagogical game where the

truth and, on the other side, of looking and listening to the self

master/teacher speaks and doesn't ask questions and the disciple

for the truth within. The difference between the one era and the

doesn't answer bur must listen and keep silent. A culture of

other is one of the great signs of the disappearance of the

silence becomes more and more important. In Pythagorean

dialectical structure.

culture, disciples kept silent for five years as a pedagogical rule.

What was an examination of conscience in this culture, and

They didn't ask questions or speak up during the lesson, but they

how does one look at oneself? For the Pythagoreans, the

developed the art of listening. This is the positive condition for

examination of conscience had to do with purification. Since sleep

acquiring truth. The tradition is picked up during the imperial

was related to death as a kind of encounter with the gods, you

period, where we see the beginning of the culture of silence and

had to purify yourself before going to sleep. Remembering the

the art of listening rather than the cultivation of dialogue as in

dead was an exercise for the memory. But in the Hellenistic and

Plato.

the early imperial periods, you see this practice acquiring new

To learn the art of listening, we have to read Plutarch's treatise

·

values and signification. There arc several relevant texts: Seneca's

on the art of listening to lectures (Peri tou akouein). At the

De Ira, and De Tranquilitate and the beginning of Marcus

beginning of this treatise, Plutarch says that, following schooling,

Aurelius's fourth book of Meditations.

we have to learn to listen to logos throughout our adult life. The
art of listening is crucial so you can tell what is true and what is

Seneca's De Ira (book 3) contains some traces of the old
tradition. He describes an examination of conscience. The same

dissimulation, what is rhetorical truth and what is falsehood in

thing was recommended by the Epicureans, and the practice was

the discourse of the rhetoricians. Listening is linked to the fact

rooted in the Pythagorean tradition. The goal was the purification

that you're not under the control of the masters but you must

of the conscience using a mnemonic device. Do good things, have

listen to logos. You keep silent at the lecture. You think about it

a good examination of the self, and a good sleep follows together

afterward. This is the art of listening to the voice of the master

with good dreams, which is contact with the gods.

and the voice of reason in yourself.
The advice may seem banal, but I think it's important. In his
treatise On the Contemplative Life, Philo of Alexandria describes

Seneca seems to use juridical language, and it seems that the self
is both the judge and the accused. Seneca is the judge and
prosecutes the self so that the examination is a kind of trial. But if

banquets of silence, not debauched banquets with wine, boys,

you look closer, it's rather different from a court. Seneca uses

revelry, and dialogue. There is instead a teacher who gives a

terms related not to juridical but to administrative practices, as

monologue on the interpretation of the Bible and a very precise

when a comptroller looks at the books or when a building inspector

indication of the way people must listen (De Vita Cont. 77). F or

examines a building. Self-examination is taking stock. Faults are

example, they must always assume the same posture when

simply good intentions left undone. The rule is a means of doing

listening. The morphology of this notion is an interesting theme

something correctly, not judging what has happened in the past.

in monasticism and pedagogy henceforth.

Later, Christian confession will look for bad intentions.

In Plato the themes of contemplation of self and care of self are

It is this administrative view of his own life much more than

related dialectically through dialogue. Now in the imperial period

the juridical. model that is important. Seneca isn't a judge who has

we have the themes of, on one side, the obligation of listening to

to punish but a stock-taking administrator. He is a permanent

I
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administrator of himself, not a judge of his past. He secs that
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including a review of what was done, of what should have been

everything has been done correctly following the rule but not the

done, and comparison of the two. Now I want to consider the

law. It is not real faults for which he reproaches himself but

third Stoic technique, askesis, not a disclosure of the secret self but

rather his lack of success. His errors are of strategy, not of moral

a remembering.

character. He wants to make adjustments between what he

For Plato, one must discover the truth that is within one. For

wanted to do and what he had done and reactivate the rules of

the Stoics, truth is not in oneself but in the logoi, the teaching of

conduct, not excavate his guilt. In Christian confession, the

the teachers. One memorizes what one has heard, converting the

penitent is obliged to memorize laws but does so in order to

statements one hears into rules of conduct. The subjectivization of

discover his sins.

truth is the aim of these techniques. During the imperial period,

For Seneca it isn't a question of discovering truth in the subject

one couldn't assimilate ethical principles without a theoretical

but of remembering truth, recovering a truth which has been

framework such as science, as for example in Lucretius's De Rerum

forgotten. Second, the subject doesn't forget himself, his nature,

Naturae. There are structural questions underlying the practice of

origin, or his supernatural affinity, but the rules of conduct, what

the examination of the self every night. I want to underscore the

he ought to have done. Third, the recollection of errors

fact that in Stoicism it's not the deciphering of the self, not the

committed in the day measures the distinction between what has

means to disclose secrecy, which is important; it's the memory of

been done and what should have been done. Fourth, the subject

what you've done and what you've had to do.

is not the operating ground for the process of deciphering but is
the point where rules of conduct come together in memory. The

In Christianity asceticism always refers to a certain renunciation
of the self and of reality because most of the time your self is a

subject constitutes the intersection between acts which have to be

part of that reality you have to renounce in order to get access

regulated and rules for what ought to be done. This is quite

another level of reality. This move to attain the renunciation of

different from the Platonic conception and from the Christian

the self distinguishes Christian asceticism.

conception of conscience.
The Stoics spiritualized the notion of anachoresis, the retreat of an
army, the hiding of an escaped slave from his master, or the retreat

to

In the philosophical tradition dominated by Stoicism, askesis
means not renunciation but the progressive consideration of self,
or mastery over oneself, obtained not through the renunciation of

into the country away from the towns, as in Marcus Aurelius's

reality but through the acquisition and assimilation of truth. It

country retreat. A retreat into the country becomes a spiritual

has as its final aim not preparation for another reality but access to

retreat into oneself. It is a general attitude and also a precise act

the reality of this world. The Greek word for this is paraskeuazri

every day; you retire into the self to discover-but not to discover

("to get prepared"). It is a set of practices by which one can

faults and deep feelings, only to remember rules of action, the main

acquire, assimilate, and transform truth into a permanent

laws of behavior. It is a mnemotechnical formula.

principle of action. Aletheia becomes ethos. It is a process of
becoming more subjective.

IV

What are the principle features of askiJsis? They include
exercises in which the subject puts himself in a situation in which

I have spoken of three Stoic techniques of self: letters to friends

he can verify whether he can confront events and use the

and disclosure of self; examination of self and conscience,

discourses with which he is armed. It is a question of testing the
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preparation. Is this truth assimilated enough to become ethics so

possible, of all the duration and of all the misfortunes, reveals not

that we can behave as we must when an event presents itself?

something bad but what we have to accept. It consists of having

The Greeks characterized the two poles of those exercises by

at the same time the future and the present event. The

the terms melete and gymnasia. Melete means "meditation,"

Epicureans were hostile to it because they thought it was useless.

according to the Latin translation, meditatio. It has the same root

They thought it was better to recollect and memorize past

as epimelesthai. It is a rather vague term, a technical term

pleasures in order to derive pleasure from present events.

borrowed from rhetoric. Me!ete is the work one undertook in order

At the opposite pole is gymnasia ("to train oneself"). While

to prepare a discourse or an improvisation by thinking over useful

meditatio is an imaginary experience that trains thought, gymnasia

terms and arguments. You had to anticipate the real situation

is training in a real situation, even if it's been artificially induced.

through dialogue in your thoughts. The philosophical meditation

There is a long tradition behind this: sexual abstinence, physical

is this kind of meditation: It is composed of memorizing responses

privation, and other rituals of purification.

and reactivating those memories by placing oneself in a situation
where one can imagine how one would react. One judges the

Those practices of abstinence have other meanings than
purification or witnessing demonic force, as in Pythagoras and

reasoning one should use in an imaginary exercise ("Let us

Socrates. In the culture of the Stoics, their function is to establish

suppose ... ") in order to test an action or event (for example,

and test the independence of the individual with regard to the

"How would I react?"). Imagining the articulation of possible

external world. For example, in Plutarch's De Genio Socratis, one

events to test how you would react-that's meditation.
The most famous exercise of meditation is the premeditatio
mallorum as practiced by the Stoics. It is an ethical, imaginary

experience. In appearance it's a rather dark and pessimistic vision

gives oneself over to very hard sporting activities. Or one tempts
oneself by placing oneself in front of many tantalizing dishes and
then renouncing these appetizing dishes. Then you call your
slaves and give them the dishes, and you take the meal prepared

of the future. You can compare it to what Husserl says about

for the slaves. Another example is Seneca's eighteenth letter to

eidetic reduction.

Lucilius. He prepares for a great feast day by acts of mortification

The Stoics developed three eidetic reductions of future
misfortune. First, it is not a question of imagining the future as it
is likely to turn out but to imagine the worst which can happen,

of the flesh in order to convince himself that poverty is not an evil
and that he can endure it.
Between these poles of training in thought and training in

even if there's little chance that it will turn out that way-the

reality, melete and gymnasia, there are a whole series of

worst as certainty, as actualizing what could happen, not as

intermediate possibilities. Epictetus provides the best example of

calculation of probability. Second, one shouldn't envisage things

the middle ground between these poles. He wants to watch

as possibly taking place in the distant future but as already actual

perpetually over representations, a technique which culminates in

and in the process of taking place. For example, imagining not

Freud. There are two metaphors important from his point of

that one might be exiled but rather that one is already exiled,
subjected to torture, and dying. Third, one does this not in orde r

view: the night watchman, who doesn't admit anyone into town if
that person can't prove who he is (we must be "watchman" over

to experience inarticulate sufferings but in order to convince

the flux of thought), and the money changer, who verifies the

oneself that they are not real ills. The reduction of all that is

authenticity of currency, looks at it, weighs and verifies it. We
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have to be money changers of our own representations of our
thoughts, vigilantly testing them, verifying them, their metal,
weight, effigy.
The same metaphor of the money changer is found in the
Stoics and in early Christian literature but with different
meanings. When Epictetus says you have to be a money changer,
he means as soon as an idea comes to mind you have to think of
the rules you must apply to evaluate it. For John Cassian, being a
money changer and looking at your thoughts means something
very different: It means you must try to decipher if, at the root of
the movement which brings you the representations, there is or is
not concupiscence or desire-if your innocent thought has evil
origins; if you have something underlying which is the great
seducer, which is perhaps hidden, the money of your thought.
In Epictetus there are two exercises: sophistic and ethical. The first
are exercises borrowed from school: question-and-answer games.
This must be an ethical game; that is, it must teach a moral lesson.
The second arc ambulatory exercises. In the morning you go for a
walk, and you test your reactions to that walk. The purpose of both
exercises is control of representations, not the deciphering of truth.
They arc reminders about conforming to the rules in the face of
adversity. A pre-Freudian machine of censorship is described word
for word in the tests of Epictetus and Cassian. For Epictetus, the
control of representations means not deciphering but recalling
principles of acting and thus seeing, through self-examination, if
they govern your life. It is a kind of permanent self-examination.
You have to be your own censor. The meditation on death is the
culmination of all these exercises.
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critical and skeptical about such interpretation. But there is still
the popular and general practice of it. There were experts who
were able to interpret dreams, including Pythagoras and some of
the Stoics, and some experts who wrote books to teach people to
interpret their own dreams. There were huge amounts of
literature on how to do it, but the only surviving dream manual is
The Interpretation

of Dreams by

Artemidorus (second century

A.D.).

Dream interpretation was important because in antiquity the
meaning of a dream was an announcement of a future event.
I should mention two other documents dealing with the
importance of dream interpretation for everyday life. The first is
by Synesius of Cyrene in the fourth century

A.D.

He was well

known and cultivated. Even though he was not a Christian, he
asked to be a bishop. His remarks on dreams are interesting, for
public divination was forbidden in order to spare the emperor bad
news. Therefore, one had to interpret one's own dreams; one had
to be a self-interpreter. To do it, one had to remember not only
one's own dreams but the events before and after. One had to
record what happened every day, both the life of the day and the
life of the· night.
Aclius Aristides' Sacred Discourses, written in the second century,
records his dreams and explains how to interpret them. He
believed that in the interpretation of dreams we receive advice
from the gods about remedies for illness. With this work, we are
at the crossing point of two kinds of discourses. It isn't the
writing of self's daily activities that is the matrix of the Sacred
Discourses but the ritual inscription of praises to the gods that have
healed one.

In addition to letters, examination, and askesis, we must now
evoke a fourth technique in the examination of the self, the
interpretation of dreams. It was to have an important destiny in
the nineteenth century, but it occupied a relatively marginal
position in the ancient world. Philosophers had an ambivalent
attitude toward the interpretation of dreams. Most Stoics are

v
I wish to examine the scheme of one of the main techniques of
the self in early Christianity and what it was as a truth game. To
do so, I must look at the transition from pagan to Christian
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culture in which it is possible to see clear-cut continuities and

Technologies of the Self

the light, the church conceived of illumination: the disclosure of
the self. The sacrament of penance and the confession of sins arc

discontinuities.
Christianity belongs to the salvation religions. It's one of those

rather late innovations. Christians of the first centuries had

religions which is supposed to lead the individual from one reality

differenc forms for discovering and deciphering truth about

to another, from death to life, from time to eternity. In order to

themselves. One of the two main forms of those disclosures can

achieve that, Christianity imposed a set of conditions and rules of

be characterized by the word exomologesis, or "recognition of fact."
Even the Latin fathers used this Greek term with no exact

behavior for a certain transformation of the self.
Christianity is not only a salvation religion, it's a confessional
religion. It imposes very strict obligations of truth, dogma, and
canon, more so than do the pagan religions. Truth obligations to

translation. For Christians it meant to recognize publicly the truth
of their faith or to recognize publicly that they were Christians.
The word also had a penitential meaning. When a sinner seeks

believe this or that were and are still very numerous. The duty to

penance, he must visit the bishop and ask for it. In early

accept a set of obligations, to hold certain books as permanent

Christianity, penitence was not an act or a ritual but a status

truth, to accept authoritarian decisions in matters of truth, not

imposed on somebody who had committed very serious sins.

only to believe certain things but to show that one believes, and

Exomologesis was a ritual of recognizing oneself as a sinner and

to accept institutional authority are all characteristic of

penitent. It had several characteristics. First, you were a penitent

Christianity.

for four to ten years, and this status affected your life. There was

Christianity requires another form of truth obligation different

fasting, and there were rules about clothing and prohibitions

from faith. Each person has the duty to know who he is, that is,

about sex. The individual was marked so he couldn't live the

to try to know what is happening inside him,

same life as others. Even after his reconciliation, he suffered from

to

acknowledge

faults, to recognize temptations, to locate desires, and everyone is

a number of prohibitions; for example, he could not marry or

obliged to disclose these things either to God or to others in the

become a priest.

community and hence to bear public or private witness against

Within this status you find the obligation of e:romologesis. The

oneself. The truth obligations of faith and the self are linked

sinner seeks his penance. He visits the bishop and asks the bishop

together. This link permits a purification of the soul impossible

to impose on him the status of a penitent. He must explain why

without self-knowledge.

he wants the status, and he has to explain his faults. This was not

It's not the same in the Catholic as in the Reform tradition. But

a confession; it was a condition of the status. Later, in the

the main features of both are an ensemble of truth obligations

medieval period, e:romologesis became a ritual which took place at

dealing with faith, hooks, dogma, and one dealing with truth,

the end of the period of penance just before reconciliation. This

heart, and soul. Access to truth cannot be conceived of without

ceremony placed him among the other Christians. Of this

purity of the soul. Purity of the soul is the consequence of sclf

recognition ceremony, Tertullian says that wearing a hair shirt

knowledge and a condition for understanding the text; in

and ashes, wretchedly dressed, the sinner stands humbled before

Augustine:

the church. Then he prostrates himself and kisses the brethren's

Quis facit

veri atem

t

(to make truth in oneself, to get

access to the light).
I'd like to analyze the ways by which, in order to get access to

knees

(On Repentance 9-12).

Exomologesis is not a verbal behavior

but the dramatic recognition of one's status as a penitent. Much
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later, in the Epistles of Jerome, there is a description of the

authors had recourse to three models to explain the relation

penitence of Fabiola, a Roman lady. During these days, Fabiola

between the paradox of rubbing out sins and disclosing oneself.

was in the ranks of penitents. People wept with her, lending
drama to her public chastisement.
Recognition also designates the entire process that the penitent

The first is the medical model: One must show one's wounds in
order to be cured. Another model, which was less frequent, was
the tribunal model of judgment. One always appeases one's judge

experiences in this status over the years. He is the aggregate of

by confessing faults. The sinner plays devil's advocate, as will the

manifested penitential behavior, of self-punishment as well as of

devil on the Day of Judgment.

self-revelation. The acts by which he punishes himself are
indistinguishable from the acts by which he reveals himself.

The most important model used to explain exomologesis was the
model of death, of torture, or of martyrdom. The theories and

Self-punishment and the voluntary expression of the self are

practices of penance were elaborated around the problem of the

bound together. This link is evident in many writings. Cyprian,

man who prefers to die rather than to compromise or abandon the

for example, talks of exhibitions of shame and modesty. Penance

faith. The way the martyr faces death is the model for the

is not nominal but dramatic.

penitent. For the relapsed to be reintegrated into the church, he

To prove suffering, to show shame, to make visible humility and

must expose himself voluntarily to ritual martyrdom. Penance is

exhibit modesty-these are the main features of punishment.

the affect of change, of rupture with self, past, and world. It's a

Penitence in early Christianity is a way of life acted out at all times

way to show that you are able to renounce life and self, to show

by accepting the obligation to disclose oneself. It must be visibly

that you can face and accept death. Penitence of sin doesn't have

represented and accompanied by others who recognize the ritual.

as its target the establishing of an identity but serves instead to

This approach endured until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

mark the refusal of the self, the breaking away from self: Ego non

Tertullian uses the term publicatio sui to charactt>rize exomologesis.

sum, ego. This formula is at the heart of publicatio sui. It represents

Publicatio sui is related to Seneca's daily self-examination, which

a break with one's past identity. These ostentatious gestures have

was, however, completely private. For Seneca, exomologifsis or

the function of showing the truth of the state of being of the

puhlicatio sui doesn't imply verbal analysis of deeds or thoughts; it

sinner. Self-revelation is at the same time self-destruction.

is only a somatic and symbolic expression. What was private for
the Stoics was public for the Christians.
What were its functions? First, this publication was a way to

The difference between the Stoic and Christian traditions is
that in the Stoic tradition examination of self, judgment, and
discipline show the way to self-knowledge by superimposing truth

rub out sin and to restore the purity acquired by baptism.

about self through memory, that is, by memorizing the rules. In

Second, it was also to show a sinner as he is. That's the paradox

exomologesis, the penitent superimposes truth about self by violent

at the heart of exomologesis; it rubs out the sin and yet reveals the

rupture and dissociation. It is important to emphasize that this

sinner. The greater part of the act of penitence was not telling the

exomologesis is not verbal. It is symbolic, ritual, and theatrical.

truth of sin but showing the true sinful being of the sinner. It was
not a way for the sinner to explain his sins but a way to present
himself as a sinner.
Why should showing forth efface the sins? Expose is the heart
of exomologifsis. In the Christianity of the first centuries, Christian

VI
During the fourth century we find a very different technology for
the disclosure of the self, exagoreusis, much less famous than
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exomologesis but more important. This one is reminiscent of the

obedience is complete control of behavior by the master, not a final

verbalizing exercises in relation to a teacher/master of the pagan

autonomous state. It is a sacrifice of the self, of the subject's own

philosophical schools. We can see the transfer of several Stoic

will. This is the new technology of the self.

technologies of the self to Christian spiritual techniques.
At least one example of self-examination, proposed by John

The monk must have the permission of his director to do
anything, even die. Everything he docs without permission is

Chrysostom, was exactly the same form and the same

stealing. There is not a single moment when the monk can be

administrative character as that described by Seneca in De Ira. In

autonomous. Even when he becomes a director himself, he must

the morning we must take account of our expenses, and in the

retain the spirit of obedience. He must keep the spirit of

evening we must ask ourselves to render account of our conduct

obedience as a permanent sacrifice of the complete control of

of ourselves, to examine what is to our advantage and what is

behavior by the master. The self must constitute self through

prejudicial against us, with prayers instead of indiscreet words.

obedience.

That is exactly the Senecan style of self-examination. It's also

The second feature of monastic life is that contemplation is

important to note that this self-examination is rare in Christian

considered the supreme good. It is the obligation of the monk

literature.

turn his thoughts cominuously to that point which is God and to

The well-developed and elaborated practice of the
self-examination in monastic Christianity is different from the
Senecan self-examination and very different from Chrysostom and
from exomologesis. This new kind of practice must be understood

to

make sure that his heart is pure enough to see God. The goal is
permanent contemplation of God.
The technology of the self, which developed from obedience
and contemplation in the monastery, presents some peculiar

from the point of view of two principles of Christian spirituality:

characteristics. Cassian gives a rather clear exposition of this

obedience and contemplation.

technology of the self, a principle of self-examination which he

In Seneca, the relationship of the disciple with the master was
important, but it was instrumental and professional. It was
founded on the capacity of the master to lead the disciple to a

borrowed from the Syrian and Egyptian monastic traditions.
This technology of self-examination of Oriental origins,
dominated by obedience and contemplation, is much more

happy and autonomous life through good advice. The relationship

concerned with thought than with action. Seneca had placed his

would end when the disciple got access to that life.

stress on action. With Cassian the object is not past actions of the

For a long series of reasons, obedience has a very different

day; it's the present thoughts. Since the monk must continuously

character in monastic life. It differs from the Greco-Roman type

turn his thoughts toward God, he must scrutinize the actual

of relation to the master in the sense that obedience isn't based

course of this thought. This scrutiny thus has as its object the

just upon a need for self-improvement but must bear on all

permanent discrimination between thoughts which lead toward

aspects of

God and those which don't. This continual concern with the

a

monk's life. There is no element in the life of the

monk which may escape from this fundamental and permanent

present is different from the Scnecan memorization of deeds and

relation of total obedience to the master. John Cassian repeats an

their correspondence with rules. It is what the Greeks referred to

old principle from the oriental tradition: "Everything the monk

with a pejorative word: logismoi ("cogitations, reasoning,

does without permission of his master constitutes a theft." Here

calculating thought").
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There is an etymology of logismoi in Cassian, but I don't know
if it's sound: co-agitationes. The spirit is polukinetos, "perpetually
moving" (First Conference of Abbot Serenus

4). In Cassian, perpetual

mobility of spirit is the spirit's weakness. It distracts one from
contemplation of God (First Conference of Abbot Nesterus

1

3).

The scrutiny of conscience consists of trying to immobilize

Technologies of the Self

Third, he uses the analogy of a money changer

of Abbot Moses

(First Conference
) Conscience is the money changer of the

20-22 .

self. It must examine coins, their effigy, their metal, where they
came from. It must weigh them to sec if they have been ill used.
As there is the image of the emperor on money, so must the
image of God be on our thoughts. We must verify the quality of

consciousness, to eliminate movements of the spirit that divert one

the thought: This effigy of God, is it real? What is its degree of

from God. That means we have to examine any thought which

purity? Is it mixed with desire or concupiscence? Thus, we find

presents itself to consciousness to see the relation between act and

the same image as in Seneca, but with a different meaning.

thought, truth and reality, to sec if there is anything in this

Since we have as our role to be a permanent money changer of

thought which will move our spirit, provoke our desire, turn our

ourselves, how is it possible to make this discrimination and

spirit away from God. The scrutiny is based on the idea of a

recognize if a thought is of good quality? How can this

secret concupiscence.
There are three major types of self-examination: first,

"discrimination" actively be done? There is only one way: to tell
all thoughts to our director, to be obedient

to

our master in all

self-examination with respect to thoughts in correspondence to

things, to engage in the permanent verbalization of all our

reality (Cartesian); second, self-examination with respect to the

thoughts. In Cassian, self-examination is subordinated to

way our thoughts relate to rules (Senccan), third, the examination
of self with respect to the relation between the hidden thought

obedience and the permanent verbalization of thoughts. Neither is
true of Stoicism. By telling himself not only his thoughts but also

and an inner impurity. At this moment begins the Christian

the smallest movements of consciousness, his intentions, the monk

hermeneutics of the self with its deciphering of inner thoughts. It

stands in a hermeneutic relation not only to the master but to

implies that there is something hidden in ourselves and that we

himself. This verbalization is the touchstone or the money of

arc always in a self-illusion which hides the secret.

thought.

In order to make this kind of scrutiny, Cassian says we have to
care for ourselves, to attest to our thoughts directly. He gives

Why is confession able to assume this hermeneutical role? How
can we be the hcrmcncuts of ourselves in speaking and

three analogies. First is the analogy of the mill (First Conference of

transcribing all of our thoughts? Confession permits the master to

Abbot Moses 18). Thoughts arc like grains, and consciousness is the

know because of his greater experience and wisdom and therefore

mill store. It is our role as the miller to sort out amongst the

to give better advice. Even if the master, in his role as a

grains those which are bad and those which can be admitted to

discriminating power, doesn't say anything, the fact that the

the mill store to give the good flour and good bread of our

thought has been expressed will have an effect of discrimination.

salvation.
Second, Cassian makes military analogies (First Conference of

Cassian gives an example of the monk who stoic bread. At first
he can't tell. The difference between good and evil thoughts is

Abbot Serenus 5). He uses an analogy of the officer who orders the

that evil thoughts can't be expressed without difficulty, for evil is

good soldiers to march to the right, the bad to the left. We must

hidden and unstated. Because evil thoughts cannot be expressed

act like officers who divide soldiers into two files, the good and the

without difficulty and shame, the cosmological difference between

bad.

light and dark, between verbalization and sin, secrecy and silence,
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between God and the devil, may not emerge. Then the monk
prostrates himself and confesses. Only when he confesses verbally
docs the devil go out of him. The verbal expression is the crucial
moment (Second Conference of Abbot Moses II). Confession is a mark
of truth. This idea of the permanent verbal is only an ideal. It is
never completely possible. But the price of the permanent verbal
was to make everything that couldn't be expressed into a sin.

�clusion,

in the Christianity of the first centuries, there are

two main forms of disclosing self, of showing the truth about
oneself. The first is exomologesis, or a dramatic expression of the
situation of the penitent as sinner which makes manifest his status
as sinner. The second is what was called in the spiritual literature
exagoreusis. This is an analytical and continual verbalization of

thoughts carried on in the relation of complete obedience to
someone else. This relation is modeled on the renunciation of
one's own will and of one's own self.
There is a great difference between exomologesis and exagoreusis;
yet we have to underscore the fact that there is one important
element in common: You cannot disclose without renouncing.
Exomologesis had as its model martyrdom. In exomologeusis, the

sinner had to "kill" himself through ascetic macerations. Whether
through martyrdom or through obedience to a master, disclosure
of self is the renunciation of one's own self. In exagoresis, on the
other hand, you show that, in permanently verbalizing your
thoughts and permanently obeying the master, you are
renouncing your will and yourself. This practice continues from
the beginning of Christianity to the seventeenth century. The
inauguration of penance in the thirteenth century is an important
step in its rise.
This theme of self-renunciation is very important. Throughout
Christianity there is a correlation between disclosure of the self,
dramatic or verbalized, and the renunciation of self. My
hypothesis from looking at these two techniques is that it's the
second one, verbalization, which becomes the more important.
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From the eighteenth century to the present, the techniqu
es of
verbalization have been reinserted in a different context by the so
called human sciences in order to use them without renunciation

of the self but to constitute, positively, a new self. To use these
techniques without renouncing oneself constitutes a decisive
break.
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replaced by the exploded topography of what came

TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

to

be termed

the Ptolemaic system. The ascent of Alexander's Greco
Macedonian empire had challenged the traditional social

AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE IN THE

conventions of political identity with its imposed but often
unrealized cosmopolitan ideals. The collective piety of political

SYRIAN THOMAS TRADITION

allegiance or that of antiestablishmcnt Dionysian orgia as
portrayed in Euripides' Bacchae gave way to the labyrinthian
wanderings of Apuleius's Lucius. And the classical speculations of

LUTHER H. MARTIN

Plato and Aristotle about a metaphysical and cosmological order
of things were replaced by the ethical concerns of Hellenistic

In studying both the most admired and the most detested figures

society, we can sec, as seldom

through

average man's expectations and hopes

philosophy. These Hellenistic transformations all generated the

in any

other evidence, t h e nature of rhe

question asked of Jesus by the anonymous everyman: "What must

for himsclf.1

I do?" (Mark w:17).
Stoic and Gnostic ethics represented alternative responses to the
new exigencies of existence represented by the Hellenistic world.

The understanding of a Hellenistic period of history, since its first
delineation by]. G. Droysen in the mid-nineteenth century as the
result of Alexander's challenge to Persian hegemony, has resulted
in a tendency to understand Hellenistic culture as a syncretistic
identifiable as defining a Hellenistic culture,2 we must take care not
to lose sight of such cultural differences as exist, for example,
The emergence of individualism in the Hellenistic world did
humanism but presented rather a problematic to be solved in

for

Australia, August 1985, under the title, "Identity

Identity

the Proceedings of the Congress, Victor C. I-layes, ed.

South Australia: AASR, 1986). It is reprinted here with minor re

visions, by permission.

external order of things. True freedom was the moral freedom of

Gnostics, on the other hand, represented a Hellenistic strategy

This paper was read at the Fifteenth Congress of the International Association

Issues and World Religions,

examination in order to effect a harmonious relation with the

to an assumed orderly principle of the cosmos.

Hellenistic period. A locative image of the cosmos had been

(Bedford Park,

contiguous cultural and historical context.

a philosophical self-knowledge which recognized and conformed

response to those transformations that characterized the

Sydney,

represented, rather, antithetical strategics of existence within a

individualism and taught the taming of human passions by sclf

not signal the promise of potential that characterized Renaissance

Self-knowledge in the Syrian Thomas Tradition," and was published in

the passions, of the sensuous world, for self-knowledge. Neither

The Stoics applied traditional philosophical values to the new

between views of self-identity, within this system.

the History of Religions in

whether emperor or god. And both knew the disastrous effects of
responded, however, in terms of fixed systems of thought; they

homology. Although common systemic structures are indeed

and

Both accepted heimarmene, or a natural fate, as the normalizing
principle of the cosmos, more than the power of any sovereign,

of individual existence par excellence. They were rarely, if ever,
organized into autonomous institutional forms but articulated their
perspective through existing religious and philosophical
alternatives.3 They repudiated this world, along with its ruling
powers, altogether. This anticosmic rebellion was based upon
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their absolute certainty of a knowledge which they believed was

concerning self-knowledge, which was characteristic of

revealed fr om beyond the normalizing cosmic limits of what,

Greco-Roman ethical literature since Plato, is characteristic of this

hitherto, had been considered possible.4

Eastern Thomas tradition as well, but as an interdiction rather
than an obligation.

To the new exigencies of existence represented by the

The Syrian Acts of Thomas, dated in the early third century

Hellenistic world, Gnostic thought responded, "Know yourself,

belongs to an Eastern collection of apocryphal Acts ef the

and you will possess," in the well-known words of the

c.E., 12

second-cent11ry Valcntinian Gnostic, Thcoclotus: "knowledge of

Apostles attributed, since the fifth century, to Leucius Charinus, a
supposed companion of the apostle John. 13 The Acts ef Thomas is

who we were, and what we have become, where we were or
where we were placed, whither we hasten, from what we are

generally considered to belong to a genre of I-Iellcnistic-Oricntal

redeemed, what birth is and what rebirth"

romances, a somewhat loosely defined genre of literature

(Exe. Thd. 78.2).5

Or,

characterized primarily by the adventurous travels of a hero to

again, in the words of his contemporary, the Gnostic Christian
theologian, Clement of Alexandria: "It is then ...the greatest of

exotic foreign places and by his erotic encounters. 14 This

all lessons to know one's self. For if one knows himself, he will

"romance" of Thomas elaborates earlier themes of the Thomas

know God" (Paedagogus

tradition in terms of the apostle's supposed missionary activities in

3. 1).6

The Delphic maxim concerning self-knowledge was widely cited
in Greek and Hellenistic literature generally,7 and in Gnostic
literature specifically." Since the Alcibiades I, attributed to Plato,

(12 3d),

Socrates intervenes and, with reference to the Delphic inscription,
seeks to lead Alcibiades to a knowledge of himself

(124"-124h),

for,

(133d-134").

(124b),

Thomas in tow. They arrive first in Andrapolis during a citywide

Thomas, presumably because of the attention shown him by one
of the entertainers, a Hebrew flute girl. Responding to this

Socrates responds that he would come to

unwarranted attack, Thomas promises that "My God will forgive

know himself if he takes care of himself (epimelesthai sautou; 127',

132').

travel to so foreign a region. Jesus forces the issue by selling him
as a slave to the Indian merchant Abban, who soon sets sail with

During the celebrations, a cupbcarcr unexpectedly slaps

To Alcibiades' query about how he might achieve this
self-knowledge

evangelize. Thomas draws India but, as a Hebrew, is reluctant to

festival celebrating the marriage of the local king's only daughter.

by knowing oneself, the political leader knows the proper affairs
of others and thereby the affairs of state

The Acts of Thomas begins with the disciples of Jesus conducting
a lottery to determine which region of the world each would

self-knowledge had been at the center of Western ethical thought.
When the young Alcibiades wishes to begin his public life

India.

this injury in the world to come, but in this world he will show

Thus, for the Western tradition, self-knowledge was the

function of certain obligations associated with taking care of the

forth his wonders, and I shall even now sec that hand that smote

sclf.9 An Eastern "gnostic" tradition, probably centered in Edessa,

me dragged by dogs" (AcTh. 6)-a somewhat uncharitable

presents Thomas, contrary to the Western canonical tradition of
"doubting" Thomas (John

20:24-29),

a

as the cxcmplum of

individual self-knowlcdge. '0 This tradition can be traced from the

Gospel of Thomas through a Book

ef Thomas,

both from the second

codex of the Nag Hammadi library, to the Acts ef Thomas. 11 The
association of taking care of oneself with the Delphic maxim

response by canonical standards. And indeed, according to the
Acts, when the cupbcarcr goes out to the well for water, he is
slain and dismembered by a lion and a black dog picks up the
right hand, which had struck Thomas, and carries it back to the
party.
Having now attracted the attention not only of the Autc girl but
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of the entire gathering, Thomas is conscripted by the anxious

sc\f(AcTh. 15; sec also 43 and 144); and even the flute girl found

king to pray for the marriage of his daughter. After praying that

soteriological rest (anapausis) as a result of these events. 15

Jesus might do "the things that help and arc useful and profitable"

Similarly, in the third act of Thomas, a young man who had been

for these newlyweds, Thomas blesses the couple and departs.

killed by a giant serpent but resuscitated through Thomas's

When everyone finally leaves, the bridegroom anxiously

intercession concludes that "I have become free from care

approaches his bride but is amazed to find Jesus, in the likeness of

[phrontidos] .. . from the care [phrontidos] of night, and I am at rest

his twin, Thomas, chatting with his new wife in the bedroom. As

[anapaen] from the toil of day" (Ac Th. 34).

the three of them sit down together to discuss the situation, Jesus

In the Socratic obligation to take care of oneself, two points of

counsels the newlyweds co abandon the "filthy intercourse" they

view intersect, the political and the erotic. When the young

obviously had been anticipating and

Alcibiades wishes to enter political life, he submits to Socrates,
the first of his lovers

(Ale. I 103", 104'). According to Socrates, to

become holy temples, pure and free from afflictions and pains

know oneself one must know both one's body, one's sexuality,

both manifest and hidden, and you will not be girt about with

and how to participate in the sociopolitical world. This positive

care for life [phrontidas biou] and children, the end of which is

relationship between techniques of self and that which is not

destruction ....But if you obey and keep your souls pure unto

self-teachers, the city (or the sociopolitical realm), and the

God, you shall have living children ... and shall be without

cosmos-is a persistent theme of Western philosophizing.

care [amerimnoi]. [AcTh. 12]

Similarly, in the A cts of Thomas, a political context is established
when Thomas attends the wedding celebration of the princess at

Unexpectedly for the modern reader, and likely for Thomas's

the court of the king and then participates in this royal celebration

non-Christian contemporary as well, the bridegroom thanks Jesus

by blessing the union. However, this participation in public life is

for this unsolicited but timely advice and for revealing his corrupt

required of Thomas against his will, whereas Alcibiades aspired

and morally sick condition by directing him to seek himself and to

to political life. An erotic context is also established in the Acts of

know (gniinat) who he was and who and how he now is (AcTh.

Thomas when the groom approaches his new bride for the first

15).

time. However, the new wife submits not physically

The Acts

of Thomas

presents a self-knowledge constituted by

secret teachings (gniisis), which Thomas has received from Jesus

(AcTh. 39) and which are now recorded in this account of his

to

her

husband but spiritually to the "true man," Jesus.
Jesus shows the bride and groom, even as Socrates taught
Alcibiades, that self-knowledge is not of the body but of the soul

missionary activities. Contrary to the Western ethical tradition,

(Ale. I 130', 132"�'). However-and here the two traditions

this self-knowledge results in a freedom from care (aphrontis,

diverge-in the Platonic and later Stoic traditions, self-knowledge

amerimnos; AcTh. 12, 35). This antithetical relationship between

requires practices of taking care of oneself characteri7.ed by a

self-knowledge and taking care of oneself is sotcriological. In her

network of obligations and services, whereas in the Eastern

rejection of "filthy intercourse" (sec also AcTh. 43), the bride did

Thomas tradition, sclf-lmowledge results in a carefreeness

not become yoked to a "short-lived" husband but was wedded to

characterized by a network of interdictions.

the "true man" (AcTh.

14); the bridegroom came to know his true

The Coptic Book of Thomas, from the same Nag Hammadi codex
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as the

Gospel of Thomas,

is dated earlier in the second century

c. E.
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but also

epimeleia,

the technical term for "care" in

than the Acts of Thomas.'" It introduces the same interdiction as

the Western ethical tradition.19 This interdiction against any

docs the Acts, but in the context of a revelatory dialogue. This

concern or care for this life seems to include the practice of care

(merimna) for those

form is revealed as pseudodialogical, however, when Thomas tells

itself. When Thomas shows care

Jesus that "It is you Lord whom it benefits to speak, and me to

the kingdom (BkTh. 142.3-5), he is persuaded by the Savior not

listen" (BkTh. 142.9).

to care for them, for their deprivation is the lot of the ignorant

Although Jesus poi nts out that the secret teachings arc already
known to and have been pondered by Thomas, he invites Thomas
to

examine himself in order to know who he is in light of this

deprived of

(BkTh. 142.11-19).
The obligation to know oneself is central also to the teachings
of the

Go spel of Thomas. One of the first things Jesus tells his
Go spel is that "When you come to know

revelation. Jesus does not consider it seemly that his twin brother

disciples in this

should be ignorant of himself (BkTh. 138. rn-12): "For he who has

yourselves, then you will become known, and you will realize

not known himself has known nothing, but he who has known

that it is you who arc the sons of the living Father. But if you

himself has at the same time already achieved knowledge about

will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty and it is you who

the Depth of the All" (BkTh. 138.16-18).

are that poverty" (GosTh. 3). Consequently, they are repeatedly

The relation between self-knowledge and rejection of the world

exhorted to seek this knowledge until it is found (GosTh. 2, 92,

is clearly summarized by Jesus in a concluding section of the Book

94). This is a difficult task, however, for the knowledge that is to

of Thomas.17 Those

be sought has already come, and the disciples have not recognized

who have not received the revealed doctrine

it (GosTh. 51). As Jesus says in another passage, "That which you

arc ignorant and, thus, are renounced. Their soul has been
corrupted by the body and by the world. The blessed, on the

have will save you if you bring it forth from yourselves"

other hand, are those who, like Thomas, have prior knowledge of

(GosTh.

these things.

70).

Dated from the second half of the first century

The ge neral rejection of the world by the Book of Thomas

half of the second century

c.E., 20

C.E.

to the first

the opening lines of the Gospel of

(143.13f.) does not explicitly refer to political involvement as does

Thomas differ significantly from the Book of Thomas only in that

th e Acts of Thomas, but it is explicit concerning rejection of the

Thomas himself is represented as recording "the secret sayings

body.'" The body is transitory (BkTh. 139.4); it decays and

which the living [or resurrected] Jesus spoke" ( Gos Th., incip.),

perishes (BkTh. 139.5). This cycle of fleshly life derives finally from

rather than the secretary, Mathias (BkTh. 138.1-3). Thomas,

"intimacy with women and polluted intercourse" (BkTh. 144.9f.,

however, is not simply the secretary for Jesus and the other

139.8-IO), the fire of lust "that scorches the spirits uf men" (BkTh.
140. 3f.), "the bitter bond of lust for those visible things that will
decay and change" (BkTh. 140.33f.).

38f.). The Coptic word

merimna,

rooush

Gospet,

far Jesus takes him aside and reveals to him

other words, the knowledge that saves and is revealed by Jesus

The rejection of world by Jesus is summarized in the Book
Thomas by the interdiction against prooush

disciples in the

knowledge not shared with the other disciples (GosTh. 1 3). In

bios (BkTh.

of

141.12-14,

translates not only phrontis and

the words for "care" used in the Greek version of the

only to Thomas (GosTh. 13) is an inner knowledge (GosTh. w8),
which Thomas has written down (GosTh., incip.) for whoever has
ears to hear
to sec.

(GosTh.

8, 21, 63, 65, 96) or, for his readers, eyes
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tradition self-knowledge is a revealed or prior knowledge,

For the Gospel of Thomas, self-knowledge seems to result in a
negative stance toward the external world: "Whoever finds himself
is superior to the world" (GosTh.

)

111 .

However, this priority of

knowledge to action is not so clear as it comes to be in the Book

of

Thomas. Other sayings of Jesus in the Gospel seem to suggest that
self-knowledge is the result of certain practices of world rejection:
"Be on your guard against the world," Jesus warns (GosTh. 21) ,
for "If you do not fast as regards the world, you will not find the
Kingdom" (GosTh.

27).

In either case, the self-knowledge is clearly

understood by the Gospel of Thomas to be inner, apart from, and
other than the external world: "Whoever has come to understand
the world has found [only] a corpse" (GosTh.

56).

Although a specific interdiction against care does not appear in

the Gospel of Thomas, the earliest of the Thomas texts, it.� sense is
clearly present. Like the Acts

�f Thomas,

the Gospel rejects not only

the external "world" generally but also the sexual and political
activities of this world specifically. "Blessed is the womb which has
not conceived and the breasts which have not given milk," Jesus
tells an adoring woman (GosTh.

79),

Technologies of the Self and Self-knowledge

for only those who "make the

male and the female one and the same, so that the male not be
male nor the female female," will enter the Kingdom (GosTh. 22).
And again Jesus commands his disciples: "Give Caesar what
belongs to Caesar, give God what belongs to God, and give Mc

what is Mine" (GosTh. 100; sec also 81, 1 ro) . Self-knowledge for
the Gospel of Thomas, therefore, is other than the social
relationships required by sexual and political activity. "1\hny arc
standing at the door," Jesus says, "but it is the solitary who will
75; sec also 49).21

enter the bridal chamber" (GosTh.

The rejection of sociopolitical obligations in the Eastern
Thomas tradition stands in marked contrast to their necessary

resulting in a carefreeness characterized by inner discipline within
a network of interdictions. This revealed "prior" knowledge is the
subject of the "gnostic" Thomas literature.
The Thomas tradition consists of the secret teachings of Jesus
"received" by "listening" to the revelations of Jesus (GosTh.,
incip.; BkTh. 138. 1-4, 142.9f.; AcTh. 39),22 which, according to

the Gospel

of Thomas,

Thomas wrote down, whereas according to

the Book of Thomas they were written down by a secretary.
Whatever the historical origin of these pseudodialogues, they
claim to reveal a prior gnosis in writing. They do not recommend
dialogic activity, for which the questioning Thomas of the
Western canon might have served as model, but instead record a
particular content to be read and known. This self-emphasis by
the Thomas tradition on the writing of revelation suggests a
solitary, inner technique of reading the self.
The practice of reading as a technique for knowing self is
described in the Acts of Thomas itself, in the "Hymn of the Pearl,"
which was sung by Thomas while in prison to encourage his
fellow inmates (AcTh. 108-13). In this famous hymn, a king's son,
the first-person author of the song, is sent forth to seek a precious
pearl, an allegorical designation for his true self,23 which is
guarded by a ferocious serpent in Egypt. But the son soon forgets
his task, and himself, as he rakes up a foreign way of life.
The royal parents write their lost son a letter, identical to what
is already "written" in his heart, recalling him to its contents so
that he might know who he really is. When the son reads this
letter, he is awakened to his true self and is able successfully to
complete his quest for the pearl and return home.
In this hymn, the son's knowledge of himself is arrived at by

inclusion within practices of self-identity in the Western tradition.

reading a text. This text reveals a prior knowledge of his true self,

result of a "caring for the self," characterized by a network of

Eastern tradition represents a practice of reading the self in which

In the Platonic and later Stoic traditions, self-lmowlcdgc is the

external obligations and practices, whereas in the Thomas

already written within, but forgotten. In other words, this
the reader is disclosed to himself.
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This technique of "reading of the self'' recalls the thesis
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social. The second, contemplative activity, was more conducive to

advanced by Richard Reitzenstein early in this century of a genre

the Syrian Encratitic technology of self generally considered to

of Lese-Mysteria, or literary mysteries.24 This genre, he argued,

have been introduced to Western Christianity by John Cassian

preserved the outward form of a Hellenistic mystery religion
through a series of discursive and doctrinal writings. If the reader

only at the end of the Hellenistic period in the early fourth

century.31

of such a literary mystery were one who had turned away from
the world, the literary presentation would affect him just as if he
had actually participated in a mystery ritual.25 A.-J. Fcstugiere
has described the enigmatic Orphic literature as such a literary
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found no such inner strength. An imposter, the self cannot by
nature save itself. The selfs own instrumentality is what is suspect.
This chapter focuses on examples of the contrastive aspects of
the monastic and Puritan "self," including the ways that the two
systems are governed by different polarities.
'
John Cassian's Institutes and Conferences, written between 419
and 428, set the standards for Western monasticism and were

WILLIAM E. PADEN

influential throughout the Middle Ages. I will begin by outlining
the system that appears to dominate Cassian's "path of the soul's
perfection" and follow this with an examination of the Puritan
suspicion of self, referring here especially-in honor of the
regional setting of our seminar-to the example of the

If late classical monastic ideals represent one great prototype of

seventeenth-century New England divine, Thomas Shepard
2
(1605-49) and his journal. The chapter concludes with

Christian self-examination, puritanism represents another. Within

comparisons and reflections that derive from the contrast.

the premise of our seminar, the two traditions are not simply
antiquated Western ideologies but techniques and systems of

John Cassian (c. 360-c. 434), perhaps of Scythian origin, lived
many years in the monastic settings of the Egyptian desert before

behavior that form part of a history of subjectivity. A comparison

eventually settling in Marseilles and founding two large

of the self-subjection of monks and Puritans will sharpen the

monasteries there. His writings conveyed the atmosphere and

definition of these contrasting versions of the art of renunciation.
In many ways the two systems represent extreme poles of
Christian spirituality. The monasticism of John Cassian, with its

ideals of his Eastern mentors, whose spiritual prestige was then at
its height.
For our purposes it is important to see that Cassian's path had a

roots in Egyptian asceticism, embodies the classic pursuit of

fixed goal and a specific method to achieve that goal and thus

salvation or "purity of heart" through vigorous, systematic

constituted a system whose component parts were unambiguously

training. Puritanism, as the extreme form of Reformation

mapped out. The initial step, for Cassian, was renouncing the

Protestantism, is the last expression of a second religious trajectory:

world. Such renunciation was the necessary condition for

the way of "grace alone," based on the writings of Saint Paul, Saint

becoming a monk and marked off the initiate's goals from those of

Augustine, and Calvin, that proclaimed the human self utterly

worldly professions. Abbots and holy men embodied living

incapable of contributing to its own salvation. The Puritan

paradigms of the viability and successes of the path of purity.

movement inherited this myth and worked out its severest

The monk knew what kind of behavior was to be avoided and

applications. The problem here was no longer "the world" but

what kind of behavior was to be fostered, and he knew the names

rather the self. Where the monk could differentiate soul from

of all the internal enemies. Cassian knew exactly why he had

environment in a methodical way and subject the forces of sin and

abandoned "our kinsfolk, our country, honours, riches, the

worldliness to his purity of will and achievement, the Puritan self

delights of this world, and all kinds of pleasures," namely, to
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achieve purity of heart (First Conf of Abbot Moses 4-5). His world
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lust? And if a man is not able to control passions, which are

was not a haphazard pilgrimage left to divine providence but a

openly manifest and are but small, how will he be able with

rigorous program of training in humility-the condition of

temperate discretion to fight against those which are secret,

entrance to the next world.
Cassian's system was clearly polarized. Within it, every act
revealed godliness or its opposite. Through discretion and

and excite him, when none are there to sec? And therefore
strength of mind is tested in separate impulses and in any sort
of passion. [lnst.5.20]

determination purity could be achieved and the forces of impurity
uprooted and overthrown. The lines were clearly drawn. Such

Cassian's attitude coward the sin of pride is instructive here.

partitioning was crystallized by the fact that ungodliness could be

Certainly he believed that man could attain nothing on his own

labeled and objectivized. Most of Cassian's Institutes comprised a

without God's grace; yet his acknowledgment that "all is given by

definition of the eight principal "faults" against which the monk

God" was not a theory decmphasi7.ing human effort but itself an

should struggle: gluttony, lust, covetousness, anger, dejection,

act of piety. The sin of pride is the sin of self-sufficiency and trust

boredom, vanity, and pride. Cassian explained the causes and

in one's own power. And yet pride is here "just" a sin, a vice,

cures for each. Without the skills to combat them, the monk

and not, as with Saint Augustine and the Calvinists, identified with

would become "subject" to these vices. Applying the skills, the

human nature itself. Thus, Cassian can innocently note that pride

vices would become subject to the monk's determination.

is particularly threatening to "those who are perfect" (Inst. 12. 1).

Cassian's vocabulary highlights the active, determinative

Pride can be counteracted by its antithesis, humility.

character of this. system. There is consistent use of terms for
struggling, resisting, overcoming, fighting, prevailing. He relics on
words for attaining, achieving, gaining, winning victory. His
writings arc saturated with the language of vigilance,
discrimination, watching, weighing. Such a lexicon is possible
only where there is a fixed discrimination of opposite realms.

And so God, the Creator and Healer of all, knowing that pride
is the cause and fountainhead of all evils, has been careful to
heal opposites with opposites, that those things which were
ruined by pride might be restored by humility. [Inst. 12.8)

The regimen of perfection proceeds systematically by building
upon succeeding levels of self-discipline. For example, the monk

With humility itself conceived as such an antidotal medicine,

must refrain from overeating because one cannot enter larger

humans are hardly powerless. The monk became an expert in

spiritual arenas of combat if already "smitten down in a struggle

selflessness, and thoroughgoing obedience to the abbot was an

with the belly." Through fasting, recollection of past defeats,

effective part of this process. Pride, the "beast" in the following

"sighing at one time with horror at sin, at another time inflamed

passage, can be joined and subdued in battle:

with the desire of perfection and saintliness," one should bring
the body into subjection in order to prepare for bringing the mind

Wherefore the Christian athlete who strives lawfully in the

into subjection (Inst. 5. 14-21). Cassian's argument runs:

spiritual combat and desires to be crowned by the Lord, should
endeavour by every means to destroy this most fierce beast,

For if a man is unable to check the unnecessary desires of the

which is destructive of all virtues, knowing that as long as this

appetite how will he be able to extinguish the fire of carnal

remains in his breast he not only will never be free from all

68

69

WILLIAM E. PADEN

kinds of evils, but even if he seems to have any good qualities,
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contributed to his salvation was the sin from which he was

will lose them by its malign influence. For no structure (so to

redeemed."

speak) of virtue can possibly be raised in our soul unless first the

mid-sixteenth to well into the eighteenth century, specialized in

foundations of true humility are laid in our heart, which being

practices based on this belief.•

securely laid may be able to bear the weight of perfection and
love upon them.

[Inst.

3

The Puritan tradition of self-examination, from the

Saint Paul wrote that salvation "depends not upon man's will or
exertion but upon God's mercy"

12.p]

(Rom. 9:16),

and it became the

Puritan technique not to emphasize performance of spiritual or
The final terms of this exhortation, that is, building up a structure

ethical "works," including any form of self-purification, but rather

of virtue on the foundation of humility, express well the

to

methodical, technological character of Cassian's spiritual world.

acknowledged and honored. The presumptuous, unconverted self

Cassian advocated a confident, discriminatory examination of

expose the

sinfulness of self so that divine mercy could be

was confronted with the Word of God met through preaching,

self. His focus was on how the soul-which in the following

prayer, and Scripture reading as well as through the daily

quotation is the implied actor and overseer-must steadily and

self-exposure of journal keeping. Because divine "election" meant

carefully monitor its own contested realms:

precisely life lived under God's mercy, the practice of unmasking
self-righteousness became identical with the practice of

We should then constantly search all the inner chambers of our

demonstrating or allowing the presence of that divine providence.

hearts, and trace out the footsteps of whatever enters into them

Puritan "techniques" did not generate salvation by human effort

with the closest investigations lest haply some beast ... passing

but were occasions for witnessing to a relationship.

through has furtively left the dangerous marks of his track,

For the Puritan, then, the significant antithesis was not between

which will show to others the way of access into the secret

God (or soul) and world but between God and self. As one divine

recesses of the heart, owing co a carelessness about our

put it:

thoughts. And so daily and hourly turning up the ground of
our heart with the gospel plough, i.e. the constant recollection

Man's fall was his turning from God to himself; and his

of the Lord's cross, we shall manage to stamp out or extirpate

regeneration consisteth in the turning of him from himself to

from our hearts the lairs of noxious beasts and the lurking

God.... [Hence,] self-denial and the love of God arc all [one].

places of poisonous serpents. [First

... Understand this and you will understand what original and

Conf of Abbot Moses 22]

actual sin is, and what grace and duty are .... It is self that the
But note that subjectivity as a problem has not fully emerged

Scripture principally speaks against.... The very name of Self

here. The one who stamps out the lairs of beasts and serpents,

and Own, should sound in the watchful Christian's ears as very

the observing self, is not yet really suspect. Cassian's is a

terrible, wakening words, that are next to the names of sin and

presubjective world, still governed by the transpersonal, cosmic

satan.5

opposition of divinity versus worldliness.
The Puritans adopted quite a different paradigm of holiness.
Owen Watkins writes that for them "the only thing a man

In his Puritan

Origins of the American Self,

Sacvan Bercovitch

epitomizes a series of Puritan allusions to this theme:
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Polonius states a humanist commonplace when he speaks of
being true to oneself. Calvin sets out the Reformed position
when he requires us to "rid our selves of all sclfc-trust," and his
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Certainly the diary was not an occasion for just reviewing the
day's events, exposing personal experiences, or indulging in a
relaxed reverie. Puritan journals, in fact, were the opposite of

words resound throughout Puritan literature. "Not what Selfe

personal. There is scarcely a sentence in Shepard's log that docs

will, but what the Lord will," thundered Thomas Hooker. The

not subsume individual experience into the matrix of divine

self is "the great snare," "the false Christ," a spider's "webbe

activity. The "work" of the journal was precisely to effect this

[spun] out of our bowels," the very "figure or type of Hell." To

linkage of self with biblical standards of measurement. The result

"lay downe God-self," to root out "the Devil's poison and

of this scrutiny: demonstration of the need for mercy, gratefulness

venome or infection or Self," was at once "to kill the old

and admiration for divine providence, intimate acquaintance with

Adam" in us, to defeat the infernal "rebels against the

one's need for humility, and thus fittingness for the Christian

commone good, all [of them] private respects of mens selves,"

pilgrimage. Every night symbolized death, so that at the end of

and to strike a blow against "Antichrist, that is, the
in all."

SELFE

6

been all one: for, he could say his work was done; so that death

If the Antichrist is the "self' in all, subjectivity here is no mere

innocent bystander simply caught between the forces of heaven
and worldliness but is itself the primary antagonist to God.
"Why," wrote Shepard, "shall I seek the glory and good of myself
who am the greatest enemy, worse than the Devil can be, against
myself, which self ruins and blinds me?"

(Autobiography, 45).

The Puritans replaced Catholic confession to a priest with the
confessional diary, an account book of one's state of sin. In
Shepard's journal, in which it has been noted that "the suspicion
of his own hypocrisy is a thread of fire,"

every day the Puritan might go over his "accounts" accordingly,
and if his journal sheets "should prove his -.vinding-shcct, it had

7

entries like the following

abound:

8

Shepard relentlessly attacked all forms of "spiritual"
self-deception. He challenged his congregations and readers to
distinguish between love of self and love of God, going to great
lengths in enumerating typologies of false holiness and other
"cunning" forms of self-justification (Works, 65-108). Salvation is
not had through any form of "mere sincerity" or "good desires."
True holiness is impossible when we are concerned only to save
ourselves or when we love God "only because he is good to us"

(journal, 85). Thus, false holiness fears sin because it is
self-condemning, whereas true holiness fears sin because it
"dishonours Christ." "Content not yourselves with your bare

March I8. I saw if my mind acted it spun nothing but deceit
and delusion, if my will and affections acted, nothing but dead
works. Oh, how do I need Christ to live in me! Yet I saw if a
man hath eyes and life he will not lean .on another to lead him
and carry him as when he wants both; so here. I saw the Lord
made me live by faith by making me feel a want of both, to
distrust myself and trust more unto the Lord.

could not surprise him."

Uournal, 92]

reformation and amending your lives," writes Shepard, for "this is
but to cross the debrs in thine own book; it remaineth uncancelled
in the creditor's book still"

(Works, 54). "Many of you," he

exhorts, "trust to Christ, as the apricot tree that leans against the
wall, but it is fast rooted in the earth: so you lean upon Christ for
salvation, but you arc rooted in the world, rooted in your pride,
rooted in your filthiness, still"

(Works, 108). Sinners "use Christ as
a dishclout to wipe thcm[sclves] clean" (Works, 108). Selves thus
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"forge" faiths of their own but "perish by catching at their own
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psychological transaction whereby anxiety is transmuted into

catch, and hanging on their own fancy and shadow" (Works, w7).

assurance which is transmuted into anxiety, in Sisyphean

Subjectivity itself has become a trap.

sequence."

One of the rituals of self-doubt took place during membership
tests for admission to the church. Shepard recounts how a

11

The two arenas of piety just described reflect radically differer
systems of representing self. In the first, in John Cassian's, the

candidate was asked by elders, "Do you never find a heart that

subjectivization of world has not yet taken place. One might say

can't prize Christ but had rather walk after the way of your own

that it has not been allowed to occur. The monk renounces any

heart?" One might surmise that the applicant would have passed

possibility of self, in favor of soul, at the outset of his career, an<

the oral exam by answering that indeed he always prized Christ

his life thereafter is a progressive realization of the power of this

above all else. But the recorded, actual answer was more on the

initial act. But in the Puritan model the center of "gravity" shifts

mark:

The enemy is now a more formidable competitor and threat to
God: man's own self. Because the Puritan has not renounced his

Yes, I have seen it many a time but I have considered that was

worldly self totally, as the monks had, it is not surprising that th

the way to ruin both me and mine after me. I have searched to

Puritan's self becomes freighted with ambiguity and even placed

see whether I loved God's company or no and I have found

on a par with Satan.

indeed my opposition against it. Yet I have found in some poor
measure that God hath helped me to take delight in his will.9

Cassian's world is represented in terms of a visible goal and th•
necessary techniques for producing that goal. Onto the
renuneiate's newly chosen monastic environment a map has been

E. S. Morgan, reviewing this example, notes that the "perfectly

phrased" answer represented "faith in its proper imperfection, and
one may be sure that the candidate was admitted.

"10

All Puritan practices were founded on the paradox that

superimposed, not of the forsaken Carthage or Rome but of
selflessness, its enemies, and its degrees of perfection. Cassian
begins a summary of how a monk can "mount up toward

perfection" by noting that according to Scripture the beginning o

godliness and self-assurance are inversely related. "We cannot feel

salvation and wisdom is the fear of the Lord. Yet note how he

the Lord's power nor acknowledge it," Shepard writes, "without

immediately goes on:

feeling the contrary power first" (journal, 167). Doubt and
humiliation become avenues of hope; losses become occasions for

From rhe fear of the Lord arises salutary compunction. From

thankfulness; tragedies become signs of divine instruction.

compunction of heart springs renunciation, i.e. nakedness and

Shepard, whose "holy ambition" was to "rely on mercy" (journal,

contempt of all possessions. From nakedness is begotten

91), could state that "you that never felt yourselves as unable to

humility; from humility rhe mortification of desires. Through

believe as a dead man to raise himself, you have as yet no faith at

mortification of desires all faults are extirpated and decay. By

all" (Works, 108). "The greater part of a Christian's grace," he

driving out faults virtues shoot up and increase. By the buddin

notes in his Journal, "lies in mourning for the want of it" ( 198).

of virtues purity of heart is gained. By purity of heart the

We must "keep the wound always open" (Works, 67). McGiffert

perfection of apostolic love is acquired. [Inst. 4, 43]

perceptively observes that Shepard's journal shows a "subtle
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In this logical and rational system even the Jobian "fear of the
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Thomas Shepard rarely spoke of sin as an objective pursuant that

Lord" becomes something simply factored into the progressive

was seeking "entrance" into the chambers of his heart. He himself

structuring of a goal. But in the more desperate, uncertain world

was the agency of all fault.

of a Shepard this would be incredible: Fear of God is not just an
element of spiritual regimen but exactl y what undermines all

For Cassian, the monk has seized a certain self-determining
power by the act of rejecting the world of society and its regime.

systems of selfhood. The Puritan's "regimen" was the daily

Whereas salvation is theoretically and admittedly conditional upon

assault upon self by scriptural Word.

divine grace, the individual is de facto the creator of his own

"Sin" functions differently in the two worlds. For Cassian it is

progress. "It is to a great extent in our power," he writes, "to

something to be eliminated because it is incompatible with

improve the character of our thoughts and to let either holy and

humility and perfection. For the Puritan the foundation of

spiritual thoughts or earthly ones grow up in our hearts" (First

religiousness lies in the act of acknowledging sin, exposing one's

Conf of Abbot Moses 17). But in puritanism, Christian

unholiness, holding the mirror to one's "filthiness and vileness."

otherworldliness and the temporal world reconvened, and the

Cassian's writings warn that the contemplation of transgressions

point where they connected, the human self, became threatening,

could be a hindrance to meditation since the very recollection of

suspect, profane. Subjectivity, with all its assertiveness and

sins can contaminate the mind with their "foul stink" and "shut

absence of self-consciousness, had to be scourged and had to be

out the spiritual fragrance of goodness"

subjected to consciousness of itself. It had achieved no great acts

(Conf of Abbot Pinufius 9).

He notes that "a man is sure to be suffocated by the pestilential

of renouncing the world to give confidence in its selflessness, and the

smells of the sewer as long as he chooses to stand over it or to stir

Puritan felt all the more ineluctably dependent on God's power

its filth"

and honor.

(Conf of Abbot Pinufius 10).

But the Puritan physician

found good medicine in the preaching and imageries of
self-abasement, self-abhorrence, self-execration. Where Cassian

labored to make himself worthy to receive Christ within, the
Puritan labored to make sure he was unworthy.
For Cassian, unlike for Shepard, sin is conceived as a possessive
force that inflicts itself on the self from the outside. Thus, the
Eight Vices arc agencies that "assault" the monk. They "attack"
him, "injure" him, "insinuate" themselves on him. "As the moth
injures the garment," writes Cassian, quoting Scripture, "and the
worm the wood, so dejection the heart of man"

(inst. 9. 2).

Of the

sin of vanity he stresses that "the more thoroughly a man has
shunned the whole world, so much the more keenly does it
pursue him"

(Inst.

11

.6). In turn, the monk's task is to "repel,"

The Puritan journal shows what happens to confession of
sin in
the absence of a Catholic confessor. The Protestant self here
must
in some way become both accused and accuser. With no earthly

superior in the picture, the external, two-part dialectic of
confessing and examining becomes an entirely internalized

dialogue. Since for Protestants grace was based not in church
sacrarnentalism but in direct faith in the Word of God, it followed
that exposure of one's status as a sinner would be exhibited not in
the public ritual arenas of exomologesis12 but in the alchemical retort
of the individual's own self-contradictoriness.
Cassian and the Puritan did have something in common.
Within the typologies of Max Weber, they both represented the
techniques of asceticism-"world-rcjecting" and "innerworldly"

"guard against," or "overcome" these pursuing and cunning

subtypes, to be sure-rather than mysticism. 13 If the mystic is the

forces, forces that may ultimately be the agency of the devil. But

one for whom the path to God is through the cessation of human
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activity or "work," the ascetic is the one for whom salvation

the use of the first-person pronoun in Shepard's journal. He finds

involves precisely an active struggle, an attempt to transform self

there two facets of self, the observer and the observed, and his

and to certify divine favor through rigor of conduct. And yet, as

analysis merits full citation:

Weber notes,
Day after day these pages declared their author's existence both
From the standpoint of a contemplative mystic, the ascetic

as the self that suffers and as the self that observes, weighs, and

appears, by virtue of his transcendental self-maceration and

tries to understand. Shepard's piety is above all else percipient.

struggles and especially by virtue of his ascetically rationalized

Metaphors of light and enlightenment pervade the Journal. "I

conduct within the world, to be forever involved in all the

saw" is his characteristic statement: "I saw how I was without

burdens of created things, confronting insoluble tensions....

all sense as well as sight of God, estranged from the life of God

The ascetic is therefore regarded as permanently alienated from

. .. "; " ... on Sabbath morning I saw the Lord frowning on me

unity with god, and as forced into contradictions and

in several providences . . "; "I saw the Lord had let me sec my

compromises that are alien to salvation.14

unbelief and desire the removal of it." Shepard sees, and is

.

seen-a Chillingworth, as it were, and equally a Dimmesdale:
Cassian had been exposed to contemplative mysticism through his

there lies Shepard flattened out in wholly genuine anguish, but

teacher, Evagrius. But whereas Evagrius had taught the

there, simultaneously, is that other Shepard, perpendicular,

techniques of stripping the mind of all contents to the point of

cognitively masterful, the seeing I, lifting his pen to make a

complete self-forgetfulness, Cassian evidently believed that the

diagnostic or prescriptive note in his Journal. There is

"empty mind" might be demonic.15 Both Cassian and Shepard

something somehow god-like about the second Shepard

had their contemplative moods, yet their practices led not to the

something that verges perilously near the abominable sins of

classic mystical goal of self-abandonment but rather to the

presumption and pride. Could the "I" that so clamantly asserts

unceasing pursuit-albeit in their different ways-of

itself lose itself? And if it could not be lost, how could it be

self-reformation. Chadwick notes:

saved? The difficulty, unrecognized but perhaps not unfelt, lay
at the core of the piety that inscribed journals like Shepard's.

Between Cassian and his younger contemporary and neighbour,

The way the journal was kept, responsive to the needs that

St. Vincent of Lerins, there is a contrast. To express the sum

inspired its keeping, tended to cancel, in point of assurance and

of the monastic life, Vincent used the verse of the psalms, "Be

emotional aplomb, the value of keeping a journal at all."

still then, and know that I am God." Cassian practised a
constant meditation upon Scripture, and was always quoting its

McGiffert's point provocatively opens up wider ranges of

texts. Yet this quotation does not occur in his works.1

questions. Shepard's spectator "I" may anticipate the percipient

6

self of Romantic and modern times, a self alternately inflated and
Nor is it apt to be found in Puritan diaries. No such confidence,

depressed by the disappearance of divinity. It may correspond to

no such cessation of self, no such empty mind could be trusted.

the suspicious and cognitive self that indefinitely looks over

McGiffert rightly senses the importance of examining closely

its own shoulder and observes its own observing, its own
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fabrications. Certainly Puritan writing, in spite of its
God-centered theology, not only presupposed the importance of
self, the "seeing I," but also prefigured the modern division of self
into opposing parts. Puritan consciousness was saturated with "1ness" and implicit self-righteousness, and one may suspect that its
self-deprecation was the inevitable shadow of its own
self-assertion. 18 The paradoxical nature of the Puritan self was
perhaps an inevitable consequence of its nonmonastic,
noncelibate, worldly setting.
Puritan suspicion of self represented a practice with
implications that go well beyond the mythological agenda that

3
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adulterate, that incestuous beast,'' the uncle Claudius, stands for
the usurping pope or monarch (depending on one's theological
orientation), who was tirelessly excoriated in the polemical tracts
as the very embodiment of the Antichrist.4 Hamlet's ordeal rests
not only on fratricide and incest but on an outright violation of
the feudal bond. The royal bed of Denmark, that "couch for
luxury and damned incest," adumbrates the larger violation of
Denmark in general. Elsinore has witnessed a quantum leap from
the tolerable but authoritarian juridicial model of contract
oppression to the intolerable and totalitarian arrangement of
domination-oppression. 5 Claudius's politic manner may conceal
this fact from others at the court but not from the penetrating
gaze of his nephew. How ironic that Rosencrantz, of all people,
should be allowed to utter the words "The ccss of majesty I Dies
not alone" (3.3.15) when Hamlet himself should "cleave the
general car" with talcs of his father's victimization.
The subversion of the Roman hegemony by northern states, or
the subjugation of northern nations by Rome, as the case may be,
whether involving Luther, Calvin, Scrvetus, Zwingli,
Melanchthon, or Henry VIII, released primordial energies as
dangerous to the macrocosm of Europe as to the microcosm of
Elsinore. Throughout northern Europe the new indifference to
the legitimacy of traditional authority, the willingness to embrace
illegitimacy for a higher good, enmeshed nation after nation. And
efforts of usurper ro legitimize the illegitimate increased in direct
ratio to the blatancy of the takeover. By comparison with the
reformers, even a Henry Bolingbrokc, a Plantagenet by birth, had
a greater claim to being one of "God's anointed deputies" on
earth. To return to Hamlet as allegory for this historical
movement, Hamlet himself becomes the people of England, torn
between subservience

to

venerable and powerful institutions and

an emerging sense of self, and ever fearful, like Othello, that
"Chaos [may] come again" (0th. 3.3.92).
In these broad terms, then, one can allcgorizc Hamlet as a dark
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conceit shadowing forth the Reformation. None of these
hermeneutics would be in the slightest compelling, however, were
it not for a text and subtext in the play itself that hints again and
again at sensitivity to, or even awareness of, the religious ferment
of the times. As a man of his own age, as well as all ages,
Shakespeare could not easily have shut out the continuing
dialogue over religious matters. For now, however, I would like
to confine myself to three ways that Hamlet reflects the history of
the Reformation mentality: (1) the portrait of Prince Hamlet as a
student dissident awash in the riptides of Renaissance and
Reformation discourse; (2) the testimony of the soliloquies to
conflict between power and self; and (3) the abrupt change, indeed
metamorphosis, in the character of Hamlet, akin to a regeneration
of self, that takes place in the fifth act.
First, some of the obvious bric-a-brac from the reformist camp.
Why, for example, the heavy-handed name dropping about
"Wittenberg," which puts a frame around the first soliloquy? As
the doctrinal scat of Lutheranism, the voice of Wittenberg
sounded far and wide, arousing admiration in dissidents and
loathing in the faithful. Claudius, the classic usurper struggling to
legitimize illegitimacy, was particularly vulnerable to these
heresies, of which rebellion against tyrants was one result.'' He
could therefore be especially concerned about the return of his
unpredictable and moody stepson to a place of such notoriously
rampant sedition: "For your intent I In going back to school in
Wittenberg, I It is most retrograde to our desire" (r.2 .112). The
queen, Gertrude, echoes the king, though perhaps for less
weighty motives: "I pray thee stay with us, go not to Wittenberg"
(1.2.119). Immediately following the subsequent soliloquy ("0
that this too too sallied flesh would melt" [1. 2.129ff.]), Hamlet
twice asks Horatio about Wittenberg: "And what make you from
Wittenberg" (1.2.164); and "But what, in faith, make you from

�

Wittenberg?" (r.2.168). Hamlet's eagerness, his insist ncc,
suggests Wittcnberg's attraction to him, as though it possessed
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some power, spiritual or intellectual, lost at Elsinore. Wittenberg
seems some kind of Eden, an unfallen world, a forest of Arden, in
contrast with the rottenness of Denmark, which is "a prison" at
best.
The "student prince," as S. F. Johnson aptly named him,7 it
could be argued, has even been touched by the teachings of
Philipp Melanchthon at Wittenberg, who in praise of astronomy
linked the study of nature with praise of the Creator:
To recognize God the Creator from the order of the heavenly:
motions and of His entire work, that is true and useful
divination.... In the sky, God has represented the likeness of
certain things in the church.8
Hamlet's own musings about "this majestical roof fretted with
golden fire, why, it appeareth nothing to me" (2.2.3 01-2) suggest
either a profound skepticism akin to Montaigne's Pyrrhonian
suspense of judgment, or even covert nonbelief. Hamlet's
sophomoric verse epistle to Ophelia, "Doubt thou the stars are
fire, I Doubt that the sun doth move" (2.2. 116ff.), though often
read as supportive of the old Ptolemaic world view, may echo the
theories about Copernicus at Wittenberg. In the late sixteenth
century, Caspar Peuccr, Mclanchthon's son-in-law and disciple,
was actually lecturing there on this and other recondite topics.9
That zeal for the "Philippists" at Wittenberg and the new vision
of truth that they stood for also coincides with Hamlet's own
positions against other forms of power. His "inky cloak" and
"suits of solemn black" have quite rightly been attributed to
melancholy chic, of the variety flaunted in a contemporary portrait
of John Donne. As well, however, the costume accords with
puritanical taste, perhaps that of a Zeal-of-the-Land Busy in
Jonson's Bartholomew Fair, who was glad to "prophesy the
destruction of fairs and May-games, wakes and whitsun-ales, and
doth sigh and groan for the reformation of these abuses" (BF

85

Hamlet's "Glass of Fashion"

4.6.91). If this comparison with Busy seems misplaced, then
Petruchio and Malvolio may better serve to reveal attitudes not
entirely dissimilar from Hamlet's: the former with his suspicion of
outward show ("For 'tis the mind that makes the body rich," he
tells Kate [Shr. 4. 3. 17 2]); and Malvolio with his horror of fleshly
pleasures ("You must amend your drunkenness," he admonishes
Sir Toby [TN 2.5. 73]). Ascetic tendencies such as these contain
their own ideological codes. For example, Hamlet, as well as
sharing Petruchio's disdain for external finery, also shares
Malvolio's contempt for drunkards. When Hamlet and Horatio
overhear the "heavy-headed revel" of Claudius's ritual carousing
(1.4.17), Hamlet warns his school friend rhat he may be forced to
"drink deep" in conformity to the deplorable social

�usroms at

Elsinore.
A case also can be made that Hamlet's apparent misogyny
stems as much from a Pauline understanding of women as from
any "psychological" quirk. Hamlet knows full well the meaning of
the "expense of spirit in a waste of shame" (Sonnet 1 29), as his
nausea for Ophelia shows: "You jig and am hie, and you [lisp],
you nickname God's creatures and make your wantonness [your]
ignorance" (3. 1. 144-46); or his disgust with Gertrude's middle
aged concupiscence: "Let the bloat king tempt you again to bed,

f Pinch wanton on your cheek, call you his mouse, f And let him,
for a pair of reechy kisses, I Or paddling in your neck" (3+ 18285). Paul's words come to mind: "It is good for man not to touch
a woman" (1 Cor. 7:1); or again, the famous utterance, "But if
they cannot contain, let them marry: for it is better to marry than
to burn" (1 Cor. 7:9). As is well known, the Protestant reformers
reacted against what they took to be Roman abuse of the Gospels
by searching for the primitive church in the writings of Saint Paul
Whatever their other differences, Hamlet might have agreed with
Laertes' distaste for a "churlish priest."
Hamlet's denial of the flesh and putative aversion to the
attractions of the opposite sex imply a view of self different from
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that of established ecclesiastical and temporal power. Fear of

about the ghost's reliability. On the parapets, once past his

usurpation of spirit by feminine wiles underlies his loathing for

formulaic greeting of the ghost, there was no hint of Hamlet's

Ophelia. The word "spirit," as Shakespeare's Sonnet 129 shows

skepticism, and the ghost's remark, "I find thee apt," suggests the

("Th'expense of spirit in a waste of shame"), carries both carnal

prince was indeed a star pupil. Now suddenly, after berating his

and spiritual overtones. Hamlet's denial of the flesh emulates

own inaction as compared to the action of

a

mere player, Hamlet

Christian asceticism. He rejects Ophelia, however, not only to

asks the stinging question, "Am I a coward?" (2.2.571). But at

serve God but to refashion himself. It is only through resisting

this moment of truth he veers away from examination of self to

the powerful orbit of court society that he can locate a greater

design the "mouse trap" for exposing Claudius's guilt: "The spirit

power within himself. And the soliloquies in the first part of the

that I have seen I May be a [dcv'I], and the [dev'I] hath power

play, which only partly disclose the inner turmoil, offer glimpses

I T' assume a pleasing shape" (2. 2. 598-600). Instead of

of Hamlet's anguish as he struggles to resolve self within the

uncovering the reasons for inactivity he covers up his own motive

constraints of the power struggle in the hegemony of Denmark.

for delay. Somehow lacking is a moral authority for action, a

In truth, Hamlet's meditations reveal less about him than one

bond between power and self, in order to proceed with plain

might think. They arc soliloquies, fictions of privacy in reality

duty. Hamlet's search for a motive to act is also the search for

delivered under the surveillance of a huge audience at the public

power to replace powerlessness. Hamlet's "Renaissance" side has

playhouse. rn Contrivance s of drama, they eschew the total

prepared him better for the technologies of politics than his

revelation of innermost secrets characteristic of later discourses of

"Reformation" side has equipped him with a technology of self.

interiority. Hamlet stops short of exposing "the secrets of his
heart at the foot of the Throne," as called for in

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 11

The Confessions of

In the soliloquies, the prince generally

The more personal meditations in the "To be or not to be"
soliloquy move away from Renaissance concern with political
reality to Reformation topics, specifically the Protestantism of the

directs his thoughts outwardly toward Elsinore and his relationship

"irenic" wing of French thinkers. 1.1 The words "to be or not

with the court, not inwardly, as has often been thought, toward

be,"

profound examination of self. What emerges is a psychodrama of

mean "to live or to die" or "to act or not to act" or "to avenge or

14

whether rooted in the Aristotelian sense of

cssc

to

or taken

to

selving filled with self-reproach for inaction, but very little scrutiny

not to avenge," indubitably define Hamlet's central dilemma. His

of deeper, hidden motives. He plays the sociologist in

inconsistencies and self-contradictions, doubts and fears,

acknowledging Elsinore as a fallen world, "an unwceded garden I

uncertainries and certainties, as he balances between the fallen

That grows to seed" (1.2.135-36); and, as Harold Jenkins has
helpfully pointed out, identifies with the Hyperion figure of his
father as opposed to the Satyr figure of Claudius."
A more searching self-examination occurs in "O, what a rogue
and peasant slave am I!" (2.2.550), after the affirmations of fidelity

world of Elsinore and the unfallcn world of his dreams, emerge in
the discourse of nco-Stoicism. In it, "fortune" sometimes
interfaces with "predestination," or even "election," though 1

defer to Walter King s astute differentiation between "fate" and
'

"providence."

15

Note, for example, how the pagan concepts of

to the father's spirit of "I doubt some foul play" (1.2.255) and

"fortune" and "philosophy" in this passage from Marcus Aurelius

"thy commandemcnt all alone shall live" (1. 5.102). The pivotal

approximate Christian doctrines such as "providence" and "God,"

event of this soliloquy is the abrupt shift from belief to doubt

though the teleology in each instance is radically different.
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Of man's life, his time is a point, his existence a flux, his
sensation clouded, his entire body's entire composition
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distant; with Ophelia, sardonic; with Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, condescending. Hamlet, symbolically garbed in his

corruptible, his vital spirit an eddy of breath, his fortune hard

"customary suits of solemn black," is a figure so immune to routine

to predict, his fame uncertain.... \Vhat then can be his escort
6
through life? One thing and one thing only, Philosophy. 1

companionship. The restlessness, the turmoil, the perturbation,

This separation between power and self, which Marcus Aurelius
saw as sometimes indicative of a malaise of

soul, 17

continues in

successive soliloquies as Hamlet on the one hand speaks of

social compromises that only Horatio and a ghost qualify for close
the "antic disposition," the madness, the frenzy, the railing, the
jesting, the meddling, the hectoring and sermonizing, the dread,
the sarcasm, the wordplay, the bantering and punning, and the
plain confusion of this mercurial character yield, however, at last

drinking "hot blood" and on the other hand of avoiding a

to quite a different hero; one might even say an "antihero." This

Nero-like stance in approaching Gertrude

man of "wild and whirling words," as Horatio describes him

(3.2.390); saves
Claudius for a more "horrid bent" (3.3.88), even as the sword of
justice is raised in retribution; and wonders out loud if he is
indeed guilty of "some craven scruple"

(4+40) as he observes

Fortinbras "find quarrel in a straw I When honor's at the stake"

(4+55-56).
A talisman of Hamlet's disorientation lies in the existence of not
one but at least two Hamlets.18 The first of these personalities can
be identified with the myth of the Renaissance man, a centrifugally
oriented human being equipped with the techniques for reshaping
the world around him; the second, with the type of the reformer,
a centripetally directed person open to techniques for discovery
of the inner self. Renaissance man, one might say, courted
damnation; Reformation man craved salvation. In actuality,
of course, the technologies of self implicated with both the
Renaissance and the Reformation were often symbiotic,
but their presence in a single person invited explosive
contradictions.
In his perturbation over the state of the world, the first Hamlet
emerges as alienated from virtually everyone in power at Elsinore.
Hamlet in his feigned madness even acts out the prime role for
madness assigned by Foucault to conceal "beneath error the secret
enterprise of truth."

19

With Gertrude, the prince is rude; with

Claudius, snappish; with Polonious, impudent; with Laertes,

(r.5.133), by the second scene of act 5 can serenely say, "There's
a divinity that shapes our ends, I Rough-hew them how we will"

(5.2. ro-11).
Hamlet undergoes a profound shifc not only in perception but
also in behavior. This is not a Prince Hal removing a mask to
reveal an inner self already in place; it is rather a Duke Frederick
of As You Like It, who has become a "convertitc." Written at
about the same time as Hamlet, As You Like It shows that the
phenomenon of conversion- or perhaps more accurately in
Protestant terms of "regeneration"-was again on Shakespeare's
mind, as indeed it was earlier when Kate Minola underwent an
experience akin to Saint Paul's on the road to Damascus. On the
road to Padua, Kate suddenly saw the "sun" as "moon" and the
"moon" as "sun"

(4.5.20). Hamlet has not so much "fashioned"

himself as refashioned himself. A prince of Denmark by nature is
entitled to a certain exemption from nurture.
Hamlet cannot know, of course, indeed docs not seem terribly
aware of the counrerplot against him by Claudius and Lacrtes; or,
perhaps he knows but in some transcendental way open only to
saints and fools. The acceptance of a providential design, a
universe no longer existentially "weary, stale, Rat, and unprofitable"
but essentially filled with meaning, surfaces in this fresh vision:
"Not a whit, we defy augury. There is special providence in the
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fall of a sparrow. If it be [now], 'tis not to come; if it be not to
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the Huguenot exiles in London. 21 Of primary interest here is the

come, it will be now; if it be not now, yet it [will] come-the

ideology of Duplessis and the French reformers, which might

readiness is all" (5.2.219-22). This prophetic speech, I take it, is

account for Hamlet's shift from perturbation to serenity, a shift

not isolated, out-of-context pleading by a single character, such as

that parallels in many ways the "irenicist" attitudes that made the
French reformers the most tolerant of the dissenters.22

Gloucester's belief in King Lear that we arc "As flies to wanton
boys" (4. 1. 36), but deeply embedded in the design. Hamlet's

Duplessis's Huguenot writings, often revealing affinities of an

inward purgation has been accomplished at the price of his

intertextual nature to Hamlet,23 were peculiarly well equipped to

outward reputation; to realign power within himself he has had to

offer a paradigm for a new technology of self fashioned in neo

surrender that power to someone else.
Perhaps I should put the matter another way: The avenger who
has berated himself for inability to act ("Am I a coward?") accepts

Stoic and reformist ideologies. The followers of King Henry of
Navarre, the French king who led the Huguenots against the
Roman Catholics and then later sold them out (Paris was "worth a

the role of antagonist instead of protagonist. He has fallen to rise,

mass"), brought a measure of tolerance and fellowship to religious

as it were. This metamorphosis in character-in some kind of

matters rare for the times. Protestantism had a very early history

Freudian slip Shakespeare even makes Hamlet years older in the

in France even antedating Luther's ninety-five Theses; it had

graveyard scene-is one of the major mysteries of Hamlet.

always, however, been handicapped by a separate agreement

Presumably it does not spring from artistic failure, an inability of

between pope and king to allow monarchical control over the

the playwright to impose consistency on his hero; rather, it is

church. Hence, there was neither economic nor political profit in

deliberate, planned, purposeful, artistically dcfensible.20

supporting the Protestants, as was the case in Germany and

Usually thought of as caught between medievalism and modern

England. Perhaps out of the necessity of steering between the

times, Hamlet's dilemmas also grow out of the technologies of the

peasants who remained loyal to Rome and the crown that had

converging and diverging currents of Renaissance and

made a covenant with Rome, the Huguenots learned to express a

Reformation ideologies. That framework may offer a key to

commendable tolerance for persons of different beliefs. Thus the

understanding the contradictions between the earlier and later

chancclier l'hopital in pleading to the States General at Blois in

Hamlet: a would-be man of action turned contemplative, a

1 560 spoke of "the arms of charity, prayer, persuasion, and the

protagonist turned antagonist, or even-at the risk of egregious

words of God.... Let us drop the wicked names of [our] factions.

oversimplification- the man of the Renaissance turned man of the

Let us content ourselves with the title of Christians." 24 That

Reformation.
Hamlet's reformist tendencies often parallel the discourse of a

attitude embodies the spirit of irenicism implicit in the work of
Duplessis. The idea was not so much, as with Fortinbras, to find

French Protestant, Philippe Duplessis-Mornay (1549-162 3).

quarrel in a straw as to transcend earthly (1uarrels with faith in a

Duplessis, well known to such celebrated personages as Sir Philip

divine providence.

Sidney and Michel de Montaigne, was the author, among many

Although Hebraism won out over Hellenism in the struggle for

other tracts, of Excellens traitez et discours de la vie et la mort

ideological supremacy among the reformers, the Calvinists were

(Lausanne, 1576). There is also a body of circumstantial evidence

more likely than the Lutherans to lean on classical precedents.

connecting Shakespeare with Duplessis, the Sidney family, and

Therefore the prisci theolo gi, pagans with prophetic powers such as
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Marcus Aurelius and Seneca, figure especially heavily in the tracts
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Elizabethan England. A good example is Cardan's Comforte, which

of Duplessis. Throughout his canon is a sense of coming to terms

Hardin Craig once took to be "Hamlet's book."27 At the heart of

with woe and turmoil, a search for balm to bring serenity to the

the credo is theological voluntarism, a willing surrender to the

wounded self, "the perturbed spirit," as it were.

divine will. With Christianized Stoicism comes a sense of

The quest for serenity amidst the perturbation of Elsinore is

serenity, even of liberation, either as consequence or cause of this

after all a major motif in Hamlet. It often surfaces in the midst of

transcendence of earthly cares. There is also an attitude toward

the bewildering array of mirror relationships that make up the

death not as an ending but as a beginning; not the antithesis to

substance of the text. Harold Jenkins, for example, points out

but the crowning glory of life; and not the frustration but the

how Laertes actually becomes the "image" of Hamlet

consummation of a providential design. Thus Duplessis remarks,

(5.2.77) by

usurping Hamlet's own role as the wronged son of a wronged
father.25 Hamlet himself thinks he wants to be like Fortinbras,
finding "quarrel in a straw" (4+55).

"What euill is there in death, that we should so much eschue it?
8
Nay what euill is there not in life?" (sig. A f ) ;2 or again, and
reminiscent of Hamlet's ruminative voice, "For I pray what can

Little noticed, however, despite all the commentary on

he feare, whose death is his hope? Thinke we to banish him his

Hamlet's relationship with his father, is that Hamlet can offer no

country? He knows he hath a country other-where, whence wee

greater gift to his father than serenity of self ("Rest, rest,

cannot banish him; and that all these countries are but Innes" (sig.

perturbed spirit"

[1.5.182]). The frightful specter of the other

world conjured up by the father ("I could a tale unfold whose
lightest word I Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young

E1v ) . With Montaigne, Duplessis shared the motto Mourir pour
vivre, & vivre pour mourir (''To die to live, and to live to die").
That separation between self-empowerment and institutional

blood, I Make thy two eyes ... start from their spheres, I Thy

disempowerment is finally healed by the end of the play. Sometime

knotted and combined locks to part"

[1.5. 1 5-18]) becomes a

after the abortive trip to England and after the symbolic descent

blueprint for Hamlet's own torment. He Loo, like his father,

into Ophelia's grave, Hamlet locates within himself a power that

comes to know the serpent's sting of the "adulterate, incestuous

he no longer can find without. The secular institutions of Elsinore

beast," the uncle Claudius; the guilt for "foul crimes done in day's

only encourage the cutting of throats in a church. Hamlet

of nature" in the deaths of Polonius, Rosencrantz, and

paradoxically can carry out his selving in the context of Nature,

Guildenstem; and the terrible uncertainty of finding no peace in

of mysterious Otherness, an immanent voice that gives him the

the garden even in his "most secure hour." The greatest gift,

conviction to find meaning in the smallest act, even in "the fall of a

then, that Hamlet can give to his own father is the identical one

sparrow." In Duplessis's words, the topos emerges this way: "God

he can give

calleth home from his work, one in the morning, an other at

to

himself-the freedom from perturbation of self.

In multiple ways Duplessis's neo-Stoical treatise on death

noone, and an other at night ... euvcry one in his time. Who

repeats the same thematic and linguistic patterns found in

leaues his worke before God call him, looses it; and who

Hamlet's "To be or not to be" soliloquy, as well as in the duke

importunes him before the time, looses his reward. We must rest

Vincentio's speech on death in Measure for Measure.

26

Indeed, the

Discours, as translated by the countess of Pembroke, is another of
those treatises of consolation that flooded the bookstalls of

us in his will, who in the middest of our troubles sets us at rest"
(sig.

Eiv ).

Hamlet's new self-empowerment, though powerless in the eyes
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of secularized, Renaissance man, is supreme in the eyes of a

solution for suturing the raw edges between self and society

reformist God. It simultaneously transcends and subverts secular

may seem to the modern mind only a delaying action, or a

models of behavior to find an inner strength of unparalleled force.

nonsolution, for a timeless dilemma. Although neither Hamlet nor

Indeed, it plays a variation on the Pauline doctrine of the "Holy

Shakespeare could foresee twentieth-century tensions between

Fool," the person wise in the eyes of god who is foolish in the

technologies of society and self, they nevertheless managed to

eyes of man (sec 1 Cor. 1: 18-19). Again, Duplessis puts it this

prefigure those tensions. Hamlet fixes our gaze upon the order of

way: "We lookc, but through false spectacles: we haue eyes but

things as past, present, and future converge. And even if we can

ouergrowen with pcarles: we thinke we sec, but it is in a dreame"

never pluck out the heart of Hamlet's mystery, the privilege of

(sig. D4' ). This freshly tapped moral armor, which now makes

contemplating Shakespeare's representation of it endures.

him conciliatory rather than vengeful toward former enemies,
with the apparent exception of Claudius (though no one really
knows what might have happened if Claudius had not initiated h is
counter-revenge plot), allows Hamlet to resolve the ultimate
dilemma of whether "to be" or "not to be." In the mind of
Duplessis, "to be" and "not to be," in the Aristotelian sense of
"being" and "nonbeing," stood for life and death: "It rcmaincth
then that not beeing, not Living ... were afore Becing."

29

For

Hamlet "to be" was to confront the challenge not only of the
world below in Elsinore but also the world above of his father's
spirit. As Duplessis said, "Death only can restore us both light
and life" (sig. D44 ). In death, as it were, Hamlet finds that "light"
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A TECHNOLOGY OF THE SELF
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"

For a long time ordi nary i nd ividuality

the everyday individuality

-

everybody

of

remain ed below the threshold of description .

-

FOUCAULT, Discipline and Punish
This turning of real li ves into w r iting is no longer a procedure of
heroization; it

the

function s as

a procedure of objectification and subjection . .

appearance of a new modal ity of power

.

in which each individual

receives as his status his own individuality and in which

he is linked by his

status to the features, the measurements, the gaps, the "marks" that
characterize him
FOU CA ULT,

and make him a case.

Discipline and Punish

It is very unhappy, but too late to be helped, the discovery we have made

that we exist. Thar discovery is called

the Fall of Man .
.

.

.

Life will be

imaged, but it cannot be divided or doubled. Any i nvasi on of its unity
w ould

be chaos.

RALPH WAI.DO EMERSON,

11Experiencc"

Immanuel Kant was a man of extremely regular habits. Each
afternoon he would go for a walk through the streets of
Koenigsberg. His itinerary was so regular and his pace so precise
that the townsfolk would set their watches by his appearance on
their street. Only twice was Kant's routine interrupted Once was
.

on that day when he learned of the storming of the Bastille, the
day that ushered in the French Revolution. The other
interruption was for a period of two or three days, during the
period he was reading Rousseau's Emile.
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Although we know that Kant was of the opinion that Rousseau

IOI

Rousseau's Confessions

in his autobiography, emphasizing in one short phrase both the

was the most remarkable mind of his time, we do not know for

primacy of feeling that was to mark his unique sensibility and the

certain why he interrupted his fixed and determined routines to

prescient recognition that it is in time, through temporal

read Emile. However, it is not difficult to understand, for

succession, that the self comes to be what it is. 2 In a famous

Rousseau seems to have had a profound effect on almost

passage explaining the onset of the physical disabilities that were

everyone. Great numbers of people, like Kant, saw Rousseau as

to plague him for the latter half of his life, Rousseau speaks of a

the harbinger of great possibilities for human growth and

life governed by his emotions:

freedom. Not everyone, of course, found Rousseau remarkable or
liberatory; many reviled him, so many that it is not unfair to say

The sword wears out its sheath, as it is sometimes said. That is

that no name or person was more hated in Europe from his day

my story. My passions have made me live, and my passions

forth, until the arrival of a very different sort of person, Adolph

have killed me. What passions, it may be asked. Trifles, the

Hitler, upon the historical scene. But it was no blood lust that

most childish things in the world. Yet they affected me as

Rousseau satisfied, nor did he promise relief for the anxieties of

much as if the possession of Helen, or the throne of the

existence through a commitment to an ideal of racial purity.

Universe, had been at stake. [199]

Rousseau's immense appeal-and the equally enormous
disapproval he elicited-was directly owing to his sensibility, to
the shape of his perceptions.
What Kant, the philosopher who bound truth to the shape of

Although this valorization of feeling has roots in the Reformation,
with its emphasis on the individual as the ultimate hermeneutic
authority, it is with Rousseau that a genuinely modern temper,

human perception, responded to in Rousseau seems clear.

which we call romanticism, first comes clearly into view. Rousseau

Rousseau reveals and celebrates the atomistic, autonomous self:

was the first Romantic.

He is perhaps the first human being to insist upon his own
singularity.

"

My mind," he says, "needs to go forward in its own

There is a clear correspondence between the two aspects of
Rousseau's sensibility-the emergence of an individuality, a

time, it cannot submit itself to anyone else's."' "For I knew that

clearly defined

my experience did not apply to others" (67). He shatters the great

valorization of the emotive life-for the two exist in a reciprocally

paradigm of microcosm and macrocosm. If his life's story has

defining relation. When Rousseau meditates upon the activity he is

relevance to the reader, it is not because we are all reflections of

engaged in, that of writing his life's history, he says:

self,

above the threshold of visibility, and the

Rousseau but rather because we are all unique, all selves with our
individual histories and idiosyncratic perceptions. Indeed,

I have only one faithful guide on which I can count; the

Rousseau understands his significance is rooted not in his similarity

succession of feelings which marked the development of my

to others but in his "exaggerated sensibility" (2 35).

being, and thereby recall the events that have acted upon it as

Kant must also have responded to a genuinely new conception
of the self which shapes Rousseau's presentation of his life, a

cause or effect. I easily forget my misfortunes [this is in fact not
the case, despite his claim] but I cannot forget my faults, and

conception which secs the emotive life as the basis for

still less my genuine feelings. The memory of them is too dear

individuality. "I felt before I thought" (19), Rousseau claims early

ever to be effaced from my heart. I may omit or transpose
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facts, or make mistakes in dates; but I cannot go wrong about

creature as the libertine Augustine once was. Any modern reader

what I have felt, or about what my feelings have led me to do;

of Au gustine' s Confessions is struck by how little Augustine, and

and these are the chief subjects of my story. The true object of

how much revelation of God's work, it contains. Although the

my confessions is to reveal my inner thoughts exactly in all the

Confessions is an enormously important work in that history of the

situations of my life. It i� the history of my soul that I have

gradual emergence of a visible self, its importance arises from the

promised to recount, and to write it faithfully I have need of no

inclusion of individual experiences and personal shame as an

other memories; it is enough if I enter again into my inner self,

excmplum of God's ability to rescue sinners from their life of sin.

as I have done till now. [262]

That Augustine committed his life and actions and his feelings to
writing, so that they might be observed by his readers (and

What Rousseau "confesses" is that he is who he is-an
individuated self whom he calls "Jean-Jacques"-because he has

himself), was of signal imporrance to the Western tradition; on the
other hand, nowhere in his Confessions does one find Augustine

had a succession of emotions prior to, interwoven with, and

celebrating either himself or his own autonomy. The revelation of

resultant from his interactions with the world. And, as we shall

self, as ic is hesitatingly presented in Augustine, is solely a vehicle

see, it is not accidental that the emergence of this feeling and

to a higher end, which is the glorification of God's beneficence and

individuated self is connected to, and dependent on, the activicy

mercy.

of writing.
In order to understand what Rousseau was doing, and also

what he was not doing, in his Confessions, we must look back to

How different arc Rousseau's Confessions! The purpose here is
secular, not religious: It is not to glorify God and urge devotion
to Him as the proper course for human beings. Rather,

Augustine, bishop of Hippo. In 397, Saint Aug us tine wrote his

Rousseau's purpose is twofold: to unburden himself of his shame,

Confessions, a work that in retrospect we might call a spiritual

to reveal himself in his weakness ("One goes about telling, with

autobiography. Augustine lays before his readers the chronicle of

the greatest precision, whatever is most difficult to tell," as

his spiritual waywardness and his eventual turn toward the

Foucault puts it), 3 and to create a "self" which can serve to define

church and the service of God. But calling this project a spiritual

himself, to himself and to others, in the face of a hostile social

autobiography is misleading in two respects. First, Augustine is

order. This defined self is what Michel Foucault has so

not primarily concerned with his spirit, and second, although he

thoroughly and eloquently shown to be a historically produced

recounts the episodes of his life that are important to his purpose,

phenomenon in Discipline and Punish and The History

his purpose itself is not to tell the story of his life. What

the " imme nse labor ... to produce ... men's subjection: their

of Sexuality,
4

Augustine does is use his own experi ence as an exemplum of the

cons t itu tion as subjects in both senses of the word."

glory of God and the workings of His spirit. Augustine, it is true,

state explicitly the central theme of my argument: If there has

recounts his specific experience of stealing pears from a tree and

indeed been an immense labor to turn man into a subject (an

his own strong attraction toward carnal knowledge of women, but

individuated self and a defined personage in the social order) in

he relates these episodes in order to show how even the least

order to subject him more completely and inescapably to the

worthy of human beings can still discover the grace of God,

traversals and furrowings of power-and I think Foucault has

whose mercy and forgiveness is available even to such a debased

conclusively shown that this is indeed the case-then Rousseau's

Let me here
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psyche and in particular his
indispensable

techne

Confessions have

provided an

for the elaboration of this labor.

Rousseau's

Confessions

So let the numberless legion of my fellow men gather round
me, and hear my confessions. [17]

Here is Foucault on the modern confession, and on the
revolution in its use ushered in by Rousseau in this regard:

His method will be openness, what he calls "frank treatment: I
decided to make it a work unique and unparalleled in its

Western man has become a confessing animal. Whence a

truthfulness, so that for once at least the world might behold a

metamorphosis in literature: we have passed from a pleasure to

man as he was within" (478). The lever that propels him into this

be recounted and heard, centering on the heroic or marvelous

activity of committing his life to words, and his words to writing

narration of "trials" of bravery or sainthood, to a literature

so that they may be subjected to the gaze of his public, has, as it

ordered according to the infinite task of extracting from the

were, a dual fulcrum. First, there is Rousseau's remorse (and here

depths of oneself, in between the words, a truth which the very

we might note a parallel to Augustine). In referring to the lie he

form of the confession holds out like a shimmering mirage....

told about a ribbon he stole, a lie that destroyed the integrity of

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking

an innocent fellow servant, Rousseau observes that "I took away

subject is also the subject of the statement.5

with me lasting memories of a crime and the unbearable weight of
a remorse" (86). Confession relieves this weight. "The desire to

For Augustine, the self as exemplum is ancillary to the discourse.
For Rousseau, the self is the subject of the discourse. His aim is
not to glorify God hut to provide the truth about himself by
revealing himself

in

all

his completeness

to the gaze of the reader. "I

never promised to present the public with a great personage. I
promised to depict myself as I am.. .I should like in some way
.

some extent to rid myself of it has greatly contributed to my
resolution of writing these

Confessions"

(88). And the process of

writing, of exposing onesclf,6 is not only a relief but a pleasure.
"Such were the errors and faults of my youth," he writes. "I have
told the story of them with a fidelity that brings pleasure to my
heart." Motivated by guilt and shame and remorse, having

to make my soul transparent to the reader's eye....so that he

discovered a secular form of the religious practice of confession

may judge for himself of the principle which has produced _them
.
[the various dimensions of his soul]" (169).

no wonder that Rousseau acknowledged that "a continuous need

Rousseau opens his

Confessions by

addressing his potential

readers:
I have resolved on an enterprise which has no precedent, and

which, once complete, will have no imitator. My purpose is to
display to my kind a portrait in every way true to nature, and
the man I shall portray will be myself.

that brought alleviation from such self-mortifying emotions, it is
to pour myself out brings my heart at every moment to my lips
[to] ... confess unreservedly" (152).
The other fulcrum of Rousseau's need to confess becomes
increasingly apparent in the later, darker books of the

Confessions.

Betrayed by his friends, reviled by what seemed an entire
continent, Rousseau confesses in order to justify his existence. I-le
would constitute a self, in writing, as he feels his self to be. And
he will hold this self up as an alternative before the gaze of a

Simply myself. I know my own heart and understand my

public that has only been able to sec a Rousseau who is asocial,

fellow man....

self-serving, immoral, and dangerous.
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In order to defend himself against the grand conspiracy that
tries to demean him everywhere, Rousseau must create himself as
a character with a history. He must exhibit everything, expose
himself completely before the public gaze. He must reveal every
aspect and activity of his life, even the

Rousseau's

Confessions

Professor Foucault has addressed in his contribution to this
volume.
Nowhere is the new consciousness that has emerged more
apparent than in the sense of division that structures Rousseau's
world. If we are to understand his sensibility, his celebration of
the self and of feelings, it is toward an examination of these

petty details ... since I have undertaken to

reveal myself absolutely

to the public, nothing abour me must remain hidden or
obscure. I

must remain incessantly beneath his gaze,

so that he may

divisions that we must turn.
In order for a man or woman

to

be constituted as a subject, he

or she must first be divided from the totality of the world, or the

follow me in all the extravagances of my heart and into every

totality of the social body. For a "me" to emerge, a distinction

least corner of my life. Indeed, he must

must be made between the "me" and the "not-me." The

a single instant,

never lose sight of me for

for if he finds the smallest gap in my story, the

boundaries of the self are those lines that divide the self from all

smallest hiatus, he may wonder what I was doing at that

that which is not the self, which is beyond the self. The first, and

moment and

essential, move in the constitution of the self is division. 7

accuse me

of refusing to tell the whole truth. I am

laying myself sufficiently open. [65; emphases mine]

And it is division, above all, that we discover in Rousseau.
Division is the primary move in the countless analyses he

So we see that Rousseau's confession develops as a response to

provides as the explanation of the course of his existence.

social accusation, that it consists in total exposure, and that its

Rousseau divides, and then sees opposition between, head and

revelations are to be subjected to an external (and judging) gaze.

heart; reason and emotion; nature and society; self and society;

This process of self-exposure rules the shape and structure of the

country and city; and self and nature.

Confessions.

Time and again Rousseau refers to this triumvirate of

compunction, external gaze, and the need for complete disclosure:

It is this act of dividing that creates the two clements of his
sensibility as he presents it. Rousseau's time had already divided
the head from the rest of the body: It was, after all, the Age of

A change in my relations with Mamma, of which I must speak,

Reason. What Rousseau did, following the cult of sentimentality

since, after all, I must tell everything. [184]

that was his precursor, was rebel against the overvaluation of

[There is] my indispensable duty to fulfill it in its entirety.... I f
I a m t o b e known I must b e known i n all situations, both good

and bad. [373]

reason by asserting the claims of the emotions."
This dividing strategy is the base of Rousseau's strength. In
dividing himself from the world, he creates a self, he constitutes
himself as a subject of knowledge and examination. He will

[In] my memoir ... will be found ...the heart of Jean-Jacques,

explore, in the

which my contemporaries have been so unwilling to recognize.

and, out of those experiences, he will trace the development and

[5 85]

Confessions,

the particular experiences he has had

boundaries of his own, particular, consciousness. The modern
secular confessional, as invented by Rousseau, involves not merely

This major shift in consciousness has taken place in the many

the recital of sins but the enumeration of each and every

centuries that separate Rousseau from Augustine. It is a shift that

experience that has made one what and who one is.
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older lover Claude Anet, and Rousseau, that symbolic family of

world, Rousseau creates the Romantic paradigm: the recounting

which he says, possibly accurately, "between the three of us was

of the history of the self so that the self can concurrently create

established a bond perhaps unique on this earth" (194), was

itself in writing and affirm that self it has created. "I am made

disrupted by the death of Anet and the temporary departure of

unlike anyone I have ever met; I will even venture to say that I

Rousseau, the space occupied by the two men-and that of

am like no one in the whole world" (17).

Rousseau in particular-was filled by a stranger, Vintzcnrcid.

So substantial is the self he has created that he can treat that

Rousseau's place, both in Mamma's affections and in her bed, was

self as some sort of external object to be examined, as a thing

taken by this young rival. Returning to Les Charmettcs and

with existence apart from his consciousness. I refer here to

confronting the new domestic order, Rousseau describes his

Rousseau's strange work, Rousseau Juge de Jean-Jacques, 9 a

predicament: "Insensibly I found myself isolated and alone in that

dialogue-Foucault calls it "anti-Confessions"-in which a

same house of which I had formerly been the centre, and in

nameless Frenchman, a representative of the public gaze, subjects

which I now led, so to speak, a double life" (252).

Jean-Jacques to an inquisition. Rousseau's "self" has become an

If we read these words as extending beyond the confines of his

object; it has become the subject of this investigation (inquisition).

particular situation in the household of Mamma, we stand before

There is a clear relation in this colloquy between two forms of

another major constituent of Rousseau's sensibility. "I found

being a subject (a subject to be discussed, a subject in the political

myself isolated and alone." Having divided the "me" from the

sense of being in an inferior relation to power) and a third form,

"not-me," the "me" discovers itself apart, separated, isolated,

in which the self recognizes it has its own subjectivity.

alone. The world of totality, which was sundered in order to

Nowhere is the self Rousseau has created by the dividing
strategy, a self disparate from the world of nature and society,

form a new whole, an individuated self, is no longer a totality. As
we read this passage symbolically, we see the comforting

more in evidence than in the paranoid stance that marks his later

centrality of the constituted self giving way to isolation and

works. The grand conspiracy that emerges as his constant theme

loneliness. Although the first reward of constituting oneself as a

in the second half of the Confessions, in the Dialogues, and in the

subject is a feeling of centrality and well-being, an inevitable

Reveries, is the structural result of that move Rousseau made in

consequence of that constitution, which depends upon division, is

dividing himself out from the rest of the world. 10 Having

isolation. All selves lead double lives as object as well as subject

separated self from other, it is no surprise that Rousseau discovers

(to be a subject is to be able to see oneself as an object); to know

that the other is alien and, ultimately, inhospitable.
In order to understand that inhospitality more closely we might

the fullness of the self is to encounter the seeming poverty of the
world from which that self has been sundered, and out of whose

profitably examine Rousseau's reaction to the appearance of a rival

plenitude the self has been filled. It is not surprising that Rousseau

at the menage of Mme. de Warens. Mme. de Warens-"Mamma,"

finds his internal division "has throughout my life set me in ccmflict

as Rousseau called her- provided Rousseau with the home for

with myself " (2 3).

which he longed. Protectress, support, and ultimately sexual

Divided by the individuating process from the social world,

partner, Mamma was Rousseau's bulwark against the world.

Rousseau recognizes that an "exaggerated sensibility" contributes

When the remarkable domestic triangle of Mme. de Warens, her

powerfully to his growing paranoia. "I was in the most
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unbearable position for a man whose imagination is easily set

I valued as much" (49). He speaks as well of his absorption in

working" (458). Such paranoia is but an extension of that primary

books, and this leads him to make this revealing statement: "The

move that divides self from the world and places the self above

fictions I succeeded in building up made me forget my real condition,

that from which it has been separated. Rousseau's imagination

which so dissatisfied me" (48; emphasis mine). Rousseau is explicit

that central agent of the Romantic sensibility-is here

later in the first part of the Confessions:

acknowledged as a force in the emergence and expansion of his
paranoid sense of a grand conspiracy that is marshaled against

It is a very strange thing that my imagination never works more

him.

delightfully than when my situation is the reverse of delightful,

But the role of the imagination, the power of the individual

and that, on the other hand, it is never less cheerful than when

mind to create and re-create the world, is not limited to the

all is cheerful around me. It cannot beautify; it must create ....

expanding vision of an alien, dangerous, and ultimately

as I have said a hundred times, if every I were confined in the

persecutory world. The role of imagination in Rousseau's

Bastille, there I would draw the picture of liberty. [166]

sensibility is dialectical: While it expands the inhospitable, it
creates for itself at the same time a bulwark against this

Nowhere is the relation between deprivation and the

inhospitality. The imagination, which exaggerates the isolation

imagination clearer than in Rousseau's description of the creation

and estrangement of the solitary consciousness that has separated

of La Nouvelle He/oise:

itself off from the world, also domesticates a new (imaginary)
world, so that the unhappy consciousness can regain, through the

The impossibility of attaining the real persons precipitated me

workings of the imaginative power of re-creation, what it has lost,

into the land of chimeras; and seeing nothing that existed

so that it can once again be at home in the world.

worthy of my exalted feelings, I fostered them in an ideal

Early in the Confessions Rousseau recounts his experience as an

world which my creative imagination soon peopled with beings

apprentice. Denied both autonomy and a sense that the small

after my own heart. ...altogether ignoring the human race, I

world he inhabits is his home, he feels deprived; and deprivation

created for myself societies of perfect creatures. [398]

leads to the attempt to find satisfaction in what might be called
"devious" ways. "Because I was deprived of everything,"

So strong is his imagination, so powerful are the figures that it

Rousseau informs the reader, "so it was that I learnt to covet in

creates, that Rousseau ends up transforming the actual personages

silence, to conceal, to dissimulate, to lie, and finally to steal" (40).

he encounters into the fleshly counterparts of the "chimeras" he has

This structure---dcprivation succeeded by the attempt to regain

been creating. Rousseau wrote La Nouvelle Heloi'se because he had

that of which he is deprived-underlies later, more profound

never felt a full and satisfying love (he claims) in his life, and

developments in Rousseau's stance toward the world.
Rousseau turns to the workings of his imagination because the
imagination can supply the lack he feels. Shortly after the passage

because he had never met a woman fine enough to elicit such a love
from him. It should be no surprise, considering his penchant for
the imagination-he says he was unimpressed on first entering

ahout stealing cited above, Rousseau observes his youthful self

Paris "for it is impossible for me, and difficult for Nature herself,

"tenderly nursing my illusions ...since I saw nothing around me

to surpass the riches of my imagination" (155)--that, after having
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created the "chimera" of Julie, that imagination would re-create

emerged above the threshold of visibility in Rousseau chooses to

the "real world" so that he could encounter her in his daily,

celebrate its own power to create and re-create the world, we can

bodily life. His imagination transforms, and re-creates, reality

say with equal justice that the sensibility that seeks a recourse to

(Rousseau refers here to the grand passion of his life, his love for

the world in which it discovers itself chooses to invent a self as a

Mme. d'Houdetot):

refuge from, and bulwark against, that world. Encountering the
complexities of social existence, the real fact of human oppression,

She came; I saw her; I was intoxicated with love that lacked an

the limits of human possibility, Rousseau in some sense "creates"

object. My intoxication enchanted my eyes, my object became

himself as Jean-Jacques, as a subject who can discover in his

identified with her, I saw Julie in Mme. d'Houdetot and soon I

subjectivity an escape from, and an alternative to, these

saw only Mme. d'Houdetot. [4w]

conditions.
Let us shift the object of Rousseau's description of his

So deficient reality is transformed into the imaginary, and the

encounter with Mme. d'Houdetot from that erstwhile lady to

imaginary is superimposed upon the real in such fashion that the

Rousseau himself. If we make the appropriate substitutions, that

imaginary transforms, takes over, becomes, the real.

passage then reads, "Jean-Jacques came; I saw myself; I was

This double displacement, of the real into the imaginary and
the imaginary into the real, raises difficult questions, which the

intoxicated with need that lacked an object. My intoxication
enchanted my eyes, my object became identified with myself, I

reader of the Confessions must address. If the imaginary first

saw Rousseau in Jean-Jacques and soon I saw only Jean-Jacques."

displaces and then replaces the real, to what extent can the reader

It is indeed possible that the celebration of the self in the

trust what Rousseau has to say about himself throughout his

Confessions is a narrative similar in structure to the creation of

autobiography?" Given Rousseau's continual flight from

Julie, and its effect on Rousseau's actual daily existence is similar

deprivation and reality into the imaginary, is it not possible that

to the superimposition of Julie on Mme. d'Houdetot. It is indeed

the Confessions itself is a fiction created to remedy this deprivation,

possible that, having divided the world into self and not-self, the

to hold the pressures of the actual at bay? And, further, is it not

embrace and celebration of self is yet another instance of

possible that "Jean-Jacques Rousseau" is a character, his self a

Rousseau's flight from reality into the imaginary. The self, then, is

"chimera," his subjectivity a construct?

fetishized, the object of desire which is wished into being.

Rousseau helps the reader to answer such questions in the

Yet it is one of the very great ironies of Rousseau's

affirmative by time and again referring to the fictive quality of his

autobiographical, confessional

narrative. On the very first page of the Confessions, four sentences

dividing off of self from not-self and the consequent exploration

oeuvre

that its central strategy, the

after saying "My purpose is to display to my kind a portrait in

and celebration of chat self, is eventually negated. The

every way true to nature, and the man I shall portray is myself,"

individuated self of Rousseau finally proves ineffective, the

Housseau indicates that this is indeed a portrait, an imaginative

deprivation it entails finally overcomes the compensatory

construct: "I may have taken for fact what was no more than

satisfactions it produces, and Rousseau ends up annihilating-<Jr

probability, but I have never put down as true what I knew to be

desiring to annihilate-the very boundaries of the self that his

false" (17). In other words, the self he puts before us may very

confessional works seek to impose.

well be made up! Although we can say that the self that has

I refer here to the remarkable passage in Rousseau's last work,

I
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The Reveries of a Solitary Walker, 12 where in the "Fifth Walk"

along the beach at the edge of the lake. There, the noise of the

Rousseau abandons the active self, erases the lmundaries between

waves and the tossing of the water, captivating my senses and

self and not-self, and surrenders to a totality that would seem to

chasing all other disturbance from my soul, plunged it into a

replicate that unity which preceded the division of experience into

delightful reverie in which night would often surprise me

self and not-self. In this walk, Rousseau meditates on his short

without my having noticed it. The ebb and flow of this water

stay on Saint Peter's Island in the Lake of Bienne in Switzerland.

and its noise, continual but magnified at intervals, striking my

Readers of the Confessions are prepared for this astonishing
meditation, for Rousseau, in stating that "True happiness is

ears and eyes without respite, took the place of the internal
movements which reverie extinguished within me and was

indescribable; it can only be felt, and the stronger the feeling the

enough to make me feel my existence with pleasure and

less it can be described, because it is not the result of a collection

without taking the trouble to think. From time to time some

of facts but a permanent state" (224), had indicated that

weak and short reflection about the instability of things in this

experience somehow transcends categories and divisions. Indeed,

world arose, an image brought on by the surface of the water.

that passage denies the stated method of his autobiographical

But soon these weak impressions were erased by the uniformity

form-the attempt to recount every detail of his life-in

of the continual movement which lulled me and which, without

suggesting that existence is more than the sum of the statements

any active assistance from my soul, held me so fast that, called

one can make about it. Later, the "permanent state" is equated

by the hour and agreed-upon signal, I could not tear myself

with the asocial and undirected activity of the young and the aged

away without effort....

in a passage that attempts to describe his feeling of happiness on
Saint Peter's Island:

What do we enjoy in such a situation? Nothing external to
ourselves, nothing if not ourselves and our own existence. As
long as this state lasts, we arc sufficient unto ourselves, like God.

The idleness I love is not that of an indolent fe llow who stands

The sentiment of existence, stripped of any other emotion, is in

with folded arms in perfect inactivity, and thinks as little as he

itself a precious sentiment of contentment and peace which

acts. It is the idleness of a child who is incessantly on the move

alone would suffice to make this existence dear and sweet to

without ever doing anything, and at the same time it is the

anyone able to spurn all the sensual and earthly impressions

idleness of a rambling old man whose mind wanders while his

which incessantly come to distract us from it and to trouble its

arms arc still. ... I love ...to fritter away the whole day

sweetness here-below. But most men, agitated by continual

inconsequentially and incoherently, and to follow nothing but

passions, arc little acquainted with this state and, having tasted

the whim of the momcnL. [591-92]

it only imperfectly for a few moments, preserve only an
obscure and confused idea of it which docs not let them feel its

Ten years after he wrote this in the Confessions he returned to the

charm.13

same subject-his happiness on Saint Peter's Island-in the "Fifth
Walk" of the Reveries:

\Vhat we sec in these passages is a stunning convergence. By
abandoning himself

entire{y to

his reverie,

to

the imaginary, the

\Vhen evening approached, I would come down from the

imagining self is annihilated, and the self and nature, me and not

heights of the island and gladly go sit in some hidden nook

mc, arc merged into an undifferentiated and undivided unity.
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tuting the self by writing it, with its Rousscauian stress on

Freud, who called this state,_ referring to its ubiquitous
appearance as a variety of religious experience, the "oceanic
feeling," a phrase one imagines Rousseau would have found
fclicitious, secs in this "oceanic feeling" the requited desire of the
ego for a loss of itself, for its undifferentiated merge into the
cosmos. 14
Thus, Rousseau in the

Confessions

intuits, and in the Reveries

discovers, that the created self, the division of self from the
world, is a strategic move finally incapable of engendering human
happiness. The profound irony is this: The great architect of the
modern self ends up discovering that the building he has
constructed is, when it comes right down to it, uninhabitable.
The imaginary, into which the self has retreated as its protection
from the world, ends up by discarding the self and merging, in
unmediated fashion, into the totality of things.
Y ct, despite Rousseau's ultimate dissatisfaction with the self he

had done so much to create and differentiate, the reader of the

Confessions

understands that its immense significance, its aura of

newness, has to do with its documentation of the emergence of
that subject which was theretofore largely hidden: "For a long

completeness, on the inclusion of every detail
5. The dissatisfaction with these four techniques and their results,

which leads to the valorization of the imaginary-<mly to cul
minate in the final annihilation, by the imaginary, of the self,
division, the gaze, and writing
The importance of these first four techniques (we shall return to
the fifth presently) cannot be overestimated. Rousseau helps to
invent-and to justify and to circulate-those techniques which
constitute the modern subject. The emergent self becomes the
locus on which, through which, in which, the technology of
power that Professor Foucault has traced will elaborate and invent
itself. 16 If we apply his three modes of constituting the subject
both as object of power and as the self-recognized subject of
power, 17 we see all three at work in the
constitutes the self

as

Confessions.

Rousseau

subject by ohjectivizing the speaking subject

in language, by presenting him to the gaze of the knowledgeable
reader. He objectivizes the subject by means of division. And he
refines a technique (the written confession) by means of which the
self comes to recognize itself as subject, and object.
Rousseau develops a technology of the self which, although not

time ordinary individuality-the everyday individuality of
everybody-remained below the threshold of description."

Rousseau's Co11fessio11s

15

as yet obscrvedly traversed by power, was shortly to become a

What Rousseau docs is take an essential step toward lowering this

prime agent in the modern elaboration of power. Rousseau brings

threshold: He describes himself, his individuality. He invents (or,

the self above the threshold of visibility, and he provides several

in some senses, he elaborates and extends) several vital techniques
in the constitution of the self as a subject. We have seen these
techniques and the role they play in the
1.

Confessions:

The emergence of the unique, individuated self as a subject o f
observation and description

2.

The division of human experience into self and other, me and
not-me, individual and society

3. The emergence of the self as object of the gaze of the other,

the public: what Foucault might call the self under examination
4. The development of the (secular) confessional mode of consti-

means by which this self can be made subject.
But if Rousseau is an unwitting agent in the elaboration of the
technology of power, it must also be remembered that he is,
ironically, also a prime agent in the emergence of

a

new and

powerful opposition to regnant power. Just as the creation and
celebration of his own self contained the imperative that led to
that self's annihilation, so the creation of a public self subject to
the microphysics of power gave rise to a counterforce that would
oppose all regnant power. In the

Confessiom

we encounter

everywhere the sense of deprivation which, I have argued, is
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generated by that very division that constitutes the self. Because
the self comes into being simultaneously with the perception of
lack and loss, that emergence is everywhere linked to conditions
the self must refuse to accept.
Yet, as Rousseau's constitution of the self has had historical
ramifications, as the forms and techniques of knowledge that he
developed have been traversed by power, so also his deprivation
and refusal to be deprived have had political and historical effects.
The very self that has been created by division, by the abundance
of detail amassed about its activities, by its subjection to the
public gaze and the public judgment, this constituted self

Rousseau's Confessions

Sciences (Ne w York:

Pant heon

temporalit y and causation. Rousseau's stress on his own de velopment is thus a key
clement in the transition from an Enlig h t cnn1cnt cpist cmc based on mathcsis , or
s pati al pla ce ment, to the barely emergent cpistcmc of the

Michel Foucault, The llisrory of Sexuality, vo l.
Hobert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1978),

4

I bid.

,

The spirit of Rousseau is, after all, the spirit of the French
everything is rooted in politics" (377). It was Rousseau who

later

period.

/\11 lmroduc1io11, trans.

59.

p. 60.

5

I bid. ,

One notes in this reg ard that R ouss eau 's early sexuality manifested itself in

pp .

59, 6 t.

the desire to expose himself to public view. One can on ly surmise about the
p ossi ble relations between Rousseau's p urpo rted early sexual pract ice and his later
embrace of confessional self e x posure.
-

Sec J.

H. va n den Ber g, Divided Eris1ence and Complex Society (Pit tsburgh:

Duquesne Univc" i ty

Revolution. It was Rousseau who said, "I had seen that

p.

1:

6

generates not only its subjection but also an opposition to such
subjection, a movement toward liberation.

Books, 1970), where the constituti ve p r inciple of the

cpiste mc of the nin eteenth and early twentieth centuries is s h o wn to he

context of sc ien tifi c

Press, 1974).

Van den Berg

procedures that origi nated in

he secs as ultimately constitutive of

a

develops his analysis in the

the eighteen th c entury, proce du res

n ew sense of self. Sec also his Cha11gi11,r:

Na/ure of Man: Introduction to a llistorical Psychology, trans. H. F. Croes (New York:
Norton, 1961). Van den Berg, although he utilizes a phenomenological method

would claim of the knowledge/power relation, "I could see only

different from Foucault's somewhat st ructu ral approac h , i s engaged in a project

foolishness and error in the doctrines of our sages, nothing but

with many similarities to Foucault's work on the te ch nologies of the self.

oppression and misery in our social order" (387). And, finally, it
was the very self that Rousseau helped to create that became the
basis for the revolutionary desire to transform society so that it
would be conducive to the liberty and equality of all men and
women, each of whom possessed their own individuality.
Thus, the emergence of the modern self, the self as subject, figures

8

It is important to note that Rousseau was himself an

En l ightenme nt fi gu re.

Despite the stres s on his emotive life in the Confessions, he still highly values the

clari t y of th o u g ht so prized in the Age

of R eason :

"Feelings come

q ui cker

than

ligh tn ing and fill my soul, but they bring me no i llu mination [as th o u ght and
do ] ; th ey hum and dazzle me. I feel every thing and sec nothing "
9

Rousseau juge de jean-Jacques

(Par is:

reason

( r r 3).

Colin, 1962). The introduction to this

modern edition of the Dialogues, as the work is also known, is by Michel Foucault.

("a pan ern

prominently in the subjection of humankind, and figures prominently in

In it Foucaul t emphasizes both Housscau's creation of the Romantic self

the genesis of those modern struggles that seek, in the face of that

that is un i fi ed and at the same time unique") and the subsequent dissol ution of that

subjection, to reclaim their humanity for men and women.

,

himself. a lacuna whorn

m1c can

vanishing point which only a cer tain convergence allows the reader to ascertain"),

Notes

pp. xv-xvi; translation mine .

The Confessions ofjean-Jacques Rousseau was completed in 1765 and first
published in 1781. The English translation is by]. M. Cohen ( Har mondsworth:
Penguin Books,

self (" the dissociated s ub j ect superimposed on

o nly call present by a so rt of addition never achieved: as if he appears at a distant

1953),

p.

II8. Subsequent quotations

from this edition will be

cited pa renthetically in the text.
Sec Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human

10

These l ate works arc of ten descr ib ed , app ropri:tt cly , as paranoid. P:tranoia,

the delusion of self-reference, is

hut an

e xagg era tion of the self as arbiter of order,

value, and meaning. That concept o f self has its roots in the Reformation's stress

on t he individual's umncdiatcd

relation to

God and reaches an apotheosis in the

Romantic era, when the self replaced divinity as the arhitcr of order, value, :md
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Seven

meaning. Parannia would seem to he a historically defined disorder, for it is
dependent upon the development of the sense of self that came into being with
Rousseau and the Romantics. The paranoid stance derives not from some

FOUCAULT, FREUD, AND THE

TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

erroneous sense of self but from an exaggerated notion of the importance of the
Rom antic self.
11

Rousseau has anticipat ed these questions. It is, after all, he who speaks of

the "labour" req uired by writing the self: "Some of my paragra phs I have shaped

PATRICK H. HUTTON

and reshaped mentally for five or six nights before they were fit to be put down on
paper " (114). It is he who warns us that "Being forced to speak in spite of myself,
I am also obliged to conceal myself , to be cunning, to try to deceive" (263).
12

1782),

Rou sseau, /,es Reveries du promeneur solitaire (1776-78; pub. po sthumously
trans. Charles

E.

Butterworth (New Ynrk: Harper, 1982).

tJ

Ibid., 67-69.

14

Freud, Civilization and Its Discallfellf.< (1930), in The Standard Edition, vol. 21

Michel Foucault's intellectual odyssey is not unlike the history of
the topics he has studied. Both take unexpected turns. Foucault
has ranged from historical investigations of insane asylums to
prisons, to sexual issues, to techniques of self-care. Y ct a
continuous path runs through this historical journey that concerns
the making of the human mind, a subject that invites discussion
of Foucault's relationship to Sigmund Freud. Foucault never

(London: Hogarth, 1961 ).
15

Fnucault, Discipline and P1111ish, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Pantheon,

1977), p. 191.
t6

The traversing of

the i n divid ual

by power has been the subject of much of

Foucault's later work. Discipline and Punish investigates the ways in which
indi\'iduals have hccn subjected by the gaze of the other. The llistory of Sexuality

examines the place of confession in making n1an and woman into subjects. l\.ilichcl
Foucault, Power and Knowledge: Selected lnterJiews and Other Writings, ig72-1g77,

discussed the significance of Freud's work in any depth. His
remarks consist of scattered and usually oblique references. 1 Y ct
Foucault's work is heavy with Freud's unstated presence. His
authorship, considered in its ensemble, might be interpreted as an

ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon, t98o), pursues the notion that "the
history which hears and determines us has the form of a war rather than that of a
language: relations of power, not relations of meaning."

l7

In a lecture

at a

conference on " Kno wledge, Power, History:

Interdisciplinary Approaches. to the Works of Michel Foucault" (University of
Southern California, October 3 t, t981), Foucault stated that his aim "is to create a
hist ory of the different modes by which the human being has been made a
subject." This historical process, he explained , takes three forms: the ohjectivizing
of the speaking

subject by

the sciences of language , work, and

life; the

ohjectivizing of the subject by the dividing practices; and the self-objectification
whose workings become visible when one examines the historical struggles " against
a technique, a form of power, which applies to everyday life, attaches him [the
individual subject] to his identity, attaches a load of truth to him which he and
others must recognize," which in short makes him both a subject to power and an
ob j ect to himself. Portions of the lecture ha\'e been reprinted as part of an essay,
"The Subject and Power," Critical Inquiry 8 (1982): 777-97.
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apostrophe to Freud, for their
methods
of. approaching
the mind
.
.. .
..
.
.
,
I
are diamctricaUyopposed. Whereas Freud provides a method for '.
investigating the internal workings of the psyche, Foucault seeks !
fO-show how the �ethod itself is an ancient technique of sclf
fashio�ing that has over the centuries shaped the mind cxten;ally.
Our conception of the psyche, Foucault contends, has been
sculpted by the techniques that we have devised to probe its
secrets, to oblige it to give up hidden knowledge that will reveal
to us the truth about who we arc. Psychoanalysis is from a
historical perspective a late additi<;� to that enterprise, born of a
long but c�ratic)in�?ge �ft�ch_niqucs for the care of the s_clf.
In the exception he takes to this, the dominant interpretation
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about mind in Western culture in the twentieth century, Foucault
aligns himself with a growing number of historians who arc
approaching historical psychology from nonpsychoanalytic
perspectives. His historical studies have many affinities with those
of the new historians of collective mentalities, who deal with the
problem of the psyche in terms of its definition by the social and
cultural forces with which it is intermeshed. Such historians
study the way in which the material environment, social customs,
and linguistic usage create a collective psychological milieu in
which the individual mind is immersed. The organization of the
psyche, they contend, is integrally related to the organization of
this network of cultural conventions. If the making of culture is a
creative process, it is also a prescriptive one in that the
vocabularies we employ and the institutions through which we act
provide patterns that set boundaries and give direction to future
creative effort. Cultural development, therefore, implies cultural
constraint, and the repression with which Freud's psychoanalytic
theory seeks to deal is itself born of the rigorous social demands
and highly nuanced psychological controls imposed in the
complex early-twentieth-century civilization in which he devised
his theory.2
Freud's work, in contrast, has customarily been interpreted in
light of the problems of late-nineteenth-century medicine or, more
remotely, the insights of early-nineteenth-century Romantic
philosophy.3 Freud wished to bring the mysteries of the human
soul, previously the preserve of poets and theologians, into the
realm of scientific understanding. The theory of psychoanalysis
that he devised to accomplish that task is based on a model of a
tripartite psyche in which the self (ego) wrestles with the conflicts
between the drives of unconsl::ious impulses (id) for free
expression and the demands of conscience (superego) for their
renunciation. The ego's capacity to maintain its identity depends
on its ability to sort out these conflicting claims and to make
decisions about which to heed and which to deny. The repression
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of the instinctual desires pressed upon the ego by the id has its
social virtues in that the energy of impulses denied may be
sublimated into creative and socially useful endeavor. But such
conflicts can also promote irresolution and the breakdown of the
ego's capacity to assert its authority._I��rc:_���y_f()rJ<'rc�1d_is t_?
search out the _hi�dcn s.ourc�.�- ()f ��c .<:onflic_t ai:icl _S.<? _to discover the
�I_l-�1!1ld.er.'Y.!1ic� thecg()_ c_an ..��C()Ver its pow�r.4 � ..
Such a project is effectively a search for a lost self, which
S".<·v.\"'·"'\ Freud believed was formed yet largely forgotten as a consequence
·••1'·-::'.-Qf the psyche's encounter with early life experience. One's sense
o {i"Clcntity_is forged out ()(the behavioral patterns established
through the p-�yclie's-{c�koni�g with particular experiences,
especially those of ehildliood. The way in which the psyche has
dealt with ex.p�:iei:ic�� i_n_the -i��i_·;��r�iti� cour�e fof. its: i:IC�Ei1gs
with cxp�rienc,� iJ1_th,� pr�s.i;m, The earlier the reckoning, the
more profound its influence. One's sense of self is thus shaped by
powerful precedents out of the past.5 The problem is that the
psyche's capacity to resolve the conflict between the countervailing
demands of the id for instinctual gratification and of the superego
for their denial can never be perfectly reconciled. Confronted
c....:.c,J�(--·<i-- .with such choices, human beings cannot expect to attain enduring
happiness. They �;n-afbl!sti:�itig�te�unhappincss, for human
natu�_contains.flaw�1 that cann-;Jt b� eliminated." The painful
1L;;,.__� cf.. �''ch�i�es and unr�;ol�cd conflicts with which all of us arc
{)
confronted, therefore, are often repressed in the unconscious
mind. Forgotten by the ego, they remain hidden yet active
problems that trouble the unconscious mind. Not only is the
psyche in the present bound to the unresolved issues of its past; ir
is bound in ways that it docs not consciously suspect. The psyche
is thus always to some degree impaired, for conscious
understanding is obstructed by unconscious problems that stand
in the way. Only. by dealing with these hidden, unresolved
conflicts out--�ftl�� past ca� the ego de;! m��� �if��tively '�'ith the
_J� �.��;51;� �Jt�est for ;;· g;eat:1; r�ngc o(/�e�_cJ<>.rn
- bl�

c_9E_;_!ji\

� ��?ii�� �<:
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of action in ,t�e present obliges the ego to seek to regain power
;���· i�--p�tt�Th�tq�es"tls··; functioll of the capacity oftlic
r .(
�·-�·---·r·
l.'-1,�t.:...C···O::
conscious mind to recall the formative experiences of the psyche's {;-<-·"-' �..... ,,.
life hi�fury. To know oneself, therefore, is to:���?-frorn-thc ""'
'o�:?�Jof the unconscious mind lost memories of painful
experiences or unresolved conflicts.7
Psychoanalysis was the method that Freud invented to oblige
the unconscious mind to open its secret history, to reveal to the
conscious mind those unrequited desires or unresolved conflicts
that unconsciously prompt or paralyze its actions. Such
knowledge, once restored to memory, lends power to the ego by
enabling it to understand the hidden source of its impairment. In
becoming consciously aware of the continuity between past
experiences and present perceptions, the ego is strengthened.
Knowledge drawn from the unconscious restores to the ego the
lost dimensions of its identity. The knowledge of self so derived
enhances one's power to cope more realistically with present
problems."
The technique of p_�ycho_a.11_alysis, therefore, might be likened to
· -__.,-- --...__ _.-..---�--y
an'-.._art
of memory. It empl_oys- a variety of methods for retrieving
forgotten memories of past experiences from the unconscious �
_..J.._, _( <:...,. t.___1·
mind: the free association of ideas, the retelling of dreams, the µ-.:_z,..,\-� _
analysis of jokes and of slips of the tongue. w lndeed,_Ereud ,.,
'
believed that, barring the organil\.L_mpairmcryt mthe brain, all the
memories of our life experience are -;;pabf� of being recalled from
the archive of the unconscious mind. 11 Yct the unconscious mind
docs not easily give up its secrets, and that is why the role of the
analyst is so important. _The _l_l!_emories_eLIHcd ��?E1!1_l�ast
through psychoanalytical technique are not transparent
rcprcscntatiom-of-pastcx'perienc-es.-Til«:.Y arc relcasedby the
uncons�ioi:;-�;,:;ind-;;[��g;;.;��tary images a�d m�st be T�r�i:preted
if�ve-arc r;;·�nd��t;�d--th� larg�r -patter� from which they are dr��'�· So�eti�es -the unconsCious mind offers upT�nocuoussubstitute, or screen, memories to ward off conscious recognition
of forgotten experiences too painful to bear.12 The analyst's task is
_

_

t.

--·--

.____.�----------�--..
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to decode the meaning of the memories recovered. Only with
great skill can he aid his subject in drawing memories forth from
the unconscious mind, and only with great perception can he
correctly interpret their meaning. 13 Successfully conducted,
however, psychoanalysis can reestablish the broken connections
between past and present experiences and so restore to the psyche
the integrity of its identity. Through analysis, the ego becomes
more fully aware of the content of the psyche's life history.
Through such knowledge, the power of the self is asserted. 14
ThougtiJ<re.!:1_��� purpos.e is therapeL�ti_c, hc:_leaves_ us \V��1__�l_1_:
s;;;�h at the psyche is trapped by the contradictions of its own
interr;;r�;orkings. '5-0�r destinies arc shaped by the drama_of
_
��fli�l:�-\�'ithin ��-r minds. Foucault appr()a�hc� �!1c: problem of the
psycheTr�-;.;-�--th�-�pp·o�it�- tack'. it-is n�Jt the internal wo�kings of
the mind dl_a� initially interested him but the emerging array of
asyJ��s that have fostered scrutiny of the mind over the past
three ccnt��ics. All of Foucault's early authorship concerned the
ways in which external authority shapes the structure of the
mind. The historical study of madness that first won him acclaim,
Folie et diraison: Histoire de la Jolie a l'iige classique (1961), dealt with
the way in which a public definition of sanity/insanity emerged in
the eighteenth century out of the efforts of asylum keepers to
:
<-..manage nonconformist behavior. 16 His subsequent studies,
X, Naissance de la cliniqtte (1963)17 and S11r1xi!ler et punir: Naissa11ce de la
prison (1975),18 explored thc"ramificati�-�s of such management, as
behavior that defied public expectations about what was acceptable
was differentiated into a spectrum of types and parceled out
among a variety of institutions-insane asylums, hospitals,
prisons, and other places of segregation. Fuucault seeks to show
how the "classical age" (more commonly termed the
Enlightenment) was distinctive not for its faith in intellectual
liberation but rather for its commitment to the disciplining of
human behavior. The asylum was part of a larger institutional
apparatus through which techniques of domination were imposed.
Within these asylums, first the body and then the mind was
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subjected to public inspection. In the increasingly nuanced
classifications made of the types and limits of normal behavior a
public definition of the mind took shape. For this reason,
Foucault's early authorship represents an inquiry into the policing
function as it is understood in the French sense: the disciplining
of human affairs by public and quasi-public agencies. 19
Foucault's thesis about the policing process is the key to his
understanding of the psyche as an abstraction conjured up by
public authority to satisfy the need of modern society for a more c:...,\>,'d,<-�
disciplined conception of the self. '0 It is through the policing f:J"n�
process, Foucault contends, that the 111odern frame of mjnd ha:·5··-- •1
been formed. The policing process €'>t(:r�a-mcntalit)·· �hat
requires ever more explicit definitions of what is appropriate to
human behavior. His studies of asylums are designed to show
how over the course of modern history such policing power has
spread and intruded into domains of human endeavor previously
left untended. 21 In his book on madness, Foucault sought to show
that behavior judged merely eccentric in the Middle Ages was
deemed embarrassing by the sixteenth century before finally being
dismissed as intolerable in the eighteenth century.22 The notion of
sanity, Foucault argues, is a historical definition, imposed by a
process ever more relentless in its demands for behavioral
conformity. The imperative of the policing process, Foucault
explains, is to establish boundaries between regulated and
unregulated domains of human activity, which creates a mentality
that interprets such activity in terms of binary oppositions: sanity
and insanity, health and sickness, legitimate and criminal
behavior, lawful and illicit love. 23 Such distinctions, Foucault
contends, have been elaborated historically, for human behavior r�'-c"'-c
was not previously classific�_t.!_iis way. o�:::.::h b�_h?cv.ior... ��� 1-' \
becomes subject to publi� tin)'71m!sif15ecome necessary to
define the boundaries of its legitimacy.
Foucault's thesis about the expanding network of policing
Freud's theory of repression.
powers is somewhat different
!f the acct;_11_� t��_p()}ici_rig_1��_?._�.C,SS i11_freud's ill_�e_rpretation w�:

from
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\\���-�\��"<;;�tr_.��.!h� emphasis for . F:oucaµltj�_Qn_prgd_IJ�ti_\'.ity. If

certain activities arc enjoined by the policing process, Foucault
explains, others arc engendered by it, so that the elaboration of
rules and the rebellion against them arc bound together
dialectically in spiraling definitions of their relationship to one
anothcr.24 !n both his work on insane asylums and that on prisons
in the nineteenth���t�-�y;·F�ucault shows how the inmates iieing
- g in, and hence c��firming_the
policed a�e ��-rice� i�t;�- p���icip�ti· �
-�alidi'ty of, the policing process. The madman is encouraged to
_:i:;��fi·i���l(<:}Lh,is i11Rrmity by acti�cly seeking a cur�. 25 The
prisoner is admonished to undertake his own rehabilitation."' Ifoth
become actors in a ritual designed to confirm the behavioral norms
·of t.h�. socicty' ai:-larg�:-Through-this pro�ess, Foucault contends, a
positive economy of human behavior is delineated. Economy in
Foucault's conception of the policing process signifies the
production of linguistic and institutional forms through which
human beings define their relationships. 27 In this sense, the
policing process is the public expression of our essential activity as
human beings: the construction of modes of discourse and of
action through which we shape our conception of human nature.
is in the formalities of our words and our deeds that we define
ourselves. Ou human nature is not a hidden reality co be
discovered through self-analysis but the aggregate of the forms we
have chosen to provide public definitions of who we arc. 2' It
follows that for Foucault there is no such thing as a human
nature. There are only the linguistic and institutional artifacts left
behind by successive generations as each took up anew the task of
creating categories to explain its perception of the human
condition. Since it is the lineage of these discarded systems rather
than the meanings they conveyed for generations past that holds
Foucault's attention, he likens his method to that of the
archaeologist, who also unearths and classifies the relics of the past
in terms of their practical uses rather than the abstract values they
were intended to affirm. 29
The forms of classification chosen by each age, moreover,

It
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institutions served as places for the segregation of the group that
depend on considerations of power rather than of knowledge. '0
the society of each of these epochs feared most. As the scrutiny of
Foucault's interest lies not in the values that successive
behavior in the madhouse grew more refined in the early
generations favored but rather in the formalities through which
l,:,,i."'-'
such values were presented. As he traces the implacable spreading
+;.nineteenth century, this asylum was subdivided into a number of
"-h�>(
��''.11 o�e sp cialized institutions, each with a different theo:e:ical
of the policing process, he points out the flimsy instability of the
�
j
";,>
1ust1ficat1on. But all of these asylums were part of.:i_r9hcmg
argum1.:nls advan1.:ed Lo jusLify it. Although there is rnntinuity in
.
.
apparatus in which the imperative to con_traj__£i�alcit��t portions
the linguistic and institutional structures designed to carry the
l'-�l.:--vc...:
I
of the population was more important than the therapeutic goals
policing process forward, the apologies offered for the process �;;!"�\�'-'---' �':',
proposed for them. 35
shift abruptly ov1.:r th1: course of time. l�e justi�ca_ ticms offered '(o��-:: �:�
_
For Foucault, the policing process operates out of a deep need
the; segregation of deviant behavior, for �:>.:ample, were
p_c.�{��ii_�;ll)'_�e�� ;���i��-� fr�Q;�th� l:�tc�Middle Ages t� the pre�nt,
to mobilize power. 36 Herein his debt to the latc-nineteenth
century philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, is apparent. Like
as religious vocabulari�s were replaced by legal ones, and these in
t�rn l�y m�di�al a�d PESh2lr_:igi��!_t�rmi11_�!()g�c�'-'_Yh�
Nietzsche, Foucault believes that our need to impose structure
explanations may have changed, Foucault argues, but the process
upon our behavior is derived from a will to power that exists
apart from the meanings we employ to justify or explain such
of creating structures with which t� ��asure and contain lm�an
behavior have not. Madman and keeper, prisoner and jailer,
authority. 37 The direct correspondence between knowing and
doing is denied in the process. In effect, both Foucault and
delinquent and social worker, arc all participants in a game whose
Nietzsche bracket the meanings assigned to human activity in
rules germinate, burgeon, and mature around imperatives of
segregation. Eventually, discourse about segregation reaches
order to trace the connections among the techniques employed to
beyond the asylum's walls, as public authorities seek to define
carry them out. 38 Foucault also follows Nietzsche in tracing these
norms for the society at large in terms of social discipline. 32
connections genealogically rather than historically. 39 As Foucault
The proposition that there arc decisive breaks in the
explains in an essay on Nietzsche, the intellectual historian seeks
to account for a theoretical viewpoint by_ fathoming its intellectual
explanations offered for the techniques of policing that public
authority employs has become an important hallmark of
sources. His intent is to return to its earliest conceptualization and
Foucault's method as a historian. 33 Whereas intellectual historians
then to reconstruct the continuous narrative of the modifications
typically emphasize the continuities in the exchange and
that lead to its present formulation. The genealogist, in contrast,
traces patterns of intellectual descent from the present backward
dissemination of ideas, Foucault points out the dramatic ruptures
without seeking to ascertain their formal beginnings. Since
, in the guiding ideals of Western civilization. 34 The continuities for
theoretical explanations for courses of action arc regarded by
Foucault as mere rationalizations, the genealogical descent of our
l
present modes of discourse oftqn springs from unlikely earlier
) techniques of policing are sometimes borrowed from one age and
incarnations. In his accent 'On the erratic and often illogical path
reused in the next in unrelated contexts in the name of totally
of the history of ideas, Foucault, like Nietzsche before him,
different ideals. For example, madhouses displaced lazar houses
challenges the notion that there is an intellectual continuity that
bctw1.:en the thirteenth and the eighteenth centuries, but both

'ol��:::;::::::;��:�·�:�.;��",��::.:�:,��;::�v;��:;�,��'
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g.
binds together the history of Western civilization.4° Foucault is, i�
,�.
the last resort, a wrecker of coherent intellectual systems, one '/.�.;;-· l'.·�--

/

who proceeds not by directly attacking them with opposing
arguments but by deconstructing their ancestry

:jJ--·

�Lsueli(rigor) -�;\-��),_,,·�

and in such depth that clainJs_ for the<j)edigrceaf their intellectual
,,,..,,. -------:
-..
descent are exposed as fi:_� � du_ I_e11_iY..!.....---_
Foucault's thesis about the imperative of the policing process to
-------

- __

·
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relationship between power and knowledge. In his

study

of

discourse about sexuality, Foucault seeks to show how the

inculcation of a discipline of self-control in sexual matters has

generated an imperative to seek knowledge of the self. Beginning
.in �cvcnt(:cnth-ccntury Catholic c:onfes_sional. practices ar,id
continuing i� twentieth-ce�t��y psychoanalysis, the task of

is appropriate to it. He focuses on the latter topic, for in his view
the more significant revolution in the modern age has been the

�cr�ii�!�fo-g 1�i1r _,�g��al!J�l��v�<:>r ca1:11c to �e. u1:1dersto?d .a_s_a. mc:ai:is
_f��-LJ.�tti;:i:_1=1i:i�l�rs�a11ding ()urselycs. 46 ge_spi.��.. �h�_'Y_icli;_diffcrenccs
.!!!..!.h�i�..r.rofc�sed. purposes, both. Catholic confcssio11al technique
a��-��:_L!_�-i�1.1.. psy<:_�<:>��ly�ic_!�.���.9':1..�.. "1Q.��E5-��r.:; _t�C:. signi�c:a.ncc
of sexuality in human nature. Because e.v�ryone is caHcd upon to
���itor hi� sex��! .behavior in these mocl�r.n techniques of sclf
a��iy�i�;· I�;;�wie.cig� �f ;�u�lity and kn�'vledge of ourselves

criminality, Foucault claims, sex is a topic that, as it has been

.��_�;:;: -���r���:�;;��}ii��:��

intrude into unregulated domains of human experience also

suggests the link between his early work on asylums and his later
work on sexuality. 42 His point of departure is the line of

demarcation between sexual behavior and open discussion of what

proliferation of discourse about sexuality. Like madness and

subjected to public scrutiny, has become bounded by a discussion
that seeks to manage it. The sexual revolution of the twentieth

century, Foucault believes, has less to do with permissive
behavior than it does with a widening discussion of sexuality.
The discussion professes to demystify sex in the name of its

liberation, yet it is subtly coercive in its classification of techniques
of sexual behavior.4' Such a discussion seeks to police sexuality by

publicly defining codes of legitimate and illegicimate sexual

behavior. Foucault shows how a discourse initially focused on
heterosexuality expanded in the course of the nineteenth centur y
to encompass a wide range of peripheral sexual issues, such as

autoeroticism,

homosexuality, birth control, and

eugenics.44

�ig11 �fi.�.�!1:tl)', l'.?llcau}� e111p!1asiz�s, t!1e policing o_f sex_ua�i ty
depends far more on t�chnique� ,of�_�lf:��n._trol th?.£1 did,,��e

policing of madness and criminality. For this reason, Foucault's

Histoire·}�./.qi���iijt�'__y�lu;..�: ,�_Il'lal be viewe� -�s a transiti�mal

�ork from his investig�tion of the techniqµes by which �;xt�rnal

authority manages the mind to the techniques of self-

�anagement. 45 ..
This ·transition raises the issue of Foucault's conception of the
·

.
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discovering the truth about �ho we are. The truth that we .seel< 1 (
�bout ��rsel��s is a truth we associate with the power of self. c�11t.r()I. Be� ause the discussion of sexual practices in the modern
age has defined sexuality in terms of ever more nuanced boundaries
of constraint, the boundaries themselves ironically offer an
incitement to transgression in order to discover the hidden
meaning·o ( illicit! or unexplained sexuality .47 This desire, together
/
with the heavy burden of self-responsibility imposed on us in our
decisions about sexual behavior, has invested the subject with
unusual importance in our attempts to understai\d who we arc.
Therefore, Foucault concludes, it is not knowledge of our
��lityth;rtgi-;��-��- p���i over oursCJves (as Frctid taught) but
�"ii�-wiJCtc) establish power over our sex-uality that incites our
_search for self-knowledge. 48
When Foucault first embarked on his study of sexuality, he
anticipated that he would write a six-volume series. Although he
completed four volumes before his death in 1984, he had already
.........____

turned toward a new topic that he had discovered along the

way.49 The study of sexuality had led him to the study of the

psyche. It had opened to him a new vista on the nature of the

I
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policing process. In his early work on asylums, all of his emphasis
had been focused on the technologies of domination employed by
public amhority in its efforts to manage the mind. His following
work on sexuality revealed to him the degree to which
technologies of self-management complemented these in furthering
the imperatives of the policing process. In his last project on the
technologies of the self, all of his attention is focused on _tl1e way
_in w�ich the individual participates in .the policing process by·-..
monitoring his own behavior.

'--·.

-

·

It is herein that the encounter between Foucault and Freud is
directly joined. In his own day, Freud complained of the
unwillingness of the French to take seriously his theory of
psychoanalysis.50 If in recent years his doctrine has received a
more favorable reception among-French scholars, Foucault holds
\s��boEnfy)to th� earlier position-if not to dismiss the
psychoanalytic method, at least to challenge the originality of
Freud's formulation of it. 51 Freud believed that his psychoanalytic
_
�e.:hnig_ue��s a new invention,_ 111a�e possible by his discovery -of
_
the dynamics of the unconscious mind. Foucault, however, wishes

�-�rose its hidden ancest�y- He ��veals a F��ud who, howe�er
i_n�enr;��-bo·r�ow�d tools of self-analysis with a Jong genealogy.
As he did in tracing the antecedents of modern asylums, Foucault
.
seeks to establish connections between modern psychoanalytic
-)>-techniques and well-establish_ed, if theoretically different,
practices of self-analysis in the past. The psychoanalytic method
�'Oucaii.Trcont��ul;, i�- <le�i��J f�c;n'i sometimes ;ncienr remedies �[
/ s�ft:help�ni�·c;�Qufl_aged in:i medical vocabulary. Although the
· purposes of self-analysis have changed, he explains, the
_,
( techniques have not. Ail of them are devices for enhancing our
} capaclty-·to assert..power over our own behavior. Whereas Freud's
·

accent is on the way in which psychoanalysis enables us to
recover lost memories of past experiences, Foucault's concern is
with the way in which psychoanalysis appropriates forms of self
help developed and then discarded in earlier times. 52 In this
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investigation, he remains consistent with the "archaeological"
method he developed when he was studying the techniques of
domination employed in the management of asylums: He
demonstrates how the policing process proliferates apart from the

n.-�:..
"' (...�.··

...::::.......\\

•0:..111('.,(<"

;�·:"":�--.
l)..

·""

theoretical discussion of its purpose.
The beginnings of Foucault's genealogy of psychoanalysis may
be perceived in his earlier discussion of sexuality, in which he

points out the way in which Freud appropriated the techniques of
�-�uricul�� confession of the Catholic church and thereby clothed
the_e.i:amination of conscience, a religious practice, in a medical
garb. 53 But in his later studies on the shaping of the psyche,
Foucault shows how these technologies of the self have a still
earlier ancestry. Just as Freud sought to trace the structural
formation of the psyche to primal events at the beginning of
human civilization, so Foucault in this last line of inquiry
proceeds deeper into the past than he had in any of his earlier
studies. He retraces the lineage of seventeenth-century
confessional practices to the Christian Roman Empire of the
fourth and fifth centuries, specifically to the prescribc:cl��outines of
monastic life. In that context, Foucault explains, 1rcnanc.? was nor
simply a confessional act but a long-term status whll di� crsc
penitential obligations: mortification of the flesh, contemplation to

rid oneself of earthly desires, absolute obedience to one's spiritual
director, and the examination of conscience as a prelude to public
confession at the end of the period of penance. Knowledge of the
self, these spiritual directors taught, was derived from its
chastening. 54
But even these rituals for self-examination, Foucault continues,
are derived from still earlier practices. Many of these techniques
predate Christian practice. Some were borrowed from the Stoics,
who had developed an elaborate regimen of self-discipline in the
first and second centuries A.O. to further a different, purely
humanistic notion of self-analysis. Practices such as the spiritual
retreat, meditation, ritual purification, and deference to a mentor,

i·

·
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all subsequently employed by Christian spiritual directors, had

deconstruction is not the creator of a new method but an inventor

been used by Stoic teachers for quite different purposes. Though

whose genius it was to bring together into a unified theory of

suspect among many Stoics, the interpretation of dreams was also
a highly popular technique of self-care in antiquity, for dreams
were believed to be portents of the future for which it was
important to prepare. 55 The Stoic ideal was not self-denial, as it

medical discourse the techniques of self-analysis used and then
discarded by the past societies of Western civilization. Like the
therapists of our own society, these earlier practitioners regarded
the care of the self as a serious and salutary pursuit, even if they

would be for later Christians, but rather self-care. Stoic

expressed their commitment to it in an ethical or religious rather

techniques were designed to enable one to cope with the realities

than a medical vocabulary. The question that Foucault asks of

of this world more effectively, not to prepare for a spiritual world

Freud is why he seeks to discover the truth about the self through

beyond. 50 Bur even the practices for self-care of the Stoics had

these techniques, whereas his predecessors had been content to

earlier precedents. The Pythagoreans of the fifth and f�urth

search for a method of self-care.59

centuries

B.C.

instructed their initiates in the virtues of an ordered

Freud's answer to that question, of course, was bound up with

life and obliged them to observe silence and to learn the art of

a quite different perception of what we can know about the

listening as a route to self-mastery. During the same era,

psyche. Whatever the interpretative limits of language, Freud

Plato, in his dialogue Alcibiades I, presents Socrates teaching his

would counter, the psyche is a discrete reality whose workings we

young disciple a method for self-care as a means of preparing him

can objectively understand. 60 Our conception of the psyche may

for the adult responsibilities of public life. 57
Because Foucault terminates his genealogical probe into the

be limited by the images we employ to describe it. But the
inadequacy of our theory does not diminish the reality of the

techniques of self-analysis at this juncture, one might be tempted

object it seeks to define. The task is to refine our theory so that we

to treat these Pythagorean and Platonic methods as the founding

may approach the truth about the psyche's nature more closely.

precedents for the development of the technologies of the self in

Foucault, on the other hand, argues that the self is not an

the ancient world. But Foucault implies that the descent of these

objective reality to be described by our theories but a subjective

practices could be traced back even further. His point is that

notion that is actually constituted by them. The self is an abstract

there is no starting point, as Freud supposed there was, lmt only

construction, one continually being redesigned in an ongoing

a genealogical chain to earlier formulations that disappear

discourse generated by the imperatives of the policing process. In

eventually into the oblivion of prehistory.'" Humankind's point of

tracing the genealogy of this discourse, Foucault contends, we

departure for self-understanding, Foucault contends, begins

discover that the self is no more than a congeries of theories about

today, not in some hypothetical beginning of historical time. Each

its nature. Theories of the self are a kind of currency through

day we make ourselves anew in fresh formulations. By
deconstructing this genealogical descent into the past, Foucault
seeks to expose the methods of Freudian psychoanalysis as the
tools of forgotten philosophies of the self, honed by the analysts
of earlier epochs who hailed from different intellectual traditions
and who had unrelated purposes in mind. The Freud who
descends from the genealogy of psychoanalysis in Foucault's

which power over the mind is defined and extcndcd.)<'ot1_ca�_I.!,

th�l'_efore, inverts Freud's jlroposi_tion about the relationship
between knowledge and power. Whereas Freud sought to explain

�<__> ���owledge gives us powcr over the self, Foucault sec.ks to
_
�emonstrate how power shapes our knowledge of the self._

This fundamental difference in approach becomes apparent if
we compare Freud's and Foucault's views on the topic of
sexuality. Because sex was a topic about which there was little
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public discussion at the tum of the twentieth century, Freud's

meaning of behavior precedents, as Freud taught, but rather by

task was to overcome his contemporaries' reluctance to

deconstructing the formalities through which we endlessly

acknowledge sex as a major source of human motivation.

61

For

Freud, the discussion of sexuality was an important avenue to

examine, evaluate, and classify our experiences. If Freud glances
back to original experience as it points toward the future,

intellectual enlightenment. To a large degree, he contended, the

Foucault's gaze remains fixed on the present. \Vhereas Freud asks

truth about our human nature is grounded in our sexuality, for

how our past experience shapes our lives in the present, Foucault

sexual energy (libido) is the matrix of human creativity. Its energy

asks why we seek to discover truth in the formal rules that we

is stored by the unconscious psyche and is transformed as it is

have designed

sublimated in cultural endeavor.62 By discovering the power of

about the past emphasizes recollection. Foucault, in contrast,

to

discipline life's experiences. Freud's concern

sexual impulses to motivate all manner of human behavior not

stresses repetition, which reinforces his central proposition about

consciously perceived to be sexual, we learn a previously hidden

the paradox of the human condition: \Ve arc beings that create

truth about ourselves that is liberating. Foucault, by contrast,

forms which ironically imprison our creativity. This pattern of

writes in an age in which the discussion of sex seems to him to be

creation and constraint is ceaselessly repeated. Past experiences,

less liberating than constraining in the degree of scrutiny to '>Vhich

Foucault argues, do not shape us irrevocably, as Freud believed.

sex has been subjected and in the depth of public surveillance

Rather, we continually reshape our past creations to conform to

such scrutiny implies. His interest, therefore, is in the way our

our present creative needs.

growing sense of obligation to talk about sex as a means of

The question of parenting provides a good example of this

understanding our human nature has made discourse about

distinction between their approaches to the formation of sclf

sexuality a contemporary frontier of the policing process. 63

identity. Freud stresses inheritance. For him, the role of the

This distinction between discourse about sexuality as a source

parent, both immediately and primordially, is all-important. To

of self-knowledge and as an arena for the display of power over

understand ourselves, he argues, we investigate our relationships

the self points to more far-reaching differences between these two

to our parents to ascertain how these have shaped the deep

philosophers. Freud is chiefly concerned with origins. He insists on

structures of our unconscious minds. The connections arc real,

the determining power of experience as a precedent for future

even if they have been repressed and forgotten. Correspondingly,

behavior. Such precedents arc compelling in the formation of both

our earliest ancestors have bequeathed to us institutional

our personal and our collective identity.64 The experiences of the

precedents for dealing with our experiences, and these continue to

past have indelibly etched the surfaces of our psyches, providing

influence us in profound ways. Freud, for example, was in awe of

the fundamental designs of behavior with which we will

the tenacious power of appeal of religion, so deeply was it

henceforth live. Present actions are always undertaken in light of

embedded in the collective memory of humankind. Freud's return

unconscious memories of such experiences. But if human nature

to origins in his search for both our individual and our collective

for Freud is shaped by the recollection of past experience, it is for

identities was based on his faith in the enduring power of

Foucault constructed through humankind's activity as a maker of

precedent to determine our present bchavior.''5

forms. Indeed, for Foucault, past experiences are lost in the maze

Foucault, in contrast, traces genealogical descent from the

of formulas humans have created to classify them. Foucault argues

present backward. For him, parentage is not determining but

that we discover our identity not by fathoming the original

accidental. One need only reconstruct his genealogy a few
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philosophies, there is at least a unity of meaning to be discerned

sometimes bizarre course of his own descent. If one seeks to

in the continuity of our life experience, stored in the archive of

return to origins, as did Freud, one hopes to uncover the

the unconscious mind. When we consciously reconstruct that

continuity between one's heritage and one's present aspirations.

experience we arc reassured about who we are.69 Although

But if one reverses the process and traces one's ancestry, Foucault

Foucault would concede that Freud's psychoanalytic method

explains, one will encounter striking discontinuities. Just as

discloses significant meanings about ourselves, he would contend

children sometimes live markedly different lives from those of

that none of these can provide us with a definitive understanding.

their parents, so the use of ideas by one generation may bear little
66
relationship to those of the preceding one. This suggests why

The search for the self is a journey into a mental labyrinth that
takes random courses and ultimately ends at impasses. The

Foucault attaches so little importance to ideas in and of

memory fragments recovered along the way cannot provide us

themselves in any given age, for he has no faith in the formative

with a basis for interpreting the overall meaning of the journey.

power of intellectual tradition.67

The meanings that we derive from our memories are only partial

Finally, the difference between these two philosophers is
revealed in their respective conceptions of the technologies of the

truths, and their value is ephemeral. 7° For Foucault, the psyche is
not an archive but only a mirror. To search the psyche for the
futile task because the psyche can only

self. Herein they consider the problem of the cultural significance

truth about ourselves is

of memory. Freud's preeminent concern is self-knowledge. He

reflect the images we have conjured up to describe ourselves.

a

believes that the techniques of psychoanalysis enable us to dredge

Looking into the psyche, therefore, is like looking into the mirror

forgotten experiences from the bottom of the unconscious mind

image of a mirror. One secs oneself reflected in an image of infinite

and to bring them to the surface of conscious understanding. To

regress. Our gaze is led not toward the substance of our

know oneself is to return to these origins of experience. Obliging

beginnings but rather into the meaninglessness of previously

the unconscious to return to the conscious mind its concealed

discarded images of the self. In the end, the meaning of the self

memories of our past experiences is liberating, for therein we

for Foucault is less important than the methods we employ to

discover the forgotten influences that have made us what we are.

understand it. It is in the tcclmologics of the self that humans

The memories recalled reestablish our sense of continuity with

have employed across the centuries that we find continuities. What

the past and hence show us the truth about ourselves. Freud's

we seek in psychoanalysis is what the Christian confessors and the

theory of the self, therefore, underscores the historical significance

Stoics sought long ago--not self-knowledge but a method of sclf

of memory as the foundation of identity. In reaching back to

carc.

origins to recollect lost fragments of our experience, memory
makes us whole once more by reaffirming our connection with the
68

past.

Freud's faith was that all forgotten experiences are retrievable
from a reservoir of repressed memories that await recollection. It
is a reassuring faith in the age of intellectual fragmentation in
which we live. If there is little coherence in our present

Does Foucault's argument about the discontinuities in the
meanings to be derived from our past experiences condemn us to
personal and cultural amnesia? Foucault's purpose is not to deny
the value and importance of recalling the past but

to

change our

perspective on that endeavor. What fathoming the past teaches us
is that there arc options among which we arc free to choose, not
simply continuities to which we must adapt. Who we are has as
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much to do with what we affirm in the present as it docs with
what we revere in the past. The quest for self-understanding is a
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Interpretat ion

OF INDIVIDUALS

5 4.

The general framework of what I call the "Technologies of the
Self" is a question which appeared at the end of the eighteenth
century. It was to become one of the poles of modern philosophy.
This question is very different from what we call the traditional
philosophical questions: What is the world? What is man? What is
truth? What is knowledge? How can we know something? And so
on. The question, I think, which arises at the end of the eighteenth
century is: What arc we in our actuality? You will find the
formulation of this question in a text written by Kant. I don't
pretend that the previous questions about truth, knowledge, and
so on have to be put aside. On the contrary, they constitute a
very strong and consistent field of analysis, what I would like to
call the formal ontology of truth. But I think that a new pole has
been constituted for the activity of philosophizing, and this pole is
characterized by the question, the permanent and ever-changing
question, "What arc we today?" And that is, I think, the field of
the historical reflection on ourselves . Kant, Fichte, Hegel,
Nietzsche, Max Weber, Husserl, Heidegger, the Frankfurterschufe,
have tried to answer this question. What I am trying to do,
referring to this tradition, is to give very partial and provisory
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answers to this question through the history of thought or, more

was brought out, to be followed by five other tomes. And when

precisely, through the historical analysis of the relationships

the last volume was published in

between our thought and our practices in \Vestern society.

already begun. Why do I bring together this celebrated event of

Let's say very briefly that through studying madness and

1

790, the French Revolution had

the French Revolution and this obscure book? The reason is

psychiatry, crime and punishment, I have tried to show how we

simple. Frank's work is the first great systematic program of public

have indirectly constituted ourselves through the exclusion of

health for the modern state. It indicates with a lot of detail what

some others: criminals, mad people, and so on. And now my

an administration has to do to insure the wholesome food, good

present work deals with the question: How did wc directly

housing, health care, and medical institutions which the

constitute our identity through some ethical techniques of the self

population needs to remain healthy, in short, to foster the life of

which developed through antiquity down to now? That was what

individuals. Through this book we can sec that the care for

we were studying in the seminar.

individual life is becoming at this moment a duty for the state.

There now is another field of questions that I would like to

At the same moment the French Revolution gives the signal for

study: the way by which, through some political technology of

the great national wars of our days, involving national armies and

individuals, we have been led to recognize ourselves as a society,

meeting their conclusion or their climax in huge mass slaughters.

as a part of a social entity, as a part of a nation or of a state. I

I think that you can see a similar phenomenon during the Second

would like now to give you an aperfu, not of the technologies of

World War. In all history it would be hard to find such butchery

the self but of the political technology of individuals.

as in World War II, and it is precisely this period, this moment,

Of course, I am afraid that the material I have to deal with

when the great welfare, public health, and medical assistance

could be a little too technical and historical for a so-called public

programs were instigated. The Beveridge program has been, if

lecture. I am not a public lecturer, and I know this material

not conceived, at least published at this very moment. One could

would be much more convenient for a seminar. But I have two

symbolize such a coincidence by a slogan: Go get slaughtered and

good reasons to present it to you in spite of the fact it may be too

we promise you a long and pleasant life. Life insurance is

technical. First, I think it is always a little pretentious to present

connected with a death command.

in a more or less prophetic way what people have to think. I
prefer to let them draw their own conclusions or infer general

The coexistence in political structures or large destructive
mechanisms and institutions oriented toward the care of

ideas from the interrogations I try to raise in analyzing historical

individual life is something puzzling and needs some investigation.

and specific material. I think it's much more respectful for

It is one of the central antinomies of our political reason. It is this

everyone's freedom, and that's my manner. The second reason

antinomy of our political rationality which I'd like to consider. I

why I will present rather technical materials to you is that I don't

don't mean that mass slaughters are the effect, the result, the

know why people in a public lecrure would be less clever, less

logical consequence of our rationality, nor do I mean that the

smart, or less well read than in a classroom. Let us then begin

state has the obligation of taking care of individuals since it has

with this problem of the political technology of individuals.

the right to kill millions of people. Neither do I want to deny that

In 17 79, the first volume of a book entitled System einer

mass slaughters or social care have their economic explanations or

vollstaendigen Medicinische Polizei by the German author J. P. Frank

their emotional motivations.
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common. Reason of state, first, is regarded as an "art," that is, as

Excuse me if I go back to the same point: We arc thinking
beings. Thar means that even when we kill or when we arc killed
even when we make war or when we ask for support as

'

know, evokes much more arbitrariness or violence. But, at the

which cuts social security expenses and increases defense
spending, even in these cases, we arc thinking beings, and we do
these things not only on the ground of universal rules of behavior
but also on the specific ground of a historical rationality. It is this

;

rationality, and the death and life game which takes pl cc in it,

time, what people had in mind was a rationality specific to the art
of governing states. From where does this specific art of
government draw its rationale? The answer to this question,
provoked at the beginning of the seventeenth century, is the
scandal of the nascent political thought, and yet the answer,

that I'd like to investigate from a historical point of view. This

following the authors I have quoted, was very simple. The art of

type of rationality, which is one of the main features of the

governing people is rational on the condition that it observes the

modern political rationality, developed in the seventeenth and

nature of what is governed, that is, the state itself.

eighteenth centuries through the general idea of the "reason of

Now, to formulate such an evidence, such

stare" and also through a very specific set of techniques of

a

platitude, was in fact

to break simultaneously with two opposite traditions: the

government which were called at this moment, and with a very

Christian tradition and Machiavelli's theory. The Christian

special meaning, the police.

tradition claimed that if government was to be essentially just, it

Let's begin with the "reason of state." I 'II recall briefly a few
definitions borrowed from Italian and German authors. An Italian
jurist, Botero, at the end of the sixteenth century, gives this
definition of the reason of state: "A perfect knowledge of the mean s
through which states form, strengthen themselves, endure and
grow." Another Italian author, Palazzo, writes in the beginning of

of

State, 1606]: "A reason of state is a rule or an art enabling us to
discover how to establish peace and order within the republic."
And Chemnitz, a German author in the middle of the seventeenth
century [De Ratione Status, 1647], gives this definition: "A certain
political consideration required for all public matters, councils,

a technique conforming to certain rules. These rules pertain not
simply to customs and traditions but to a certain rational
knowledge. Nowadays, the expression "reason of state," as you

unemployed, even when we vote for or against a gm·crnmcnt

the seventeenth century [Discourse on Government and True Reason

The Political Technology of Individuals

had to respect a whole system of laws: human, natural, and
divine.
There is a significant text written by Saint Thomas on this
point, where he explains that the king's government must imitate
God's go\'ernment of nature: The king must found cities just as
God has created the world; he must lead man toward his finality
just as God docs for natural beings. And what is man's finality? Is
it physical health? No, answers Saint Thomas. If physical health
were the finality of man, then we would need not a king but a
physician. ls it wealth? No, because in this

case a

steward and

not a king would suffice. ls is truth? No, answers Saint Thomas,
king, we need only a

and projects, whose only aim is the state's preservation,

because to attain truth we don't need

expansion, and felicity"- note those words: the state's

teacher. Man needs someone capable of opening up the way to

preservation, the state's expansion, and the state's felicity-"to
which end, the easiest and the promptest means are to be
employed."
Let's consider certain features those definitions have in

a

heavenly bliss through his conformity on earth to what is
honestum. A king has to lead man toward hones/11111 as his natural
and divine finality.
Saint Thomas's model for rational government is not at all a
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political one, whereas in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
people are seeking for other denominations of reason of state,
principles capable of guiding an actual government. They are
concerned with what the state is and not with the divine or the
natural finalities of man.
Reason of state is also opposed to another kind of analysis. In
The Prince, Machiavelli's problem is to decide how a province or a
territory acquired through inheritance or by conquest can be held
against its internal and external rivals. Machiavelli's entire analysis
is aimed at defining what reinforces the link between prince and
state, whereas the problem posed in the beginning of the
seventeenth century by the notion of reason of state is that of the
very existence and nature of this new entity which is the state
itself. The theoreticians of reason of state tried to keep aloof from
Machiavelli both because he had at this moment a very bad
reputation and because they couldn't recognize their own problem
in his problem, which was not the problem of the state but the
problem of the relationships between the prince-the king-and
his territory and his people. Despite all the quarrels about the
prince and Machiavelli's work, reason of state is a milestone in the
emergence of an extremely different type of rationality from that
of the conception of Machiavelli. The aim of this new art of
governing is precisely not to reinforce the power of the prince. Its
aim is to reinforce the state itself.
In a few words, reason of state refers neither to the wisdom of
God nor to the reason or the strategies of the prince. It refers to

151

The Political Technology of Individuals

to be a philosopher. For the first time, the one who has to rule
others in the framework of the state has to be a politician, has to
attain a specific political competence and knowledge.
The state is something which exists per sc. It is a kind of
natural object, even if the jurists try to know how it can be
constituted in a legitimate way. The state is by itself an order of
things, and political knowledge separates it from juridical
reflections. Political knowledge deals not with the rights of people
or with human or divine laws but with the nature of the state
which has to be governed. Government is possible only when rhc
strength of the state is known: It is by this knowledge that it can
be sustained. The state's capacity and the means to enlarge it
must be known. The strength and the capacity of other states,
rivals of my own state, must also be known. The governed state
must hold out against the others. A government, therefore, entails
more than just implementing general principles of reason,
wisdom, and prudence. A certain specific knowledge is necessary:
concrete, precise, and measured knowledge as to the state's
strength. The art of governing characteristic of the reason of state
is intimately bound up with the development of what was called,
at this moment, political arithmetic. Political arithmetic was the
knowledge implied by political competence, and you know very
well that the other name of this political arithmetic was statistics,
a statistics related not at all to probability but to the knowledge of
stare, the knowledge of different states' respective forces.
The second important point derived from this idea of reason of

the state, to its nature, and to its own rationality. This thesis that

state is the rise of new relationships between politics and history.

the aim of a government is to strengthen the state itself implies

The true nature of the state in this perspective is not conceived

several ideas which I think are important to touch upon to follow
the rise and development of our modern political rationality.
The first of those ideas is the new relation between politics as a
practice and as knowledge. It concerns the possibility of a specific
political knowledge. Following Saint Thomas, the king had only
to be virtuous. The leader of the city in the Platonic republic had

anymore as an equilibrium between several elements that only a
good law could bring and maintain together. Ir is conceived as a
set of forces and strengths that could be increased or weakened
according to the politics followed by the governments. These
forces have to be increased since each state is in a permanent
competition with other countries, other nations, and other states,

Ip
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so that each state has nothing before it other than an indefinite

in Greek philosophy. And, indeed, reference to Greek cities is

future of struggles, or at least of competitions, with similar states.

very current in this political literature of the beginning of the

The idea which had been predominant throughout the Middle

seventeenth century. But I think that under

Ages was that all the kingdoms on the earth would be one day

something quite different is going on in this new political theory.

a

few similar themes

unified in one last empire just before the Christ's return to earth.

The marginalistic integration of individuals in the state's utility is

From the beginning of the seventeenth century, this familiar idea

not obtained in the modern state by the form of the ethical

is nothing more than a dream, which was also one of the main

community which was characteristic of the Greek city. It is

features of political thought, or of historical-political thought,

obtained in this new political rationality by a certain specific

during the Middle Ages. This project of reconstituting the Roman

technique called then, and at this moment, the police.

Empire vanishes forever. Politics has now

to

deal with an

Herc we meet the problem I would like to analyze in some

irreducible multiplicity of states struggling and competing in a

future work. The problem is this: Which kind of political

limited history.

techniques, which technology of government, has been put to

The third idea we can derive from this notion of reason of state

work and used and developed in the general framework of the

is this: Since the state is its own finality and since the

reason of state in order to make of the individual a significant

governments must have for an exclusive aim not only the

clement for the state? Most of the time, when one analyzes the

conservation but also the permanent reinforcement and

role of the state in our society, either one focuses attention on

development of the state's strengths, it is clear that the

institutions-armies, civil service, bureaucracy, and so on-and

governments don't have to worry about individuals; or

on the kind of people who rule them, or one analyzes the theories

government has to worry about them only insofar as they arc

or the ideologies which were developed in order to justify or to

somehow relevant for the reinforcement of the state's strength:

legitimate the existence of the state.

what they do, their life, their death, their activity, their

\Vhat I am looking for, on the contrary, arc the techniques, the

individual behavior, their work, and so on. I would say that in

practices, which give a concrete form to this new political

this kind of analysis of the relationships between the individual

rationality and to this new kind of relationship between the social

and the state, the individual becomes pertinent for the state

entity and the individual. And, surprisingly enough, people, at

insofar as he can do something for the strength of the state. But

least in countries like Germany and France, where for different

there is in this perspective something which we could call a kind

reasons the problem of state was considered as a major issue,

of political marginalism, since what is in question here is only

recognized the necessity of defining, describing, and organizing

political utility. From the state's point of view, the individual

very explicitly this new technology of power, the new techniques

exists insofar as what he does is able to introduce even a minimal

by which the individual could be integrated into the social entity.

change in the strength of the state, either in a positive or in a

They recognized its necessity, and they gave it

negative direction. It is only insofar as an individual is able to

name in French is police, and in German, Polizei. (I think the

introduce this change that the state has to do with him. And

meaning of the English word, police, is something very different.)

a

name. This

sometimes what he has to do for the state is to live, to work, to

We must precisely try to give better definitions of what was

produce, to consume; and sometimes what he has to do is to die.

understood by those French and German words, police and Polizci.

Apparently those ideas arc similar to a lot of ideas we can find

The meaning of these German and French words is puzzling
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since they have been used at least from the nineteenth century

had to be concerned also with people who had to be put to work

until now to designate something else, a very specific institution

and who could be reluctant to go to work, those whose activities

which at least in France and Germany-I don't know about the

required financial aid, and it had to run a kind of bank for the

United Statcs--didn't always have a very good reputation. But,

giving or lending of funds to people in need. It also had to take

from the end of the sixteenth century to the end of the eighteenth

care of public health, diseases, epidemics, and accidents such as fire

century, the words police and Polizei had a very broad and, at the

and floods, and it had to manage a kind of insurance for people to

same time, also a very precise meaning. When people spoke about

be protected against all such accidents.

police at this moment, they spoke about the specific techniques by

The third board was to specialize in commodities and

which a government in the framework of the state was able to

manufacturers' goods. It indicated what was to be produced and

govern people as individuals significantly useful for the world.

how. It also controlled markets and trading, which was a very

In order to analyze a little more precisely this new technology

traditional function of police. The fourth board was to sec to the

of government, I think that it is best to catch it in the three major

demesne, that is, to territory, space, private property, legacies,

forms that any technology is able to take in its development and

donations, sales, and also to manorial rights, roads, rivers, public

its history: as a dream or, better, as a utopia; then as a practice

buildings, and so on.

or

as rules for some real institutions; and then as an academic
discipline.
Louis Turquet de Mayenne provides a good example at the
beginning of the seventeenth century of contemporary opinion

Many features of this text are akin to the political utopias which
were so frequent at the time, and even from the sixteenth
century. But it is also contemporary with the great theoretical
discussions about the reason of state and about the administrative

concerning the utopian or universal technique of government. His

organization of monarchies. It is highly representative of what the

book, la Monarchie aristo-democratique (1611), proposed the

epoch considered a well-governed state.

specialization of executive power and of police powers. The task
of the police was to foster civil respect and public morality.
Turquet proposed that there should be in each province four
boards of police to keep law and order, two of which see to the

What does this text demonstrate? It demonstrates first that "the
police" appear as an administration heading the state together
with the judiciary, the army, and the exchequer. But in fact it
embraces all those other administrations, and as Turquct says, "It

people and two others which had to sec to things. The first board

branches out into all of the people's conditions, everything they

was to look after the positive, active, productive aspects of life. In

do or undertake. Its fields comprise justice, finance, and the army·"

other words, this board was concerned with education, with
determining very precisely each individual's aptitudes and tastes.

So, as you sec, the police in this utopia include everything, but
from a very particular point of view. Men and things arc

It had to test the aptitude of the children from the very beginning

envisioned in this utopia in their relationships. What the police

of their lives. Each person over the age of twenty-five had to be

are concerned with is men's coexistence in a territory, their

enrolled on a register noting his aptitudes and his occupation; the

relationships to property, what they produce, what is exchanged

rest were regarded as the dregs of society.

in the market, and so on. It also considers how they live, the

The second board was to see to the negative aspects of life, that
is, the poor, widows, orphans, the aged, who required help. It

diseases and accidents which can befall the m . In a word, what the
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police sec to is a live, active, and productive man. Turquet

from the army and justice, properly speaking, and direct taxes,

employs a very remarkable expression. He says, "The police's

the police apparently sec to everything.

true object is man."

Now what, from this point of view, was the real administrative

Of course, I am a little afraid that you imagine that I have
forged this expression in order to find one of those injurious

French practice? \Vhat was the logic of intervening in religious
rites or in small-scale production techniques, in intellectual life or

aphorisms which arc supposed to be my favorite manner, but it's

in the road network? Delamare seems to be a little hesitant trying

a real quotation. Don't imagine that I am saying that man is only

to answer this question. Sometimes he says, "The police must sec

a by-product of police. \Vhat's important in this idea of man as
the true object of police is a historical

chan

ge in the relations

between power and individuals. To put it roughly, I would say

to everything pertaining to men's happiness." In other places he
says, "The police

sec to everything regulating s ociety , and he
"

means by "society" social relations "carried on between men."

that the feudal power consisted in relations between juridical

And sometimes, again, he says that the police sec to living. This

subjects insofar as they were engaged in juridical relations by

is the definition which I'd like to retain because it is the most

birth, status, or personal engagement, but with this new police

original. I think that this definition clarifies the two other definitions,

state the government begins to deal with individuals, not only

and it is on this definition of police as taking care of living that

according to their juridical status but as men, as working, trading,

Delamare insists. He makes the following remarks as to the

living beings.

police's eleven objects. The police deal with religion, not, of

Now let's turn from the dream to the reality and to

course, from the point of view of dogmatic orthodoxy but from

administrative practices. \Ve have a compendium written in

the point of view of the moral quality of life. In seeing to health

France in the beginning of the eighteenth century which gives us

and supplies, the police deal with the preservation of life.

in systematic order the major police regulations of the French

Concerning trade, factories, workers, the poor, and public order,

kingdom. It is a kind of manual or systematic encyclopedia for the

the police deal with the conveniences of life. In seeing to the

use of the civil servants. The author of this manual was N.

theater, literature, and entertainment, their object is life's

Delamare, and he organizes rhis encyclopedia of police

[Traite de

la police, 1705] undcr eleven chapters. The first one is religion; the

pleasure. In short, life is the object of the police. The
indispensable, the useful, and the superfluous: Those arc the three

second is morals; the third, health; the fourth, supplies; the fifth,

types of things that we need, or that we can use in our lives. That

roads, highways, and town buildings; the sixth, public safety; the

people survive, that people live, that people do even better than

seventh, the liberal arts (roughly speaking, the arts and sciences);

just survive or live: That is exactly what the police have to insure.

the eighth, trade; the ninth, factories; the tenth, manscrvants and

This systematization of the French administrative practice

factory workers; and the eleventh, the poor. That, for Delamare

seems to me important for several reasons. First, as you sec, it

and those following, was the administrative practice of France.

attempts to classify needs, which is, of course, an old

Thar was the domain of police, from religion to poor people,

philosophical tradition, but with the technical project of

through morals, health, liberal arts, and so on and so on. You'll

determining the correlation between the utility scale for

find the same classification in most of the treatises or compendiums

individuals and the utility scale for the state. The thesis in

concerning the police. As you sec, as in Turquet's utopia, apart

Delamarc's book is that what is superfluous for individuals can be
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indispensable for the state, and vice versa. The second important

considers it under two different aspects: how it is inhabited (town

thing is that Delamare makes a political object of human

versus country), and then who inhabits these territories (the

happiness. I know very well that from the beginnings of political

number of people, their growth, their health, their mortality,

philosophy in Western countries everybody knew and said that

immigration, and so on). Then, von Justi analyzes the "goods and

the happiness of people had to be the permanent goal of

chattels," that is, the commodities, manufacture of goods,

governments, but then happiness was conceived as the result or

and their circulation, which involved problems pertaining to cost,

the effect of a really good government. Now happiness is not only

credit, and currency. And, finally, the last part of his study is

a simple effect. Happiness of individuals is a requirement for the

devoted to the conduct of individuals, their morals, their

survival and development of the state. It is a condition, it is an

occupational capabilities, their honesty, and how they are able to

instrument, and not simply a consequence. People's happiness

respect the law.

becomes an element of state strength. And, third, Delamare says

In my opinion, von Justi's work is a much more advanced

that the state has to deal not only with men, or with a lot of men

demonstration of how the police evolved than Dclamarc's

living together, but with society. Society and men as social

introduction to his compendium, and there arc several reasons for

beings, individuals with all their social relations, arc now the true

that. The first is that von Justi draws an important distinction

object of the police.

between what he calls police (die Polizet) and what he calls politics

And now, last but not least, "police" became a discipline. I t
was not only a real administrative practice, it was not only a

(die Politik). Die Politik is basically for him the negative task of the
state. It consists in the state's fighting against its internal and

dream, it was a discipline in the academic meaning of the word.

external enemies, using the law against the internal enemies and

It was taught under the name of Polizeiwissenschaft in various

the army against the external ones. Von Justi explains that the

universities in Germany, especially in Gocttingen. The University

police (Poli'ze1), on the contrary, have a positive task. Their

of Goettingen has been extremely important for the political

instruments arc neither weapons nor laws, defense nor

history of Europe, since it was at Goettingen that Prussian,

interdiction. The aim of the police is the permanently increasing

Austrian, and Russian civil servants were trained, precisely those

production of something new, which is supposed to foster the

who were to carry out Joseph II's or the Great Catherine's

citizens' life and the state's strength. The police govern not by the

reforms. And several Frenchmen, especially in Napoleon's

law but by a specific, a permanent, and a positive intervention in

entourage, knew the teaching of this Polizeiwissenschaft.
The most important testimony we have about the teaching of

the behavior of individuals. Even if the semantic distinction
between Politik endorsing negative tasks and Polizei insuring

police is a kind of manual for the students of Polizeiwissenschaft,

positive tasks soon disappeared from political discourse and from

written by von Justi, with the title, Elements of Police. In this

the political vocabulary, the problem of a permanent intervention

book, in this manual for students, the purpose of the police is still

of the state in social processes, even without the form of the law,

defined, as in Delamare, as taking care of individuals living in

is, as you know, characteristic of our modern politics and of

society. Nevertheless, the way von Justi organizes his book is

political problematics. The discussion from the end of the

quite different from Dclamare's book. He studies first what he

eighteenth century till now about liberalism, Polizeistoat,

called the "state's landed property," that is, its territory. He

Rechtsstoat of law, and so on, originates in this problem of the
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positive and the negative tasks of the state, in the possibility that
the state may have only ncgati1•c tasks and not positive ones and
may have no power of intervention in the behavior of people.
There is another important point in this conception of von Justi
that has been very influential with all the political and
administrative personnel of the European countries at the end o f
the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth. One
of the major concepts of von Justi's book is that of population,

or

the word, but it is worthwhile to note that, under the name of
population, Von Justi takes into account what demographers at
the same moment were discovering. He secs all the physical or
economical elements of the state as constituting an environment
on which population depends and which conversely depends on
popul:ition. Of course, Turquet and utopi:mists like Turquct also
spoke about the rivers, forests, fields, and so on, bur essentially
as elements capable of producing taxes and incomes. For
von Justi, the population and environment arc in a perpetual
living interrelation, and the state has to manage those living
interrelations between those two types of living beings. We can
say now that the true object of the police becomes, at the encl of
the eighteenth century, the population; or, in other words, the
state has essentially to rake care of men as a population. lt wields
its power over living beings as living beings, and its politics,
therefore, has

to

be a biopolitics. Since the population is nothing

more than what the state rakes care of for its own sake, of course,
the state is entitled to slaughter i t, ir necessary. So the reverse of
biopolitics is thanatopolitics.
Well, I know very well that these arc only proposed sketches
and guidemarks. From Botero to von Justi, from the end of the
sixteenth century to the end of the eighteenth century, we can at
least guess the development of a political rationality linked to a
political technology. From the idea that the state has its own

or man as a part of a population in relation to an environment
we can sec the increasing intervention of the state in the life

0�

individuals, the increasing importance of life problems for political
power, and the development of possible fields for social and human
sciences insofar as they take into account those problems of
individual behavior inside the population and the relations
between a living population and its environment.
Let me now summarize very briefly what I have been trying to

and I do not think this notion is found in any other treatise on
police. [ know very well that von Justi didn't invent the notion

nature and its own finality to the idea of man as living individual

say. First, it is possible to analyze political rationality, as it is
possible to analyze any scientific rationality. Of cou se, this

�

political rationality is linked with other forms of rationality. Its
development in large part is dependent upon economical, social,
cultural, and technical processes. [t is always embodied in
institutions and strategies and has its own specificity. Since
political rationality is the root of a great number of postulates,
evidences of a II sorts, mstrtut1ons and ideas we take for granted, it
.
is bot thco etically and practically important to go on with this
_
h1stoncal cnticism, this historical analysis of our political
·

�

·

·

·

�

rationality which 1"s someth'mg d"f'
1 1ercnt f rom the chscuss10n
·

'

·

·

about political theories and which is different also from
divergences between different political choices. The failure of the
major pol tic I theories nowadays must lead not ro a nonpolitical

'. �

way of thmkmg but to an investigation of what has been our
political way of thinking during this century.

;

I_ should say that in e1'eryday political ra ionality the failure of
_
pohtrcal theories is probably due neither to politics nor to theories

but to the type of rationality in which they arc rooted. The main
ch racteristic of our modern rationality in this perspective is
�
neither the constitution of t he state, the coldest of all cold
monsters, nor the rise of bourgeois indil,idualism. I won't even
say that it is a constant effort to integrate individuals into the
political totality. [ think that the main characteristic of om
political rationality is the fact that this integration of the
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individuals in a community

or

in a totality results from a constant

AFTERWORD

correlation between an increasing individualization and the
reinforcement of this totality. From this point of view we can
understand why the modern political rationality is permitted by
the antinomy between law and order.
Law by definition is always referred to a juridical system, and

I want to say how grateful I feel to those who have invited me

to

order is referred to an administrative system, to a state's specific

this university and who have organized my visit on this campus:

order, which was exactly the idea of all those utopians of the

President Lattie Coor, Professor Luther Martin, Professor Huck

beginning of the seventeenth century and was also the idea of

Gutman, Professor Pat Hutton.

those very real administrators of the eighteenth century. I think

When 1 first met some people in the United States or even in
come

that the conciliation between law and order, which has been the

Burlington, Vermont, 1 was asked, "\:Vhy did you choose

dream of those men, must remain a dream. It's impossible to

to Burlington?" And, of course, I couldn't answer anything else

reconcile law and order because when you try to do so it is only

than, "Well, why not?" But now I feel that I am able to give

in the form of an integration of law into the state's order.
My last point will be this: The emergence of social science

another answer. I know that I was right to come

to

to

this campus.

have a lot of reasons for having enjoyed my stay: The work we

cannot, as you sec, be isolated from the rise of this new political

have done in the seminar with the faculty, the meetings with

rationality and from this new political technology. Everybody

several departments, the discussions with students, the hours in

knows that ethnology arose from the process of colonization

the library reading and sometimes chattering, gave me the

(which docs not mean that it is an imperialistic science). I think in

possibility of meeting with faculty and students in the form which

the same way that, if man-if we, as living, speaking, working

seems to me the most convenient and the most efficient. Through

beings-became an object for several different sciences, the reason

these meetings I have understood that most of us share the same

has to be sought not in an ideology but in the existence of this

very general views concerning the meaning and the goal of our

political technology which we have formed in our own societies.

intellectual work, the usefulness of interdisciplinary research, and
the necessity of excavating our own culture in order to open a free
space for innovation and creativity.
All that made for a very good time in Burlington. Ir has been
for me a very positive experience. Thank you.
MICHEL FOUCAULT

From Michel Foucault's final lecture at the University of Vermont.
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