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1

The work of  Michel Foucault has exercised an enormous influence across a wide range 
of  disciplines for almost half  a century. From the history of  the human sciences to the 
study of  power, from ancient sexuality to contemporary ethics, Foucault’s ground-
breaking work has given impetus to new research directions across the humanities and 
social sciences. While the range of  his influence is wide, so too is the range of  forms in 
which his work was published both during and after his lifetime. We can distinguish 
three major categories of  work: the books; the shorter works (comprised of  essays, 
occasional lectures, and interviews); and the recently published lecture courses from 
the Collège de France (1971–84).

At the center of  his oeuvre is a series of  books, almost all of  which are histories of  
one kind or another, that made vibrant contributions to the intellectual life of  the 
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. These are the books that made Foucault, in turn: a hero of  
the anti-psychiatry movement (History of  Madness, 1961); a supposed high priest 
of  structuralism (The Order of  Things, 1966); the prophet of  modern discipline (Discipline 
and Punish, 1975); the purveyor of  a radically new theory of  power and the founding 
figure of  queer studies (History of  Sexuality, volume 1, 1976); and finally, the instigator 
of  a new turn towards ethics as an aesthetically formed practice of  the self  (History of  
Sexuality, volumes 2 and 3, 1984).

Alongside these books there was a continuous output of  shorter works that some-
times comment on aspects of  the books and sometimes branch out, in essays and 
interviews, into related areas of  exploration. In the 1960s, for example, there was a 
series of  articles, mostly on literature, art and music, that were published in key French 
journals such as Critique, Tel quel, and the Nouvelle Revue française. Then, gathering 
speed from the mid-1960s, there was a growing output of  interviews in which Foucault, 
as it were, lets down his intellectual hair in wide-ranging discussions that situate the 
books in a political and intellectual context and draw out some of  their implications for 
critical practice. In later years, some of  these interviews and lectures (notably “What 
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is an Author?,” “On the Genealogy of  Ethics,” and “What is Enlightenment?”) became 
almost as important to Foucault-inspired scholars as the books themselves.

The third major category of  work is the lectures Foucault gave in a series of  annual 
courses at the Collège de France each year (except 1977) from 1970 to just before his 
death in 1984. These courses, in line with the mission of  the Collège, where Foucault 
was Professor of  the History of  Systems of  Thought from 1969, were open to the public 
and attracted large numbers of  auditors. In them, Foucault presented his ongoing 
research, some of  which ended up in the published books and some of  which is only 
now becoming available for the first time. The first of  these courses to be published, 
Society Must Be Defended (1975–6), appeared in French in 1997 and in English in 2003. 
According to current projections, the entire series of  twelve lecture courses should be 
available within the coming years. These publications are already provoking a renewed 
impetus to research in fields including biopower, governmentality, and questions about 
truth-telling and ethics.

This Companion to the work of  Foucault consists of  specially written essays that offer 
both an overview of  Foucault’s own work and an exciting snapshot of  his continuing 
influence in areas as diverse as queer studies, epistemology, the study of  government 
and biopower, critical race studies, and ethics. Framing the collection are two unique 
elements: a detailed chronology of  Foucault’s life and work, written by Daniel Defert, 
and an appendix that includes a complete concordance of  all of  Foucault’s shorter 
works. Contributors include both established researchers who have been utilizing the 
Foucauldian “tool-box” for many years and new scholars who will continue to hone 
and reassign those tools into the future.

The first section of  the volume, “Landmarks,” gives an outline map of  the emergence 
and development of  Foucault’s work. The opening chapter is the first English transla-
tion of  the “Chronology” of  Foucault’s life and work, written by his life-partner Daniel 
Defert for the Dits et écrits collection in 1994. This substantial and detailed intellectual 
biography avoids the worst excesses of  some of  Foucault’s earlier biographers, provid-
ing an austere yet personal insight into the intertwining of  Foucault’s personal, politi-
cal, and scholarly trajectory. The chapter by Colin Gordon introduces the historical 
context, and subsequent influence, of  Foucault’s first major work, History of  Madness 
(1961, 1972). This book had a complicated publishing history, both in French and English, 
with a complete English translation not appearing until 2006. It was initially embraced 
by R. D. Laing and other leaders of  the 1960s anti-psychiatry movement, and over the 
years it has continued to provoke controversy and debate. The chapter by Patrice Man-
iglier sets out the context and influence of  the book that made Foucault an intellectual 
star at the high point of  French structuralism, The Order of  Things (1966). Maniglier 
shows how the book put Foucault firmly at the center of  debates about humanism and 
the supposedly imminent “death of  man.” The chapter by Joseph J. Tanke focuses on 
an aspect of  Foucault’s early work that never gave rise to an extensive book-length 
treatment: his engagement with the visual arts, in particular the work of  Manet. This is a 
little-studied, but important, part of  Foucault’s trajectory up to the end of  the 1960s.

The next chapter, by Alan Schrift, marks the first significant turning point in 
Foucault’s work – the turn from archaeology to genealogy, or from history of  discourse 
to the history of  political practices. Schrift shows how the book Discipline and Punish 
presented a forceful interpretation of  modern power in terms of  discipline while it posed 
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a major challenge to the dominant theories of  power in the 1970s. The chapter by 
Richard A. Lynch presents the book Foucault published in the following year, The 
History of  Sexuality, volume 1. This slim volume, which was originally intended to serve 
as the introduction to a series of  four or five volumes, bristles with new research direc-
tions and insights: a new formulation of  the theory of  power (and resistance), a new 
conception of  modern biopower, and the groundwork for the entire field of  queer 
studies. Paul Patton’s essay focuses on Foucault’s lecture courses at the Collège de 
France, charting the shift between 1976 and 1979 from a concern with power and 
resistance to a concern with the newly defined phenomenon of  governmentality. The 
section closes with an essay by Paul Rabinow that explores the apparent intellectual 
crisis that Foucault underwent in the late 1970s, a crisis associated both with his visits 
to the US, in particular to Berkeley, and with his shift of  interest towards ethics and 
practices of  self-fashioning, before his untimely death in 1984.

Parts II to V approach Foucault’s work, and its influence, thematically rather  
than chronologically. Part II, “Knowledge and Critique,” contains essays addressing 
Foucault’s engagement with the theme so central to modern philosophy, the question 
of  knowledge. For Foucault this becomes a concern to understand knowledge not as 
reducible to, but certainly as bound up with, social power practices, part of  the histori-
cally emergent order that one’s culture exhibits. Knowing that the order governing 
what we know and do is historically specific has critical implications, since that order 
is thereby stripped of  any necessity or inevitability, and it becomes possible to think 
about whether or not it should be changed. Linda Alcoff ’s chapter explores Foucault’s 
epistemological views, and shows how, for all Foucault’s emphasis on the interweaving 
of  knowledge and power, his views do not as some have suggested entail epistemic 
nihilism, or the dissolution of  knowledge in favor of  power-effects. He questions hegem-
ony-seeking, global forms of  knowledge not only because of  their political effects but 
also for epistemic reasons, because they involve the distortion or omission of  “anoma-
lous or non-conforming particularities.” Wendy Grace addresses Foucault’s engagement 
with Freudian psychoanalysis, revealing a complex relationship. Not only does Foucault 
readily acknowledge the politically progressive aspects of  Freud’s psychoanalysis in  
The History of  Sexuality, volume 1; like Lacan and Lévi-Strauss, he welcomes the 
psychoanalytic revelation of  an unconscious that undermines existential and phenom-
enological accounts of  knowledge and the subject, while at the same time rejecting its 
universal theories of  sexuality and madness as ahistorical phenomena, the penchant 
for the universal that is also shared by Freud’s structuralist successors.

Michael Kelly’s chapter turns its attention to Foucault’s conception of  critical agency, 
the subject as able to act autonomously and criticize social practices and institutions. 
Where critics like Habermas have seen in Foucault only an account of  subjectivity as 
subjection, Kelly argues that a conception of  critical agency is already implicit in 
Foucault’s art writings, such as his books on Manet and Magritte. It appears more 
explicitly in Foucault’s conception of  the “aesthetics of  existence,” the form of  ethical 
self-fashioning or technology of  the self  peculiar to ancient ethics and studied in the 
later volumes of  The History of  Sexuality. Marc Djaballah examines Foucault’s concep-
tion of  critique, and indeed philosophy itself, as first of  all an ethical practice of  self-
transformation, an understanding present in the ancient world and renewed in a 
tradition in modern thought that begins with Kant. He shows how, for Foucault,  
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a critical attitude already present in an untheorized form in practices of  resistance to 
religious power in the Middle Ages is given its first theoretical formulation in Kant, as 
the interrogation of  the present that is the attitude of  enlightenment and modernity; 
and which is distinguishable from the transcendental form of  critique more commonly 
associated with Kant’s enterprise. Finally, Christopher Falzon looks at Foucault’s con-
ception of  history, as a privileged avenue for critical reflection on the present. In the 
forms of  archaeology, genealogy, and finally the critical ontology of  ourselves, this 
reflection calls attention to the historicity of  forms of  thought and action, from a 
vantage point that is itself  inescapably part of  history.

Part III, “Power and Governmentality,” contains chapters focusing on Foucault’s 
engagement with the theme for which he became particularly well known during his 
lifetime, that of  power. Foucault’s distinctive conception of  social power practices devel-
oped in the course of  his work, from the discipline and biopower of  Discipline and Punish 
and The History of  Sexuality, volume 1, to the pastoral power and governmentality 
explored mainly in the lecture courses at the Collège de France. Jon Simons’ chapter 
outlines the ways Foucault successively conceptualizes power, as discipline, biopower, 
and finally governmentality; but always as something to be understood not as a mono-
lithic imposition from above, but as a dynamic relation of  forces, of  power and resist-
ance, indeed power and freedom. The chapter also examines Foucault’s account of  the 
relations between power and truth, and the role of  power in the constitution of  subjects. 
Johanna Oksala’s chapter concentrates on Foucault’s later conceptualizations of  power, 
as biopower, pastoral power, and governmentality; and in particular examines his anal-
ysis of  liberal and neoliberal governmentality, the forms of  governmentality that he saw 
as being specific to modern Western societies. Amy Allen focuses on the relationship 
between power and the subject, examining Foucault’s account of  the constitution of  
the subject in the History of  Madness, disciplinary subjection and normalization in 
Discipline and Punish, and The History of  Sexuality, volume 1, and the technologies of  
the self  in the later volumes of  the History of  Sexuality.

Brad Stone’s chapter examines the understanding of  racism that emerges out of  
Foucault’s analysis of  political power as biopower, in The History of  Sexuality, volume 
1, and also in Society Must Be Defended, the first of  the Collège de France lecture courses 
to be published, For Foucault, racism becomes a useful political strategy for a biopoliti-
cal form of  power that promotes life, but also allows groups deemed abnormal to die. 
Jeremy Carrette looks at Foucault’s account of  the role of  religion in the development 
of  modern forms of  power, particularly in connection with the rationale and exercise 
of  pastoral power, and how this account of  religion and power itself  developed in the 
course of  the shifts from the disciplinary account that preceded it and the governmen-
tality conception that came after. The discussion illuminates the place of  religion, 
understood as a political reality, in Foucault’s thinking. Finally, Jeremy Crampton’s 
chapter addresses the theme of  Foucault and geography. It traces Foucault’s engage-
ment with the interrelated concepts of  space, territory, and geography, concepts that, 
while rarely the focus of  his concerns, are nevertheless important elements in his think-
ing as far back as The Order of  Things, and which run through the later discussions of  
discipline, biopolitics and public health, and governmentality.

Although Foucault was virtually silent about feminism, as well as the ways in which 
gender and race intersect, feminists, anti-racist, postcolonial, and queer theorists have 
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found his work both useful and controversial. The essays collected in Part IV, “Sexuality, 
Gender, and Race,” reflect the ongoing influence of  Foucault in some of  these fields and 
are necessarily representative of  only some of  the myriad approaches being taken. In 
the wake of  the translation of  the later volumes of  History of  Sexuality and the publica-
tion of  his Collège de France lectures in English, a second wave of  feminist writings on 
governmentality, ethics, and freedom in Foucault has emerged. The essay by Dianna 
Taylor represents a fresh exploration of  the value and limitations of  Foucault’s work 
for feminist theorists in the light of  Foucault’s entire oeuvre. She draws upon Foucault’s 
later writings on ethics, his genealogies of  conversion and self-sacrifice, to illuminate 
her feminist vision of  a politics of  ourselves. Feminists were also rightly provoked by 
Foucault’s gender blindness, androcentrism, and seeming insensitivity toward sexual 
violence as such in his work on discipline and biopower. Indeed much feminist ink  
has been spilled concerning Foucault’s remarks in a 1977 roundtable discussion that 
rape be treated in the same way as any other form of  physical assault (like a “punch  
in the face”). Similarly, feminists regularly pointed to Foucault’s handling of  the Jouy 
case in History of  Sexuality, volume 1 and Abnormal as evidence of  his insensitivity to 
patriarchal sexual domination. Chloe Taylor supplements this line of  criticism in her 
essay here with a trenchant reading of  his essays and lectures on the concept of  the 
“dangerous individual,” psychiatric power, abnormality and, finally, the dossier on 
Pierre Rivière.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that one effect of  feminist appropriations of  
Foucault (and poststructuralism more generally) was to lead some of  them away from 
doctrinal feminism and its assumptions about sex and gender altogether. The 1990s 
marked the emergence of  queer theory and Foucault’s History of  Sexuality, volume 1 
had become one of  its founding texts. Queer theorists seized upon Foucault’s critique 
of  the repressive hypothesis and his alleged suspicion of  sexuality and sexual identity 
(as opposed to acts, bodies, and pleasures) as targets and anchors for the emergence 
and spread of  biopower to advance a radical sexual politics. Lynne Huffer’s essay in this 
collection challenges queer theory’s reliance upon History of  Sexuality, volume 1, as 
well as its anti-moral stance, arguing that Foucault’s earlier book, History of  Madness 
serves as a more fruitful touchstone. Arguing that Foucault’s preoccupation with ethics 
spans the entire oeuvre, Huffer foregrounds what she calls the “erotic ethics” figured 
in his archival encounters with the marginal figures who consistently captured his 
attention. Here “eros” refers to what is lost in the increasing rationalization of  modern 
sexuality. She identifies Foucault’s erotic ethical work with a practice of  self-transformation 
and self-undoing – a dominant motif  in Foucault’s later ethical writings. Dovetailing to 
some extent with Lynne Huffer’s emphasis on Foucault’s efforts to reorient our thinking 
away from Cartesian rationalism and the rationalizing discourses of  the human sci-
ences, Shannon Winnubst presents a compelling case for the value of  becoming more 
attuned to the influence of  Bataille on Foucault’s project. In particular, she suggests, 
we might regard Foucault’s preoccupation with the constriction of  possible ways of  
being and living as borrowing directly from Bataille’s distinction between a general and 
restricted economy.

Foucault’s analysis of  governmentality has had far-reaching if  controversial effects 
not only on thinking about neoliberalism and sexuality, but also on thinking about 
racism, colonialism, and imperialism. In their essay, Ellen Feder and David Gougelet 
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adopt Foucault’s genealogical approach to trace a specific US trajectory in the construc-
tion of  race and gender categories. Treating race and gender not as fixed, ahistorical 
categories, but as products of  power/knowledge, they turn to the story of  the creation 
of  Levittown to examine the production of  a new form of  “whiteness” that overlaps 
with disciplinary power relations that enforce normative gender roles as well as a nor-
mative sense of  community.

Part V, “Ethics and Modernity,” is comprised of  essays that explore the contribution 
Foucault’s later work might make to a contemporary reconceptualization of  ethics. 
Beginning with a series of  essays and lectures in the late 1970s and culminating with 
the publication of  The Use of  Pleasure and The Care of  the Self (1984), Foucault’s late 
work surprised many of  his readers. The work had shifted both in terms of  the historical 
period under investigation (classical and late antiquity) and the themes pursued (ethics 
and practices of  the self) and it introduced the surprising notion of  ethics as an aesthet-
ics of  existence. Now, almost thirty years later, we can see that this work (which is also 
becoming available in the later courses from the Collège de France) has had a significant 
impact, not only on philosophical accounts of  ethics, but also on a wide range of  other 
fields, including classical studies, feminism, and queer theory. The first essay in this 
section, by James D. Faubion, characterizes Foucault’s ethics in terms of  its ontological 
and epistemological features. Faubion shows how Foucault constructs an account, and 
a practice, of  ethics that emerges from the interplay between care of  the self, govern-
ance of  others, and parrhesia (truth-telling). Through a close reading of  Foucault’s last 
lectures at the Collège de France, Faubion explores both the strengths and the weak-
nesses of  this account, and urges us to persist in this perilous work.

In the next essay, Mark G. E. Kelly leads the reader through the context and  
background of  Foucault’s investigation of  subjectivity, its history, and its relation to 
ethics. Kelly sets out Foucault’s intellectual engagement with key French philosophers 
of  subjectivity – from Descartes to Lacan – and he explores the possibility for a con-
temporary revival of  a “spirituality” that could ground an ethics and politics for us 
today. In a similar vein, Colin Koopman responds to critics of  a Foucauldian ethics by 
probing the possibility – and necessity – of  mobilizing those insights into contempo-
rary practices of  self-transformation. Koopman introduces a distinction between 
ethical “orientations” and “commitments,” arguing that it is only through under-
standing the former that we can make any sense of  the concrete normative commit-
ments that emerge in Foucault’s work. On this basis, we can then begin to carry out 
the kind of  ethical experimentation on our own present that constituted Foucault’s 
primary orientation. In the last chapter in this section, Paul Alberts addresses one of  
the central political and ethical issues of  our present: human engagement with the 
natural environment. While acknowledging that Foucault very rarely discussed this 
issue, Alberts provides an overview of  the many discussions of  “nature” and the 
“natural” that occur throughout his work. What emerges from this survey is a series 
of  conclusions relating to the historically constructed category of  “nature” and the 
multiple ways in which humans have seen themselves as acting on or engaging  
with what is taken to be the natural world. Alberts concludes that, whatever kind of  
environmental ethics will emerge in the future, it would do well to draw upon these 
Foucauldian resources.
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The Companion concludes with an appendix containing a complete listing and con-
cordance of  Foucault’s shorter writings in English. This bibliography will allow research-
ers to easily establish equivalences between different English translations of  Foucault’s 
interviews, essays, and occasional lectures and to identify their French sources in Dits 
et écrits (4 vols., 1994). It is the first such publication in English and promises to be an 
essential tool for future Foucault scholars.
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