
CONTINENTAL THOUGHT & THEORY: A JOURNAL OF INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM 
 Foucault’s Method Today 

 
 

201  http://dx.doi.org/10.26021/13024 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Caesar’s Tear;  

or, Paedagogia Interruptus:  
Foucault’s History of Sexuality 
and the Neoliberal University 

 
Phillip E. Wegner 

 
 
Robespierre and the Jacobin revolutionaries had, then, a dialectical image of 
the Roman republic, just as we have a dialectical image of them: they are 
present to us in a noncontemplative, “operative” way, not as models (aesthetic 
or otherwise), but as tasks to be completed. 
Fredric Jameson0F

1 
 

Much of the interest in the one-time assistant professor of History at the Claremont 
Graduate School Simeon Wade’s memoir Foucault in California (2019)—first 
published two years after Wade’s death, but originally copyrighted in 1990—arises 
from Wade’s narration of the journey he, along with his partner the musician Michael 
Stoneman and the celebrated French intellectual Michel Foucault, took in the spring 
of 1975 to California’s Death Valley.1F

2 There, the trio dropped acid, an event that 
Foucault would later inform Wade had “profoundly changed his life and his work.”2F

3  
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Such a new direction would be on display in the final two volumes of Foucault’s 
History of Sexuality, published shortly before his death on June 25, 1984, three-and-a-
half months shy of his fifty-eighth birthday. 

Despite what we now know to be its seemingly nearly completed state, 
Foucault explicitly forbid the publication after his death of the project’s fourth volume, 
Les aveux de la chair (Confessions of the Flesh). However, as I am sure most of you 
already know, and much as in the case of his predecessor Franz Kafka—whose 
Journals, Stuart Elden informs us, Foucault was rereading in “April 1984, between 
illnesses and stays in the hospital”3F

4—Foucault’s wishes have been ignored and 
Confessions of the Flesh was published in French in 2018 and in English in 2021. In 
his editor’s forward, Frédéric Gros indicates that with its belated appearance, 
Foucault’s final program for the History of Sexuality “has now been accomplished.”4F

5 
Later on, I want to suggest why I believe this is not the case: in fact I will argue that 
formally at least, Foucault saw the project taking on a kind of completion in its three-
volume form.  

Whatever the delectations of Wade’s recounting of Foucault’s first acid test, I 
find far more interesting his story of what occurs upon their return to Claremont. First, 
Wade recounts conversations between Foucault and others that took place at a 
party following his formal lecture and during a hike the next morning in Mount 
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Baldy’s Bear Canyon with a group of young men who “lived in cabins throughout the 
canyon, composing a kind of Taoist commune.”5F

6 During this second event, Wade 
reports that Foucault made the following observation:  

 
“I now see the intellectual as something of a functionary. There are so many 
different types of intellectuals today. Some university intellectuals collaborate 
with business types, and there are other kinds of intellectuals who sit on 
committees dealing with community problems. The intellectual is a toolmaker, 
and he cannot dictate or even foreshadow how the tools he creates will be 
used by the people. Even in this respect the intellectual is not a prophet.” 
(Foucault in California, 83-84)  

 
Foucault also notes his discomfort with the large formal lecture format of education, 
explaining: “If you have too many people, it’s not going to be possible for it to be 
serious. You have to be able to establish contact for there to be genuine 
communication and seriousness about what is happening, what is being said” 
(Foucault in California, 94). 

Wade then follows with what is reported to be a direct transcript of a 
conversation Foucault has with a “group of young men and women. By all 
appearances it was the kind of company he liked to keep” (Foucault in California, 97). 
At the conclusion of this exchange, Foucault states, that for the intellectual,  

 
“[t]he ideal is not to build tools but to make bombs, because when you have 
used up your own bombs, nobody else can use them. And I must add that my 
dream, my personal dream, is not exactly to build bombs, because I don’t like 
to kill people. I would like to write book-bombs—that means books that are 
useful just at the moment in which they are written or read by people. Then 
they would disappear.” (Foucault in California, 116) 

 
In the final pages of his narrative, Wade recalls a conversation with Foucault held at 
a Southern California Sambo’s coffee shop (formerly at 710 S. Indian Hill Blvd., 
Claremont, CA)—a place Wade notes, where “There were subtle, malicious racist 
overtones to the décor” (Foucault in California, 119). [INSERT Image #2 near here]  
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Wade first observes, “The universities in California are on the defensive . . . as indeed 
are all the human services since Ronald Reagan has been governor of the state.” 
Foucault responds, “Yes, I know about Reagan and the political changeover he 
represents . . . What is going on in the universities is very mysterious to me now. 
Whatever it is, it is happening all over the world” (Foucault in California, 121). A few 
pages later, as they are saying their farewells, the following remarkable exchange 
takes place: 

 
“You live in a paradise here,” Foucault said. 
“Given the unsavory politics in this crummy university, it may become 

paradise lost for us,” I replied. “In any case, I intend to hold to my persuasion 
that the role of the teacher has to change. In response to events, your work, 
and my own personal development, I have become very involved with my 
students, in a few cases even intimately. I do not conceal my personal life or 
convictions from my students, and I make every attempt to connect my life 
with my teaching.” 

“Yes,” Foucault responded, “it is the only way.” 
“I would call it Greek,” I said. 
“Yes,” he said, “it is Greek.” (Foucault in California, 125-26) 
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There is of course no way to verify these anecdotes. Wade may be recounting 
Foucault’s exact words, recalling them at some remove, or even creating them whole 
cloth out of his own subsequent experiences at and dismissal from the university 
and his reading of Foucault’s final two books. Regardless of its factual basis, the story 
Wade tells indicates that he too believes that the real event, in the true Badiouian 
sense of the word, was not the experience of LSD but Foucault’s encounter with 
Wade and the community of organic intellectuals and students around him that 
would “profoundly change” Foucault’s life and work in general and in his final two 
published books in particular. 

In addition to the last two volumes of The History of Sexuality, the annus 
mirabilis that was 1984 also witnessed the publication by the University of Minnesota 
Press, as the tenth volume in its pioneering Theory and History of Literature series, of 
the expanded English-language version of Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern 
Condition. Lyotard’s original study, published in French in 1979, was commissioned 
by the Quebec government’s Conseil des Universitiés as “a report on knowledge in 
the most highly developed societies” and thus was very much concerned with the 
shape of the university in the closing decades of the twentieth century.6F

7 Much of the 
attention to Lyotard’s book in the years that immediately followed its publication 
focused on its discussion of what he took to be an essential aspect of an emerging 
postmodernity: the collapse of the older modern master narratives, or language 
games—those he terms Truth and Justice—that underwrote knowledge production 
in the modern university. Rather than engage in nostalgia, however, Lyotard 
celebrates this fact and champions a new kind of language game that he names 
paralogy. In this emerging situation, Lyotard claims, 

 
It is now dissension that must be emphasized. Consensus is a horizon that is 
never reached. Research that takes place under the aegis of a paradigm tends 
to stabilize; it is like the exploitation of a technological, economic, or artistic 
“idea.” It cannot be discounted. But what is striking is that someone always 
comes along to disturb the order of “reason.” It is necessary to posit the 
existence of a power that destabilizes the capacity for explanation, manifested 
in the promulgation of new norms for understanding or, if one prefers, in a 
proposal to establish new rules circumscribing a new field of research for the 
language of science. This, in the context of scientific discussion, is the same 
process Thorn calls morphogenesis. It is not without rules (there are classes of 
catastrophes), but it is always locally determined. Applied to scientific 
discussion and placed in a temporal framework, this property implies that 
"discoveries" are unpredictable. In terms of the idea of transparency, it is a 
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factor that generates blind spots and defers consensus. (The Postmodern 
Condition, 61) 
 

Earlier in his study, Lyotard observes that in every language game, statements “are 
not employed haphazardly.” He continues, 
  

Their use is subject to a condition we could call pragmatic: each must 
formulate its own rules and petition the addressee to accept them. To satisfy 
this condition, an axiomatic is defined that includes a definition of symbols to 
be used in the proposed language, a description of the form expressions in the 
language must take in order to gain acceptance (well-formed expressions), 
and an enumeration of the operations that may be performed on the accepted 
expressions (axioms in the narrow sense). (The Postmodern Condition, 42)  

 
The difference in paralogy, Lyotard maintains, is that such operations are manifest 
for all to see. 
 

Foucault suggests something similar in his introductory chapter, 
“Modifications,” to The Use of Pleasure—the second volume of The History of 
Sexuality—in accounting for his reorganization of the project: 

 
There are times in life when the question of knowing (savoir) if one can think 
differently than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely 
necessary if one is to go on looking and reflecting at all. People will say, 
perhaps, that these games with oneself would better be left backstage; or, at 
best, that they might properly form part of those preliminary exercises that are 
forgotten once they have served their purpose. But then, what is philosophy 
today—philosophical activity, I mean—if it is not the critical work that thought 
(pensée) brings to bear on itself? In what does it consist, if not in the endeavor 
to know how and to what extent it might be possible to think differently 
(penser autrement), instead of legitimating what is already known?”7F

8 
 
Another term for such activities “to think differently” is what in this moment was 
coming to be defined as “theoretical discourse” or more simply, theory. 

Fredric Jameson observes in his 1984 Forward to the English translation that 
throughout his project Lyotard engages in storytelling, and this “insistence on 
narrative analysis in a situation in which the narratives themselves henceforth seem 
impossible is his declaration of intent to remain political and contestatory; that is, to 
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avoid one possible and even logical resolution to the dilemma, which would consist 
in becoming, like Daniel Bell, an ideologue of technocracy and an apologist for the 
system itself.”8F

9 In a work that thus needs to be understood as a form of science 
fiction—“Ontologies of the present demand archaeologies of the future, not forecasts 
of the past”9F

10—Lyotard uncovers not one but two possible futures for the university. In 
addition to the utopian one of paralogy, Lyotard touches on the contours of a far 
darker future, one which will come into being if the university is instead dominated 
by the master narrative of efficiency, “in which the goal is no longer truth, but 
performativity—that is, the best possible input/output equation. The State and/or 
company must abandon the idealist and humanist narratives of legitimation in order 
to justify the new goal: in the discourse of today’s financial backers of research, the 
only credible goal is power. Scientists, technicians, and instruments are purchased 
not to find truth, but to augment power” (The Postmodern Condition, 46). 

As Bill Readings was among the first to recognize in his classic study The 
University in Ruins (1997), Lyotard’s observations make up one of the earliest 
sketches of what is now our contemporary neoliberal university. In such an 
institution, Lyotard maintains, there will be little space for the kinds of critical 
intellectual work done in the humanities and social sciences:  

 
Research funds are allocated by States, corporations, and nationalized 
companies in accordance with this logic of power growth. Research sectors 
that are unable to argue that they contribute even indirectly to the optimization 
of the system's performance are abandoned by the flow of capital and 
doomed to senescence. The criterion of performance is explicitly invoked by 
the authorities to justify their refusal to subsidize certain research centers. (The 
Postmodern Condition, 47)  

 
Lyotard later points out, 
 

Such behavior is terrorist, as is the behavior of the system described by 
Luhmann. By terror I mean the efficiency gained by eliminating, or threatening 
to eliminate, a player from the language game one shares with him. He is 
silenced or consents, not because he has been refuted, but because his ability 
to participate has been threatened (there are many ways to prevent someone 
from playing). The decision makers' arrogance, which in principle has no 
equivalent in the sciences, consists in the exercise of terror. It says: "Adapt your 
aspirations to our ends—or else." (The Postmodern Condition, 63-64) 
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Thus, he maintains, “Paralogy must be distinguished from innovation: the latter is 
under the command of the system, or at least used by it to improve its efficiency; the 
former is a move (the importance of which is often not recognized until later) played 
in the pragmatics of knowledge” (The Postmodern Condition, 61). 

The institution Lyotard critically describes here sounds a lot like my home at 
the University of Florida, which, through its embrace of the language game of 
efficiency—wherein in all those areas that Alan Taylor refers to as involved in an 
education for collective political goods, or preparation for democratic citizenship, are 
increasingly marginalized in favor of individual economic goods, education for the 
singular end of employment in a global neoliberal economy10F

11— has experienced a 
meteoric rise in recent years to its current (but perhaps short-lived) three-way tie for 
fifth place, along with UC Santa Barbara and the University of North Carolina (and 
exceeded only by the traditional powers of UCLA, UC Berkeley, Michigan, and 
Virginia) in U.S. New and World Report latest rankings of the top public universities in 
the nation. 

I want to suggest that Foucault’s History of Sexuality can also be read as an 
allegory of the “mysterious” transformation begun in the late 1970s that that would 
completely remake the apparatus (dispositif) of U.S. higher education; and, like 
Lyotard’s “archaeology of the future,” it too offers the intimations a far more desirable 
alternate possible future. In a 1977 interview Foucault states, “I am well aware that I 
have never written anything but fictions. I do not mean to say, however, that truth is 
therefore absent. It seems to me that the possibility exists for fiction to function in 
truth, for a fictional discourse to induce effects of truth, and for bringing it about that a 
true discourse engenders or ‘manufactures' something that does not as yet exist.”11F

12 
Even more precisely, the three volumes of The History of Sexuality need to be read 
as science fiction. Jameson maintains that in the condition of postmodernity, “our 
history, our historical past and our historical novels, must now also include our 
historical futures as well”12F

13 and this is precisely what Foucault offers in his final work. 
A grasp of the narrative form of the History of Sexuality as a whole is vital to 

understanding Foucault’s project in its pages: rather than what Foucault says in his 
story (fabula) in these volumes, it is the form in which he says it—his plot (szuyhet)—
that is of the utmost significance. The first volume, La Volenté de savoir (The Will to 
Know) appears in the year following Foucault’s visit with Wade and was originally 
intended as the Introduction to a six-volume study of the emergence of a set of 
apparatuses (dispositifs) over the course of the 18th through early 20th centuries that 
would constitute the global regime Foucault terms biopolitics.13F

14 Along with a more 
general introduction, this first volume offers an overview of the topics of the volumes 



CONTINENTAL THOUGHT & THEORY: A JOURNAL OF INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM 
 Foucault’s Method Today 

 
 

209  http://dx.doi.org/10.26021/13024 
 

3 through 6, and the relationships between these topics is represented in the 
following Gramscian semiotic square.  

 

 
 

One of the most significant experiments undertaken in Jameson’s Allegory and 
Ideology (2019) lies in his thinking together the four outer places of Greimas’s square 
and the four levels of the allegorical hermeneutic.14F

15 Reading Volume 1 in this way 
indicates that both the first volume and the original six-volume project are concerned 
on their literal level with the figure of the child. As stressed by such diverse 
“intellectuals” as Foucault in his earlier Surveiller et punir : Naissance de la prison 
(1975; published in English two years later under the title, Discipline and Punish), 
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James Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), and Florida’s 
legislature in their spring 2022 session, the child is at the center of all discourses 
concerned with the pedagogical scene, including that of the university—otherwise, 
why would Florida’s legislature threaten to strip universities of merit pay if they do not 
adhere to legislation apparently applicable only to primary and secondary 
education?15F

16 In this way, the biopolitical regime that Foucault plans to explore in this 
project would seem to offer the beginnings of an answer to the “mystery” of where 
the contemporary university was heading. 

However, in the years to come, Foucault dramatically revises his plan, first to a 
three-volume series. Later, he decides to expand further to a four-volume version, 
with the Greek and Roman materials in Volume 2 now treated in two distinct books. 
This seemingly final reorganization of the project is announced in an insert that 
accompanied the publication of Volume 2.  

 

 
 

Significantly, we now know that Foucault had by 1982 largely drafted the materials 
that would make up Volume 4 (Volume 2 in the original project), although after 
setting it aside to work on volumes 2 and 3, he only returned to the manuscript briefly 
in his final months.16F

17  
One of the most interesting developments in this final stage of work is that 

Foucault now indicates at a number of place that he had decided to expand the 
project beyond its four volumes. For example, late in his discussion, Foucault writes, 
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But one can also see another theme taking form in Augustine’s arguments, 
one that is perhaps even more important, because it didn’t remain tied to 
Christian theology alone. It became established, for reasons that will need to 
be examined later, as one of the constants of Western thought concerning sex. 
This is the theme of a fundamental and durable connection between the form 
of the sexual act and the structure of the subject. (Confessions of the Flesh, 
273; emphasis added) 

 
And again in the book’s final paragraphs, Foucault points toward a possible fifth 
volume that would take up the chivalric romance when he notes “a very precise 
codification of the moments, the initiatives, the invitations, the acceptances, the 
refusals, the positions, the gestures, the caresses, even the words, as we’ll see, that 
can take place in sexual relations”(Confessions of the Flesh, 284; emphasis added). 
However, aside from these tantalizing clues, there is no known record of what this 
latest version of the project would have looked like. 

Volume 2, The Use of Pleasure, moves the reader back in time to classical 
Greece and explores the ways Greek “medical and philosophical thought (la 
pensée)” engage with “four great axes of experience: the relation to one’s body, the 
relation to one’s wife, the relation to boys, and the relation to truth” (The Use of 
Pleasure, 32; L’usage des plaisirs, 39). The exchanges between these four 
problematics are summarized in the following Greimasian square.  
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Volume 3, The Care of the Self, explores similar problematics, with a crucial absence 
I will touch on momentarily, as they were developed in second-century Rome. 

Thus, rather than a linear historical realism, the plot of Foucault’s multivolume 
narrative takes the form of a time-loop—a structure also at work in another key 
science fiction text from 1984, James Cameron’s The Terminator, as well as in the 
even earlier original five Planet of the Apes films (1968-1973). The narratives of these 
two film texts both begin in an imaginary future and travel back to the contemporary 
present, before proceeding to chart the seemingly inexorably march toward a future 
we do not want, or at best, as in the case of the Terminator film series, which we 
must pass through on a journey to somewhere else.17F

18 Foucault, on the other hand, 
begins in what he imagines to be his present before traveling back in time to 
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classical Greece, where his narrative then begins its movement forward. In the larger 
book project of which this current essay will be a part, I discuss Cameron’s film, 
alongside Brian de Palma’s at the time deeply controversial Body Double: both films 
were released on October 26, 1984, the same day as Michael Jordan’s NBA debut.18F

19 
Here, I’ll return to the Planet of the Apes series momentarily.  

 

 
 

In restructuring his tale in this way, Foucault makes an extraordinary discovery: in 
classical Greece, he recovers nothing less than the lineaments of a radically other 
pedagogical scene to that which he believes to be at the basis of the modern 
university. He names this scene le véritable amour (“true love”). Foucault argues that 
in Greece the problematic concerned with the relations with boys differs greatly from 
those with the wife: 

 
But in actual fact, this art of loving was intended for two classes of individuals. 
To be sure, the wife and her behavior were not completely absent from 
reflection on economics; but she was placed under her husband’s exclusive 
authority and while it was right that she be respected in her privileges, this was 
insofar as she proved worthy of respect, the important thing being that the 
head of a family remain master of himself. The boy, on the other hand, could 
be expected to maintain the reserve that was appropriate at that age; with his 
possible refusals (dreaded but honorable) and his eventual acceptances 
(desired but likely to be suspect), he constituted an independent center vis-à-
vis the lover. (The Use of Pleasure, 202-203; L’usage des plaisirs, 223-224) 
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In short, unlike the wife, whose position is akin to that of the slave and foreigner in 
that they are all fixed by nature, the boy is an other subject who can change and 
improve. What Foucault discovers in classical Greece is one of the earliest forms of 
what has re-emerged as perhaps the central challenge of our global present: the 
existence of other subjects. Jameson points out in Allegory and Ideology, “The only 
theorist to have today confronted the issue of global population in any serious way is 
Peter Sloterdijk, in a position he summarizes as follows: ‘People today are not 
prepared to coexist consciously with a billion other subjects.’”19F

20 As an other subject—
one who, like me is a subject, but unlike me, for whom I am an other—the boy thus 
creates the opportunity for a relationship that goes beyond good and evil, or the 
ethical stances Nietzsche terms master and slave moralities. (Not coincidently, 
Nietzsche, who was a central influence om Foucault in the latter’s development of a 
genealogical historicism, also named his alternative to master and slave moralities, 
love. The relationships between these moralities appear as in the following Greimas 
square.)  
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Foucault notes that the boy, “By not yielding, not submitting, remaining the strongest, 
triumphing over suitors and lovers through one’s resistance, one’s firmness, one’s 
moderation (sophrosynê)—the young man proved his excellence in the sphere of 
love relations” (The Use of Pleasure, 210; L’usage des plaisirs, 232). In the end then, 
the boy “was supposed to yield only if he had feelings of admiration, gratitude, or 
affection for his lover, which made him want to please the latter” (The Use of 
Pleasure, 223; L’usage des plaisirs, 246). Crucially, Foucault continues,  
 

Thus, the boy was expected to give—out of kindness and hence not for his 
own pleasure—something that his partner sought with a view to the pleasure 
he would enjoy; but the partner could not rightfully ask for it without a 
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matching offer of presents, services, promises, and commitments that were 
altogether different from the “gift” (le <<don>>) that was made to him. Which 
explains that tendency which was so visibly marked in Greek reflection on the 
love of boys: how was this relation to be integrated into a larger whole and 
enabled to transform itself into another type of relationship, a stable 
relationship where physical relations would no longer be important and where 
the two partners would be able to share the same feelings and the same 
possessions? The love of boys could not be morally honorable unless it 
comprised (as a result of the reasonable gifts and services of the lover and the 
reserved compliance of the beloved) the elements that would form the basis 
of a transformation of this love into a definitive and socially valuable tie, that of 
philia. (The Use of Pleasure, 224-225; L’usage des plaisirs, 247) 

 
Foucault then concludes the chapter, “It was here, at this point of problematization 
(how to make the object of pleasure into a subject who was in control of his 
pleasures [comment de l’objet de plaisire faire le sujet maître de ses plaisirs]), that 
philosophical erotics, or in any case Socratic-Platonic reflection on love, was to take 
its point of departure” (The Use of Pleasure, 225; L’usage des plaisirs, 248). 

It is precisely this “philosophical erotics”—what Wade in 1975 referred to as the 
“Greek” way (Foucault in California, 126)—that figures an alternative form of the 
university pedagogical scene. In summarizing Xenophon, Foucault further argues 
that “insofar as it implies a life in common, reciprocal attention, kindness to one 
another (bienvaillance l’un pour l’autre), and shared feelings, is not made into a 
substitute for love or something that would take over from it in due time;” rather it 
serves as “the very thing lovers should be enamored of” (The Use of Pleasure, 234; 
L’usage des plaisirs, 257). In such a scene, the other self—be it the “beloved” boy or 
student—“cannot settle into the position of object in relation to the other’s love 
(l’amour de l’autre), simply waiting to receive, by the terms of the exchange to which 
he is entitled (since he is loved), the counsel he needs and the knowledge to which 
he aspires. It is right that he should actually become a subject in this love relation” 
(The Use of Pleasure, 240; L’usage des plaisirs, 263). In short, both sides need to not 
only wait for their turn to talk (the radical right’s much cherished “giving of opinions”), 
but to really listen. Such a remarkable transformation ultimately “introduces the 
question of truth (vérité) into the love relation (rapport d’amour) as a fundamental 
question” (The Use of Pleasure, 243; L’usage des plaisirs, 266). 

Foucault does acknowledge the limitations of this practice in its original 
context: “it was as male ethics, made by and for men” (The Use of Pleasure, 47; 
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L’usage des plaisirs, 56). For this reasons, slaves, women, and foreigners can never 
become subjects of truth. Foucault similarly points out,  

 
For the wife, having sexual relations only with her husband was a 
consequence of the fact that she was under his control. For the husband, 
having sexual relations only with his wife was the most elegant way of 
exercising his control. This was not nearly so much the prefiguration of a 
symmetry that was to appear in the subsequent ethics [those outlined in 
Volumes 3 and 4], as it was the stylization of an actual dissymmetry. (The Use 
of Pleasure, 151; L’usage des plaisirs, 167-168) 

 
And yet, I would suggest that what Foucault articulates in these pages has a kinship 
with one of the founding axioms, or “self-evident” truths, of the American nation: “All 
men are created equal.” In both cases, it is the form rather than the content of the 
relationship being articulated that is of most significance. The fullness (content) of 
the signifiers of “boys” for Foucault and “men” in the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence locates them precisely in history; while their formal emptiness (other 
subjects) enables them potentially to expand in unexpected ways. In a recent 
presentation, Rob Seguin articulates Frank B. Wilderson’s quite Hegelian notion of 
the relationship between slavery and subjectivity: “Blackness here equates to slavery, 
and slavery is the category that allows that of the Human to come into being.”20F

21 
However, this is only half of the dialectic, and I think Foucault illuminates here the 
radical potential for the negation of that negation—the human, or subject, being the 
negation of the object, the slave—opens up the very real possibility of liberation, or 
full recognition of other humans and different subjects in the world. 

It is precisely such a potentiality for the expansion of full recognition of 
personhood to other subjects that Foucault sees being erased in the subsequent 
history. This begins in Rome, where the problematic of true love between two equal 
and free subjects is gradually replaced, through a rhetorical gesture that Peter 
Sloterdijk would characterize as cynical reason, by a proto-romantic discourse of 
love as a “fusion” of a man and woman: heterosexual “marriage should be in the 
nature of a total fusion, like that observed between water and wine, which form by 
their mixture a new liquid.”21F

22 While superficially this appears to create more of a 
symmetry across gender, Foucault shows how the specific positions in the 
relationship assigned to men and women are grounded in nature: “Humans are 
binary by nature; they are made to live in pairs, in a relation that at the same time 
gives them descendants and enables them to live their lives with a partner” (The 
Care of the Self, 153). Hence, their different “complementary” roles are also 
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understood as immutable: “The husband was supposes above all to guide, to give 
advice, to instruct, and, when required, to direct her activity as mistress of the house. 
For her part, the wife needed to ask questions about things she did not know and to 
give an account of what she had been able to accomplish” (The Care of the Self, 
161).  

Finally, the problematic disappears altogether in the fourth century with the 
ascendancy of the universal and universalizing apparatus of the societas, or “spiritual 
unity,” of the Church and its dictates formalized by Augustine concerning marriage: 
“The unity-multiplicity of the human race and humanity as societas, held together by 
the resemblance and kinship in peaceful relations, appear to be the end that God 
was pursuing as early as the Creation, before any sin and any fall and any death” 
(Confessions of the Flesh, 237). The narrative of volume 4 is figured in the following 
Greimas square. 
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The relationship between the problematics treated in each of Foucault’s four 
volumes is presented in the following figure.   
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You will notice that I also indicate in this presentation a series of correspondences 
between the four moments in Foucault’s narrative—those of classical Greece, 
second century Rome, early medieval Christianity, and modernity—and those of 
other schemas, only two of which I’ll touch on here. First, taking these four moments 
as allegories of different possible constructions of the pedagogical scene “forces” 
them, in Paul Cantor’s set theoretical sense of the term, to align with what Jacques 
Lacan terms the four discourses—respectively, those of the analyst, master, hysteric, 
and university. In a 2012 essay published in Minnesota Review, I show how each 
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discourse figures a different possible model of how we might act as teachers.22F

23 
Similarly, Lyotard’s master narratives of Truth and Justice correspond to Lacan’s 
university and master discourses, while Lyotard’s utopian paralogy has its 
resonances in Lacan’s equally utopian discourse of the analyst. To build on these 
correspondences further, Lyotard’s figure of an emerging neoliberal university 
organized on the principle of maximum efficiency—“the best possible input/output 
equation” (The Postmodern Condition, 46)—is also now understood to involve a 
hystericization of faculty, whereby they must heed “preemptively” (vorauseilender 
Gehorsam) to the imagined desires of an Other, who is identified at once as the 
customer-student and the post-democratic state, the latter occurring in my part of 
the world under the mandate that “activities that may pose a conflict of interest to the 
executive branch of the state of Florida create a conflict for the University of Florida.”23F

24  
Most significantly, these correspondences point toward a possible reason why 

Foucault refused to allow the publication of, or even access to, his manuscript of the 
fourth volume. In returning to it after the satisfactory completion of Volumes 2 and 3, 
Foucault may have come to recognize that the model of the modern university 
allegorized in his original narrative had itself become obsolete. More generally, 
Foucault seems to have begun to realize another break (coupure) in his periodizing 
narration: this time between the carceral and disciplinary modernity he had explored 
in his work of the 1970s and an emerging postmodern or neoliberal order, the latter 
taking the form of something like a sublation of both modernity and the prior 
confessional order of Christianity. To fully articulate such transformations would 
require continuing well beyond the four volumes Foucault had time to complete—
including adding, perhaps, a coda to the project that would return in new ways to the 
present. Acknowledging that he could never finish the necessary revisions, Foucault 
refused to permit the fourth volume to see the light of day and left “das Manuskript 
der nagenden Kritik der Mäuse.”24F

25 At the same time, this decision indicates his 
satisfaction with his project in its now very different three-volume form. 

In order to begin to grasp the significance of the narrative which Foucault did 
leave to us (and not the one we imagined or would prefer), I would like to return to 
the original Planet of the Apes film series. The Planet of the Apes films offer one of the 
great SF allegories of the struggles of decolonization and civil rights that were a 
fundamental aspect of the period known as the 1960s. The final film in the series, 
Battle for The Planet of the Apes (1973)—directed by J. Lee Thompson, who little 
more than a decade prior had directed the anti-integrationist allegory, Cape Fear 
(1962)25F

26—is set some decades after both the 1991 slave rebellion led by the young 
ape Caesar (Roddy McDowell) and a subsequent nuclear war that has destroyed 
most of human civilization.  
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In Battle for The Planet of the Apes, Caesar learns of the future history already 
portrayed in the first two entries, Planet of Apes (1968) and Beneath the Planet of 
Apes (1970). These two films are set in the closing years of the fortieth century and 
portray a world where, in the aftermath of a devastating war, apes dominate and 
enslave humans. At the climax of the second film, Beneath the Planet of Apes (1970) 
a doomsday bomb exterminates all life, human and ape, on the planet.  

 

 
 

With this fore-knowledge, Caesar becomes determined to create an alternate history 
wherein humans and apes co-exist in equality.26F

27 And in this, he appears to have been 
successful. In a frame set in the year 2670, an orangutan Lawgiver teacher (played 
by John Huston, almost one year to the day before his appearance in Roman 
Polanski’s Chinatown [1974]) tells the story of their society’s founder, Caesar, to a 
group of children, ape and human (the latter decidedly of mixed races). In the film’s 
conclusion, the Lawgiver observes, “But as I look at apes and humans living in 
friendship, harmony and at peace, now some 600 years after Caesar’s death, at least 
we wait with hope for the future.” When a young African-American girl asks, 
“Lawgiver, who knows about the future?” he responds, “Perhaps only the dead.” The 
camera then tracks to a nearby statue of Caesar, before beginning to zoom in on its 
face. After the camera stops, we see a single tear roll down from the statue’s left eye. 
The image then freezes as the credits begin to roll.  
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In his book, Planet of the Apes as American Myth: Race, Politics, and Popular Culture 
(1998), Eric Greene notes the debate that this ending has given rise to among fans of 
the series (among whom, you may have guessed, I include myself): “By one 
interpretation, the statue cries tears of joy because the species have broken the cycle 
of oppression, giving the series an optimistic finale. By another, the statue weeps 



CONTINENTAL THOUGHT & THEORY: A JOURNAL OF INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM 
 Foucault’s Method Today 

 
 

224  http://dx.doi.org/10.26021/13024 
 

because racial strife still exists [keep in mind, the last remaining Sambo’s did not 
change its name until the momentous summer of 2020] implying the dystopian 
future of Planet and Beneath is unavoidable.”27F

28 In my long-ago days as a fledgling if 
enthusiastic reader, I was convinced the latter interpretation was correct and 
moreover, that there would have been, had the last two entries proved as financially 
and critically successful as their predecessors, a sixth film that would have closed 
the temporal loop by showing how the utopia of 2670 becomes the dystopia of 3978. 

As Pierre Bayard points out, my earlier reading tells you a lot more about me 
than it does the text itself.28F

29 By bringing their narrative to a close in this ambiguous 
manner, the filmmakers in fact left things open, suggesting that the outcome of the 
civil rights and decolonial struggles the series so effectively allegorizes likewise 
remained undetermined. By definitively concluding The History of Sexuality with its 
third volume, Foucault produces a similar effect, opening up in his final two books 
the “winner-loses” Weberian iron cage logic that Jameson and other readers find so 
predominant in Discipline and Punish and the first volume of The History of Sexuality. 
Moreover, in interrupting the absolute narrative closure produced by the time-loop 
plot—a form of what Mark Fisher terms a baleful “capitalist realism”—Foucault 
effectively leaves his readers with both the memory of real alternatives to be found in 
the past and the reminder that what is, is not a product of nature (“If you want a 
picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face— forever”29F

30), but of 
our collective actions in the present. A not unrelated notion is expressed in 
Jameson’s magnificent conclusion to Allegory and Ideology: “The glory of the 
Anthropocene, however, has been to show us that we can really change the world. 
Now it would be intelligent to terraform it. But symptoms of the future are far less 
reliable than symptoms of the present” (Allegory and Ideology, 348). 

In their Walter Benn Michael’s influenced book The Last Man Takes LSD: 
Foucault and the End of Revolution (2021), Mitchell Dean and Daniel Zamora 
observe that many readers today find “the final Foucault to be entirely compatible 
with . . . ‘progressive neoliberalism’”—a conclusion with which they are for the large 
part in agreement.30F

31 They argue that Foucault’s late work produces a “relentless 
bifurcation of old class politics from the politics of the transformation of subjectivity in 
new lifestyles” and downplays “the importance of the state and the juridical order in 
favor of local experimentations” (The Last Man Takes LSD, 234-35). They further 
maintain that Foucault’s anti-statism—his “enduring suspicion of conventional state-
centered politics, rooted in French anti-totalitarianism, and his opposition to any 
organized socialist or social democratic project”—has contributed significantly “to a 
widespread implosion of the parliamentary Left” (The Last Man Takes LSD, 235). 
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While I have no doubt that such lessons could be taken from any undialectical 
reading of Foucault’s late work—“The intellectual is a toolmaker, and he cannot 
dictate or even foreshadow how the tools he creates will be used by the people” 
(Foucault in California, 83-84)— the same could be said of Dean and Zamora’s, and 
before them Michaels’s, narratives. Jameson points out that Michaels’s own anti-
theory polemics and New Historicist scholarship—contemporaneous with Foucault’s 
late work—need to be read symptomatically, “as part of a general systemic reaction 
against the 1960s”, a reaction that cleared the ground for the rise of contemporary 
postmodernity or global neoliberalism.31F

32  
Such an anti-60s ethical stance might also be understood to continue in 

Michael’s later work, with its unrelenting assault on what he identifies as identity 
politics, as well in Dean and Zamora’s tale. Although the latter do stress that they “do 
not doubt the importance of these social movements and do not underestimate their 
emancipatory goals,” they nevertheless maintain that “the articulation between 
working-class politics and these new social movements . . . was not helped by 
Foucault’s relentless bifurcation” [The Last Man Takes LSD, 234]). However, they fail 
to make clear the legitimate reasons for the resistance to “old class politics” 
business-as-usual, including its trade unionism, nationalism, and resistances to 
challenges to patriarchal, racial, and sexual norms. Instead, all the burden for the 
“widespread implosion of the parliamentary Left” is placed at the foot of these new 
political movements and its supporters, while the actual “terror” and violence of the 
state is nowhere to be seen. In the end, such a position risks at once trivializing the 
very real emancipatory achievements of what Giovanni Arrighi, Terence K. Hopkins, 
and Immanuel Wallerstein affirmatively term the 1960s “new antisystemic 
movements”32F

33 — especially the introduction alongside the old working classes of a 
“multitude” of new subjects of history that refuse to be subsumed under any “old” 
political order—and producing a moral binary of good (welfare) and bad (neoliberal) 
statism and a melancholic nostalgia for the good old days of the post-Second World 
War settlement. 

Foucault on the other hand is more akin to Bertolt Brecht in that he prefers the 
bad new days. In the very form of his final project then, Foucault announces a deep 
and, to use Rachel Greenwald Smith’s term, “uncompromising” fidelity to the 
emancipatory project of the 1960s.33F

34 In this way, Foucault fills in the final ethical level 
of what would be the allegorical narration of his project as a whole, which I now 
present in this way: 

 
ANAGOGICAL: freedom and equality 
MORAL: fidelity to the ‘60s 
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ALLEGORICAL: pedagogical scene 
LITERAL: biopolitics/globalization/neoliberalism 

 
Read creatively—that is, dialectically—Foucault’s last work continues to 

remind us of the importance of the 1960s negation of post-war statist politics. The 
way forward then must take the form of a negation of that indispensable negation: a 
practice that brings together, in ways that transform both, the liberatory potential 
unveiled in the political movements of the 1960s and what Slavoj Žižek refers to as a 
“repeating” of (but never a “return” to) the heroic struggles of socialist and communist 
construction, this time on a truly global scale.34F

35 Only in this way might the paralysis of 
the present be overcome and our long moment of pre-history at last brought to an 
end. 
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