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will address the medieval and Christian realm: I will try to show you how 
medieval law opened up a space for conceptualizing the subject that ini-
tially emerged out of the Christian pastoral tradition, and how medieval 
law attached a certain practice of inquiry, which had been tied to the devel-
opment of ecclesiastical and royal power, to this conception of the subject 
formed within the Christian pastoral. Those two following lectures, then, 
will explore the problem of avowal, confession, and inquiry. Finally, the 
last two lectures will focus primarily on the problems of avowal, examina-
tion, and expertise in the early modern and modern periods.

The first lecture, then, will focus on Greek law—to be exact, prelaw 
Greece—and how the earliest works in prelaw Greece tie together the 
problem of competition, truth, and justice—or, more precisely, the com-
petition, the true, and the just. There exists a text, the first great text 
that attests to the existence and practice of something resembling judi-
cial avowal. This text can be found in Homer.* One might say that this is 
the first emergence, the first appearance of a kind of judicial avowal or 
an equivalent to judicial avowal in a text by Homer. The extremely com-
plex and elaborate scene, from verses 257 to 650 in book 23, presents a 
vast interplay between relations of force, manifestations of truth, and the 
settlement of a litigation.4 This text, book 23, belongs to the narrative re-
garding the games held by Achilles to honor the memory of Patroclus. In 
these games, as the first trial of these games organized by Achilles, there is 
a chariot race. A certain number of competitors participate in this chariot 
race. In the order of their station, prerogative, and status, the competi-
tors are—and as you will see, these questions are of the utmost impor-
tance—Diomedes, son of Tydeus; Eumelus, son of Admetus; Menelaus; 
Antilochus, son of Nestor; and lastly, someone who, as you will see, is of 
little importance, named Meriones.5

Among these competitors, Antilochus is in fourth position. And yet he 
is painted in a special light from the beginning. Antilochus is the son of 
Nestor and at the moment when he stands, after the other three, to dem-
onstrate his intention to participate in the race—after Achilles has an-
nounced that there is going to be a chariot race and that those who would 

* Translator’s note: As noted in the Editor’s Preface, p. 7, we have chosen to translate Fou-
cault’s own translations of the Greek and Latin texts, rather than reproduce published En-
glish translations, because they more accurately capture his thought in these lectures. Refer-
ences to published English translations are provided in the endnotes.
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like to participate should stand, Antilochus stands—and at this point, his 
father, the wise Nestor, approaches him and says: “You know full well that 
your horses are slower than the others and, as a result, things will not go 
well for you in the race that is going to start. But,” Nestor adds, “even if 
your horses are slow, there are ways, there are ideas, there are things you 
can do to ensure that strength does not always lead to victory. For ex-
ample, a woodcutter, when he is clever, can easily accomplish more work 
than another who is stronger. Similarly, a charioteer does not simply need 
strength and vigor. He also needs to be resourceful. So, in the same way, 
even if your horses are slower than the others, you may be able to win if 
you are resourceful, if you learn something. And, I am going to teach you 
this thing that you don’t yet know.”6

At this point, Nestor explains how to turn around a post—what would 
seem a relatively simple technique, that is, of course, for those familiar 
with chariot racing. For in the race there’s a back and forth, and all the 
chariots must turn around a post at one end. So Nestor teaches Antilochus 
that he must lean when he comes to the post.* As he leans to the inside, 
he must hold on to his horse and then push the horse to the exterior, and 
brush the post without touching it to avoid destroying his chariot. This is 
how he may correct, modify, or reverse the relations of force given at the 
outset.

So the race begins at this point, and it takes place. But the race is 
fraught with constant irregularities and these irregularities come first 
from the gods. The strongest competitor, Diomedes, starts in the lead, 
and he would have stayed in the lead the entire time if his enemy Apollo 
had not trapped him by making his whip fall out of his hands and pre-
venting him from being able to drive his horses. When Athena sees Apollo 
sabotage her protégé Diomedes, she attacks his own protégé Eumelus by 
throwing him directly to the ground, injuring him and lightly damaging 
his chariot. Meanwhile, Athena returns the whip to Diomedes, who may 
then continue the race. So the race is completely sabotaged by the gods. 
But on the other side, there is also a human ruse, more precisely Anti-
lochus’s human ruse. Interestingly enough, though, Antilochus does not 
apply the wise Nestor’s method. Antilochus does something else that is 

* Foucault poses a question at this point: “He must lean towards the interior. Yes, I think 
it is the interior, or—I don’t remember. No—he must lean to the outside, no? In any case, he 
must lean.” The audience laughs.
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going to be the object of contention, and which will necessarily lead to the 
establishment of a judicial procedure that must be examined closely.

What is it that Antilochus does that will bring about all of the problems 
that follow? Well, he does the following: Antilochus was behind Mene-
laus, because Menelaus was stronger than he, and therefore advancing 
faster. Antilochus leans on his own horses and says to them: “You had 
better hurry and run faster, for you should know that if you do not win a 
prize, Nestor, my father will have you sacrificed at the end of the race.”7 
No sooner had the horses heard this than they leapt forward alongside 
those of Menelaus. And the two chariots are exactly even. Excuse me for 
so much detail, but you will see that it is important. So the two chariots 
are exactly even, but they are even at precisely the moment when the track 
narrows and only one chariot can pass at a time. And at that very moment 
Menelaus says, yelling at Antilochus: “Be careful, we are not both going to 
be able to pass at once. Let me go ahead and you will catch up if you can.”8 
And Antilochus responds: “Not a chance. I am going to hold my chariot 
steady.”9 So he holds his chariot steady in such a way that there was going 
to be an accident until Menelaus slows down his chariot to avoid the acci-
dent, and lets Antilochus take the lead. And the race continues then to 
the end without incident. Diomedes, who recovered the lead thanks to 
Athena, wins the race. Antilochus, who did not let Menelaus pass, comes 
in second, and Menelaus takes third. Meriones, who has a minor role, 
comes in fourth. And poor Eumelus, who was thrown to the ground by 
Athena, injured, and with a broken chariot, stumbles in laboriously last.

At this point the prizes may be distributed. Of course the prize goes to 
Diomedes without any problem—or, more precisely, Diomedes seizes the 
prize, as is his right. And then, at that very moment, Achilles intervenes 
and states: “Okay, Diomedes, you won, you take the prize, but the second 
prize, I am going to give it to Eumelus, who was beaten by Athena and 
arrived last, but merits second place because he is very strong, even the 
best—ho aristos. As such, he deserves the second prize.”10

Against this attribution of the second prize to Eumelus, Antilochus re-
plies indignantly, “But I came in second! Eumelus may have been tossed 
aside by Athena, but that is a problem between him and the gods. It was 
up to him to pray to the gods and be on good terms with them. If he had, 
he would have taken his proper place. But he didn’t, and therefore I should 
have the second prize. Achilles, if you like him enough to give him some-
thing, and if indeed he is worthy because he is a good charioteer, you 
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should give him a supplemental prize, but not the second.”11 Achilles con-
siders this response perfectly just and legitimate, and agrees to give Eume-
lus a supplemental prize, a cuirass, granting the second prize to Antilochus 
who had in fact come in second.

It is at this point that Menelaus rises and in turn dissents, address-
ing Antilochus in these terms: “Antilochus, you who were so wise until 
now, what have you done? You have tarnished my valor. You have wronged 
my horses by throwing yours, who were far inferior—hoi toi polu khei-
rones ēsan—ahead.”12 And on these grounds Menelaus claims the prize, 
the second prize. But he does not want it said that the second prize was 
won through violence to Antilochus, that he imposed his victory through 
treachery: he wants the truth of his victory to be recognized without vio-
lence and in truth. He proposes then that the chiefs, the guides of the Ar-
gives, decide who, between him and Antilochus, should have the second 
prize. He makes this proposition and then he immediately reconsiders, 
stating: “No, I will render the judgment myself—egōn autos dikasō. I will 
judge.”13 The French translation, or the one I have before me, reads: “Ma 
sentence sera droite”14—sentence [sentence], dikē; just [droite] itheia. But 
obviously dikē cannot be translated as “sentence,” because it is clear that 
Menelaus cannot deliver a sentence. In fact, he proposes a mode of settle-
ment. The dikē that he proposes is not justice. It is not a just sentence, but 
rather the just settlement of the dispute, of the conflict that opposes him 
to Antilochus.

How is it to take place, and what is this just settlement of the conflict 
between him and Antilochus? He proposes to Antilochus that he place 
himself in the ritual position of the oath, standing in front of his horses, 
holding the whip in his right hand, with the end of the whip touching his 
horses’ foreheads. In this position he is to swear that he, Antilochus, did 
not voluntarily thwart Menelaus’s chariot through trickery.15 Such is the 
dikē, the settlement Menelaus proposes to Antilochus.

To this, Antilochus does not respond “I avow” or even “I refuse to swear.” 
He simply says: “Yes, Menelaus, you are older and you are better—proteros 
kai areiōn.16 Me, I am younger, and youth is subject to error. So I will give 
you the prize that I had nevertheless won. Take this second prize”—it is a 
mare—“and even if you want more than the prize given by Achilles, I am 
ready to give it to you. I am ready to give it to you because I do not want 
you, Menelaus, to put an end to your love for me. I do not want your heart 
to turn away from me, nor do I want to be guilty in the eyes of the gods.”17
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Upon which Menelaus responds magnanimously—he says to him: 
“Now that you have renounced taking the oath and have thereby recog-
nized, I will renounce the disputed prize. I will let you have it, Antilochus, 
because you are usually wise and I know very well that if you committed 
such an act, it is because you were victim of your youthfulness; and be-
cause you fought against the Trojans for me, Menelaus. You, your father, 
and your brother all fought for me, and for that reason I will renounce 
my prize. But, from now on, I advise you not to trick someone better or 
stronger than yourself.”18 Consequently, following the additional prize 
given to Eumelus, the second prize goes to Antilochus. Menelaus receives 
the third prize, and the fourth goes to Meriones. We shall see what comes 
of the fifth prize, because it clarifies a part of this story.

Excuse me for having been so long and meticulous in telling this story, 
which perhaps many of you are familiar with already. In fact, the scene is 
very complex and I think that its meaning and structure deserve exami-
nation. The first question one may rightly ask is whether or not it is legiti-
mate to insert this scene, to cite it, to evoke it in a history of judicial prac-
tices. Is this truly a judicial scene that we are dealing with? Is it anything 
more than the story of a competition between two athletes who were fight-
ing in the course of the games? Is it not just a scene from the games? Is 
the true judicial scene not to be found in another passage from Homer, the 
famous passage of book 18 in which Homer describes Achilles’s shield—a 
judicial scene where two people fight over the settlement of a blood prize, 
surrounded by others who have taken an oath, standing amidst a crowd in 
front of judges who are to deliver their sentence?19 Perhaps this is the true 
judicial scene, and not the one I have just described, which is, after all, a 
scuffle between two athletes who coveted the same prize.

No, I believe this is indeed a judicial scene. It is a judicial scene be-
cause, first, all the decisions made by Achilles—to give the additional prize 
to Eumelus and accept Menelaus’s challenge—all of these decisions were 
taken under the council of warriors who were around there and to whom it 
was asked if things could and should have happened in this way. Each time 
Achilles sought to modify the results of the race, he asked for these war-
riors’ opinion.20 Furthermore, the vocabulary used in this Homeric text 
and the gestures designated by its vocabulary are clearly juridical. When 
we see what each competitor does when he takes his prize or claims his 
prize, we find the same gestures that appear in later documents and are 
characteristic of those used to mark the appropriation of something.21 Be-
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hind this scene and the gestures used by the different competitors to claim 
their prizes is the question of the juridical status of the prizes that are 
being given in this way. Who do they belong to? Do they belong to the per-
son who bestows them until the moment they are attributed to the win-
ner? Or should they be considered res nullius, waiting in the middle to be 
taken upon victory? What is the legal title, what legitimacy does victory 
grant over these prizes? There is in fact a series of precise and complex 
juridical questions that run throughout this scene by Homer and that can 
be found throughout the actions that are performed and the words that 
are employed.22

Above all, the proof that this is not merely an athletic competition but 
is indeed a judicial scene can be seen in the pledge proposed by Menelaus, 
which takes on a ritual form, a very precise juridical-Â�religious form. Anti-
lochus must stand up, whip in hand, and the whip must touch the head of 
the horses. Moreover, when he explains to Antilochus the oath’s formula 
and tells him that he must “do this and that,” at that moment, Menelaus 
is very clear that he is giving his dikē—that is, the form he has chosen for 
a judicial settlement—and, as well, that all of these forms, all of these 
rituals, are, as he says, in conformity with themis—in other words, with 
the rules that allow for the settlement of a dispute.23 We are in the world 
of dikē and themis, the world of rules, the world of liquidating a conflict.

But if it is true that it is indeed a question of judicial procedure, one 
must also remember—and I think this is an important aspect of this entire 
story—that the judicial procedure is nonetheless in direct continuity with 
the competition, with the athletic rivalry, with the agōn. There is in fact 
no heterogeneity between the judicial scene and the agōn, or between the 
judicial scene and the competition. From the athletic combat to the judi-
cial scene you have a kind of extension, you have a continuum, which does 
not at all prevent it from being a judicial scene, but which means that it 
is entirely set up as a confrontation, an athletic confrontation, a confron-
tation between two warriors, a confrontation between two heroes—but a 
confrontation nonetheless. The proof is that there is no judge in this story. 
There is no judge. Of course there is an audience; there are people who give 
their opinion and approval. But what do they approve? They approve the 
very regularity of the procedure, not the sentence. The warriors agree that 
this is the proper course of action. But there is no judge to say: “This is how 
things should be decided and the prize should go to this Â�person.”

It is the competitors themselves who confronted one another in the 
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race and then in the judicial settlement. They confront each other in the 
race itself, they then confront one another over the conditions of the race’s 
unfolding, and finally they confront one another over the conditions 
under which they may settle the debate and the conflict that arose be-
tween them. The oath itself took on exactly the same form as the struggle, 
because it is a question of Menelaus’s challenging Antilochus. What Mene-
laus is really saying to Antilochus is: “Will you have the stomach to take an 
oath in Zeus’s name and assert that you did not cheat? Are you capable of 
this?” And it is in this competition, in this confrontation, in this challenge 
that Antilochus, who took up the challenge of the race, renounces the chal-
lenge of the oath. It is here that he loses, just as one loses a combat when 
one is not up to the challenge put forward by one’s adversary.

It is clear then that we are dealing with a scene that is typically and pre-
cisely judicial and, at the same time, that has entirely the texture of a con-
flict, an agōn. And I will quote for you, in this respect, a passage by Gernet 
on this altercation between Menelaus and Antilochus, from a very inter-
esting and important work, Droit et Société en Grèce, which explains: “The 
law that begins to appear in the scene between Menelaus and Antilochus, 
the law that begins to appear in this scene does not appear to be a special-
ized or professional technique. The law itself emanates from the life of the 
games. There is continuity between the agonistic customs and the judi-
cial customs. The question of competence is settled by itself; the agōn, the 
combat, the milieu that is preestablished for reaching a decision through 
competition, is also a milieu favorable to reaching a decision by means 
of a sentence.”24 The first point to keep in mind in analyzing this scene is 
therefore the continuity between the agōn and the judicial, between the 
confrontation through competition and the judicial confrontation. They 
have the same texture.

The second problem, the second point that must be emphasized, is the 
problem of truth and of the interplay of truth. Let’s take this very ques-
tion of the struggle, the whole question of the agōn, that is, of the race 
and the confrontation between different participants. The athletic form 
of struggle, the agōn, is the context within which the judicial procedure 
appears, but what happens in this struggle? Or, one might even wonder, 
what is the point of this race? Because in the end, the race that we see un-
folding in the games, this race is fundamentally different from those that 
we know or from what we might expect. That is to say, the race does not 
consist of taking competitors who have an equal chance at the outset so 
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that in the end, after the various adventures in the race, a winner emerges 
who must be as unpredictable as possible for the race to have been fair. 
Let’s say that for us, a fair race is a race where everyone’s chances are equal 
from the beginning, so that the winner is as unpredictable as possible. 
The adventures within the race then produce a winner out of this original 
equality.

One could say that the race, such as it is organized by Achilles, as it un-
folds in this Homeric text, is precisely the opposite. When Achilles calls 
for a chariot race, the heroes stand one after the other. And what do we 
see when they rise? First, there is Eumelus, who is said to be the strong-
est, and then there is Diomedes, who is said to be extremely strong; next 
is Menelaus with his fast horses, followed by Antilochus whose horses are 
slower; and finally there is Meriones, about whom almost nothing is said. 
The very adjectives attached to their names reveal from the outset their 
respective strengths and the vigor of their teams. They are not at all con-
sidered equal from the beginning. To the contrary, they stand one by one 
according to their strength, in descending order from the one who must 
win to the one who has no chance of winning. The presentation of the 
heroes thus indicates their true strength. And then after the enumeration 
of the heroes comes the list of gifts that corresponds exactly to the places 
and to the competitors who were just enumerated: the first will be given a 
slave, the second a mare, the third a cauldron, the fourth two gold talents, 
and the fifth a vase with two handles.25 Fundamentally, what is being pre-
sented is the strength of each hero and the value of the rewards in an order 
that corresponds to the truth. Such is the truth of each hero’s respective 
strength, such is the value, brilliance, wealth, and beauty of each gift; all 
that remains is the pairing. That is to say, there is no reason to hold the 
race. We already know everything. But we already know everything be-
cause the race has an entirely different function than bringing forth an 
unpredictable winner out of a field of equals.

The order is already predetermined, so what is the function of the race, 
exactly? The function of the race is nothing more than to develop, in one 
sense, and dramatize an order of truth that is given from the beginning. 
And if the race is so dramatic, it is precisely because there are people who 
interfere. How do they interfere? By making it such that the truth does 
not come to light. This is what happens when Apollo on the one side and 
Athena on the other intervene by taking the whip from one and throwing 
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the other to the ground. They prevent the race from fulfilling its true func-
tion, which is to be the visible ceremony of a truth that is already visible. 
The adventures of the race and the gods’ interventions, as well as Anti-
lochus’s actions, mask the truth, hide it, and prevent it from being what it 
should be—that is, very simply, the liturgical unfolding of a truth already 
known. And the debate over the rewards is about how to restore the truth 
of the respective strengths that was given from the start when the com-
petitors and the rewards were introduced—and which the race masked 
when it should have manifested or confirmed it.

The race should have, as its function, to manifest a truth that is already 
recognized. The race has, as its function, to solemnly reveal, in a combat 
that is at the same time a ceremony, the heroes’ different strengths. The 
race’s real function is to put them in the order of their true value. Conse-
quently, far from being a test in which equal individuals can distinguish 
themselves so that an unpredictable winner emerges, the race is noth-
ing more than a liturgy of truth. Or, if you will, to forge a term—or not 
exactly to forge a term, because one finds it already in the vocabulary of 
late Greek—one might employ the word alethurgy. That is, it is a ritual 
procedure for bringing forth alēthes: that which is true. And in the case of 
this race, understood as an alethurgy—a liturgy of truth—all of the vari-
ous adventures will appear to be tricks, ploys, and ruses. From this point 
of view it is easier to understand what was so perverse in Antilochus’s be-
havior vis-Â�à-Â�vis Menelaus, even though it seemed so normal to us.

And it is here precisely that I would like to return to the problem of the 
contestation between Menelaus and Antilochus. For there are a number of 
elements to be noted with regard to this very dispute and what happened 
between them. First, there are two elements that consistently reappear 
regarding Antilochus. Antilochus, the one who did this thing that is going 
to be contested, is constantly referred to, throughout the scene, as “the 
wise Antilochus.” At each moment, it is said, “Antilochus, you who are so 
wise, in spite of your youth,” “Antilochus, you who are so thoughtful.”26 
Antilochus was wise, he was well-Â�informed, thoughtful, at once because of 
who he is and because he is the son of Nestor, and therefore benefits from 
his advice, et cetera. Second, what also resurfaces on multiple occasions is 
that as wise as he is, he was duped. He was duped by what? By something, 
and this something is his youth. He says as much himself when he finally 
concedes: “My youth overcame my reason.”27 This does not prevent him 
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from being wise, but there was a conflict within Antilochus, a struggle, a 
joust between his youth and his reason—and youth carried over reason, 
at least for a moment.

Now, what was the consequence of the fact that he, the wise Antilochus, 
was clouded and conquered by his youth, at least for an instant? What did 
he do in this famous race that provoked such worry and solicited such a 
complex judicial proceeding? Did he break a rule? Obviously not. In fact, 
as you will recall, Antilochus had caught up with Menelaus, and simply 
refused to yield to Menelaus at the point at which one of the two had to 
slow his horses down to allow the other to pass. He simply refused to cede 
the passage—and he refused to cede the passage to Menelaus, Menelaus 
who was the stronger of the two. This was the irregularity. It was not the 
fact that there was a rule forbidding one from passing under such con-
ditions. The irregularity, or the point of contention, lay in the fact that 
Menelaus was the stronger of the two and that the one who was weaker 
hindered him and prevented the stronger from appearing as such. So at 
the end of the race, he was second in front of Menelaus who was third 
(though Homer adds—or rather the Homeric text reads—that if the race 
had lasted longer, Menelaus would have caught up with Antilochus once 
again, and Antilochus would have been defeated).28 You see clearly that the 
point of difficulty, the point of contention is not that Antilochus violated 
a law, but that he prevented the truth from being manifested by not yield-
ing to his better. He did not make room for what was true—that is, that 
Menelaus was the stronger of the two. He did not break a rule of the race; 
he upset the race insofar as it was to be a liturgy of truth.

How, then, is truth to be restored? It is to be restored through the oath. 
And here I must introduce a small element that I did not yet mention: 
that is, when the rules of the race are explained at the beginning of the 
text, it is stated that an istōr, or witness, named Phoenix,29 would be sent 
to inspect the famous post around which they turn. And yet, during the 
debate between Antilochus and Menelaus, do they call upon this witness, 
the one who saw the event and was in a position to say “Yes, such and such 
a thing happened?” Absolutely not; there is never any question of Phoenix 
nor the istōr throughout the debate, and it will never be brought up again. 
The public is also present, but it only intervenes when it is a question of 
deciding the validity of the procedures. The public does not intervene at 
all in the establishment of the facts, nor in the justice of the sentence. So 
how is the truth restored? It is restored through the particular episode of 
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the oath, or rather the proposition to take an oath in the ritual position. 
Antilochus must swear that he did not hinder Menelaus’s horses, either 
voluntarily or by ruse. The word used here is worth noting: kerdos,30 which 
does not exactly mean ruse, but rather may be used in a positive or nega-
tive sense to mean profit or seeking advantage. In this instance it has a 
negative meaning. In other words, an act that strikes us as completely 
normal and would even seem to be the very essence of any race—that 
each individual tries to profit and gain the advantage—becomes negative. 
Here it connotes a devious, mean, or perverse ruse, because in this race no 
one should try to gain the upper hand. The race must unfold in such a way 
that the truth—that is, the true relation and differences in strength—Â�
manifests itself, as in a ceremony and as in a liturgy.

The oath enters at this point and is presented as a judicial procedure, 
inasmuch as, from that moment on, from the moment the oath is de-
manded, there are only two possible outcomes. Either Antilochus takes 
the oath, and in that case Menelaus is forced to concede. But this would 
mean that the conflict between Antilochus and Menelaus would be trans-
ferred from the human to the divine realm. It would be in some way Zeus 
that Antilochus would be forced to confront, the very Zeus who makes 
the earth tremble and who Antilochus would have had to confront if he 
took the oath proposed by Menelaus. The challenge to take the oath trans-
fers the agōn from the race to the dispute between the two partners and 
from the dispute to a settlement by oath. If the oath were taken, the agōn 
would remain a dispute, but would be transferred from the clash between 
Menelaus and Antilochus to the clash between Antilochus and Zeus. And 
Antilochus does not want to take this risk: the transfer of the agonistic 
structure from man to the gods, that is precisely what Antilochus is going 
to run up against.31

And this is indeed what happens. It is thus the second hypothesis that 
is confirmed: Antilochus refuses to take the oath. But it remains to be 
seen how this renunciation happens. Can it be said that this is truly an 
avowal by our standards? If by avowal we mean a defined and ritualized 
act through which, in the course of a dispute, the accused recognizes the 
validity of the accusations against him and the victory of his accuser, then 
of course we can say that Antilochus avowed. It is indeed an avowal. But 
this avowal does not consist of saying, “I committed this fault.” It does 
not, for two reasons. First, because he does not say it and there is not 
the famous verbal act, “I did it. I admit it. I committed such and such an 
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act”—this does not exist within such a procedure. Second, you can see 
that in truth it is not really a question of fault. In fact, the avowal con-
sists of saying, “You were stronger; you were first; you were ahead of me 
(proteros kai areiōn—you were first; you were stronger).”32 This does not 
at all mean that Menelaus was ahead, that Menelaus’s chariot was ahead 
of Antilochus’s. It means that according to the order, in a sense, of their 
true strength, according to the order of their true status, according to the 
order of the brilliance of each hero, indeed, Menelaus was the proteros, 
he was the first. The role of the race was to ritualize this situation and 
this relationship; and what Antilochus did—and is now renouncing—was 
to try to extinguish, suffocate, weaken Menelaus’s brilliance. This would 
have meant casting a shadow upon him—doing him wrong, as Menelaus 
says33—and, as a result, surpassing him in this order of reality, which was 
also the order of brilliance and the order of glory. The quasi-Â�avowal does 
not consist, then, of admitting a fault before a judicial body that demands 
to know what actually happened. Antilochus’s quasi-Â�avowal consists, in 
renouncing the struggle, in refusing to take up the new form of agōn pro-
posed by the challenge of the oath, in declaring himself beaten in the new 
episode of the struggle. The avowal consists of allowing the truth to mani-
fest itself—a truth that he had obstructed by his attitude during the race. 
The avowal consists of restoring, within the agonistic structure, the forms 
in which the truth of their strengths was supposed to ritually appear.

Now, let’s add, to conclude this episode of the dispute between Mene-
laus and Antilochus—of the chariot race—a few words which confirm, I 
believe, that the function of this quasi-Â�avowal was a voluntary restoration 
of the truth of their strengths within the ritual of the competition. These 
are the following. It should not be forgotten that the chariot race takes 
place as part of the ritual in honor of Patroclus’s funeral. That is, these 
games were designed to immortalize or preserve the memory of Patroclus 
that the living might forget. And just as there were great animal sacri-
fices to create a vast bloody hecatomb to feed the already faded shadow of 
Patroclus, the games were designed as well to perpetuate his memory as 
long as possible among men. The games were destined to that purpose. In 
a general sense, they served as a memorial rite through which the radiance 
of the heroes’ exploits was kept alive as long as possible.

And so, you may recall that within this somewhat curious story whose 
structure is at once very simple and very complex, there were five competi-
tors, five rewards. There were the gods who prevented the truth from mani-
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festing itself and Antilochus, who also prevented the truth from being 
manifested. Finally, Eumelus received an additional prize, such that there 
were five competitors, one of whom received an additional lot, and four 
others who received four of the rewards. There is then a fifth lot, which re-
mains. What should be done with this lot? Well, Achilles takes it. He takes 
it and to whom does he carry it? He carries it to Nestor, the father of Anti-
lochus. Why does he carry it to Nestor? Because Nestor is a wise man and 
of good counsel? Because he had given Antilochus a formula that was far 
more reasonable and less perverse than the one Antilochus himself used? 
Nothing in the text would indicate as much. In fact, what the text says in 
explanation of Achilles’s act is the following: if Achilles takes the last of the 
rewards and gives it to Nestor, it is because Nestor is too old to compete. 
When he was young, Nestor was also a great athlete and a winning com-
petitor. And when Nestor sees Achilles approach to give him the gift, this 
is precisely how Nestor interprets the act. He says: “I thank you for giving 
me this gift, for, indeed, I too shined among heroes—meteprepon hēpōes-
sin. My heart is full of joy now that I see that you remember my goodness 
and have not forgotten to pay me the homage I deserve.”34

It is clear that throughout this story of the race, of the dispute, and of 
the gifts, what is at stake is at once the manifestation of truth and the 
memory of great achievements. What is at issue is struggle and memory, 
competition and celebration as rituals of truth, as alethurgy, as manifesta-
tion of the truth in the full light of day. In this immense ceremony of mem-
ory, in this immense ceremony where the truth must be made manifest 
in the competition of the chariot race and must survive in the memory of 
men, in this great game of truth, Antilochus’s avowal is nothing more than 
the renunciation of what, for a brief instant and by fraud, veiled the truth 
and the true brilliance of the heroes. Antilochus’s avowal is a renunciation 
of that which could have prevented the truth of the strengths, of the ex-
ploits, of the victories from crowning the combats and the competitions 
and from being perpetuated in the indefinite celebrations of memory.

By placing this strictly judicial, properly judicial scene back in its gen-
eral context, a certain number of important elements appear regarding 
what was no doubt the first scene of judicial avowal that we know of within 
Western culture. In this scene there is one and only one individual—Â�
Antilochus—who is at once the accused and the bearer of truth, the one 
who must also unveil the truth and has the power to unveil it, and all this 
within the structure of the agōn. The idea that there is an accused, that this 
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accused bears the truth, that it is up to him to unveil it because he knows 
it and has the power to unveil it, as you know this very same structure can 
also be found in Oedipus.35 Oedipus is also the accused. He too holds the 
truth. And he too must unveil it. He too, as king, has the power to reap 
the consequences by unveiling it. So there is the same structure between 
the avowal of Antilochus and the avowal of Oedipus or the same type of 
superimposition, but with one small difference: in the case of Antilochus, 
everything is situated within a framework that is the structure of the com-
bat, the structure of the agōn, the structure of the joust between two war-
riors within a civilization, or at least within a social group of warriors. On 
the contrary, for Oedipus—and this is what I will explain next time—
this same superimposition, namely that an individual bears a truth that 
will devastate him and that consequently he must reveal by himself, this 
manifestation and the procedures of manifestation will not unfold within 
this form of the agōn, in the form of the joust, the confrontation between 
heroes or between warriors. Rather, it is within a far more complex judicial 
and political structure. Here we will see a whole mottled effect, if you will, 
of diverse institutions—religious, aristocratic, tyrannical—that become 
the structures through which the accused emerges as the one who will 
have to tell the truth. Oedipus’s path from the status of the accused to the 
one who speaks the truth, who avows what he is accused of, is infinitely 
longer than this immediate and hieratic figure who, in the course of the 
competition, having first prevented the truth from unveiling itself, then 
hesitates to confront Jupiter himself and the anger of Jupiter or Zeus, pre-
ferring to let the truth unfold according to its own liturgy. The unity of the 
act, the unique scene in which Menelaus challenges Antilochus with the 
oath and then he, Antilochus, cedes—we are going to see this scene frac-
tured through a whole series of structures, institutions, and diverse politi-
cal and judicial practices, when the accused is no longer a hero or a warrior 
but is rather a king or a tyrant, when the accused holds political power, 
which is completely different from the brilliance, prestige, and presence 
of a warrior hero from the Homeric era. For this, the appearance of a judi-
cial body will be necessary: a judicial body who will tell the truth through 
procedures that are far more complex than the oath.

This concludes the first part of my lecture for this evening. However, I 
now see that our time has passed quickly, which is my fault because I lin-
gered too long, due to the material conditions such as the fact that one 
speaks more slowly while standing, et cetera. So what I would like to pro-
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28 March 1973

Theme of the lectures: the prison-form as social form; a 

knowledge-power. (I) General analysis of power. Four 

schemas to be rejected. 1. Appropriation: power is not possessed, 

it is exercised. The case of worker saving. 2. Localization: 

power is not strictly localized in the State apparatuses, 

but is much more deep rooted. The case of police in the 

eighteenth century and of the penal in the nineteenth century. 

3. Subordination: power does not guarantee, but constitutes 

modes of production. The case of sequestration. 4. Ideology: the 

exercise of power is not the site of the formation of ideology, 

but of knowledge; all knowledge makes possible the exercise of 

a power. The case of administrative survey (surveillance). 

(II) Analysis of disciplinary power: normalization, habit, 

discipline.  Comparison of the use of the term “habit” in 

the philosophy of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Comparison of power-sovereignty in the eighteenth century and 

power-normalization in the nineteenth century.  Sequestration 

produces the norm and produces normal individuals. New type 

of discourses: the human sciences.

TO CONCLUDE WHAT I have said this year I am going to try to 

bring to the fore what I have kept at the back of my mind while I have 

been talking. Basically, the point of departure was this: why this strange 

institution, the prison? The question is justified on several counts. In 

thirteen
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the first place, it is justified historically by the fact that the prison as a 

penal instrument was, after all, a radical innovation at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century. Suddenly, all the old forms of punishment, all 

that marvelous and shimmering folklore of classical punishments—the 

stocks, quartering, hanging, burning at the stake, and so on—gave way 

to this monotonous function of confinement. Historically, then, it is 

something new. Moreover, theoretically, I do not think the necessity 

of imprisonment can be deduced from the penal theories formulated 

in the second half of the eighteenth century, it cannot be deduced as a 

system of punishment coherent with these new theories. Theoretically 

it is a foreign element. Finally, for a functional reason:* the prison was 

dysfunctional from the start. First it was realized that the new system of 

penality did not bring about any reduction in the number of criminals, 

and then that it led to recidivism; that it quite perceptibly reinforced 

the cohesion of the group formed by delinquents.

So the problem I posed was this: why the prison one hundred and 

fifty years ago, and for one hundred and fifty years? To answer this, 

I picked up the track of the text by Julius in which he speaks of 

particular architectural features of the prison, saying that these are not 

characteristic of the prison alone, but of a whole form of society linked 

to the development of the State.1 It seemed to me that this point of 

departure was actually important. There is a certain spatial form of the 

prison: that of the star,† with a center that is the point of constant and 

universal surveillance, in every direction and at every moment; around 

the center are wings in which the life, the work of the prisoners takes 

place; and, constructed on the central point, a tower, which is the heart 

of the edifice in which authority is established, from which orders are 

transmitted and to which information flows in from the whole. This is 

an exact diagram of order as command and regularity; the architectural 

problems of the theater, but reversed: showing everything, to a single 

individual; of the fortress, but reversed: for the latter defined a place 

that shields you and allows you to see everything happening outside, 

whereas with the prison it is a case of seeing everything taking place 

* Manuscript (1st fol.): “economically or politically/functionally.” The manuscript for this lecture 
is not numbered and consists of 26 sheets.
† The manuscript (2nd fol.) adds: “Bentham → Petite Roquette.”2
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inside without one being able to see in from the outside, and, at the 

same time, of the holder of power inside the prison being shielded from 

the very ones he sees.

Now, this prison-form is much more than an architectural form; it 

is a social form.3 With a great deal of speculation we might go so far as 

to say that if the Greek city state invented a certain social space, the 

agora, which was the institutional condition of possibility of the logos, 

the form of the star, of the power of surveillance, gives rise to a new 

type of knowledge. Such was the point of my remarks: the prison as 

social form, that is to say as form according to which power is exercised 

within a society—the way in which power extracts the knowledge it 

needs in order to be exercised and the form in which, on the basis of this 

knowledge, it distributes orders, prescriptions.* We could thus try to 

identify the image in which the form of power is symbolized; we would 

have the medieval image of the throne, the seat from which one listens 

and judges: this is the magisterial form of power. We then have the 

absolutist image of the head that commands the body, which comes to 

a head: this is the capital form of power as it figures on the title page of 

Leviathan.4 Finally, we would have the modern image of the center from 

which the watchful and controlling gaze radiates, where a whole series 

of flows of knowledge end up and from which a whole flow of decisions 

issues: this is the central form of power.† It seemed to me that, in order 

really to understand this institution of the prison, we had to study it 

against this background, that is to say not so much on the basis of penal 

theories or conceptions of law, nor on the basis of a historical sociology 

of delinquency, but by putting the question: in what system of power 

does the prison function?

*  *  *

It is now time to talk about this power.5 To situate the problem, I 

would like to note four [types] of theoretical schemas that seem to 

* The manuscript (3rd fol.) adds: “This starred form is a form of knowledge-power.”
† The manuscript (4th fol.) adds: “Now this form, still according to Julius, was linked to the birth 
of an industrial society [and] to the development of the State. In fact, this need for surveillance 
is linked to the threat of a class that was immediately seen as numerous; foreign; on the verge of 
indigence; dangerous.”
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me to govern […] analyses of power—and from which I would like to 

distinguish myself.

First, the theoretical schema of the appropriation of power, that is 

to say the idea that power is something one possesses, something in 

a society that some possess and others do not. There is a class that 

possesses power: the bourgeoisie. Certainly, the formula: “such a class 

has power” has its political value, but it cannot be used for a historical 

analysis. In fact, power is not possessed for several reasons. First of 

all, power is exercised in all the depth, over the whole surface of the 

social field, according to a whole system of relays, connections, points 

of support, of things as tenuous as the family, sexual relationships, 

housing, and so on. However finely we penetrate the social network, 

we find power, not as something someone possesses, but as something 

that takes place, is effectuated, exercised. And then, power may or may 

not succeed in being exerted: it is therefore always a certain form of 

momentary and continually renewed strategic confrontations between a 

certain number of individuals. It is not possessed because it is in play, it 

is risked. At the heart of power is a warlike relation therefore, and not 

a relation of appropriation. Finally, power is never entirely on one side. 

There are not those who have power and who apply it brutally to those 

who have no power at all. The power relationship does not conform to 

the monotonous and definitive schema of oppression. Of course, in this 

kind of general war through which power is exercised, there is a social 

class that occupies a privileged position and may thereby impose its 

strategy, carry off a certain number of victories, accumulate them, and 

obtain the advantage of an effect of hyper-power, but this effect is not 

of the order of total possession. Power is not monolithic. It is never 

entirely controlled from a certain point of view by a certain number of 

people. At every moment it is in play in little singular struggles, with 

local reversals, regional defeats and victories, provisional revenges.

To take some examples, I will refer to the problem of worker saving: 

how is it played out? In the nineteenth century it is the site of a battle 

of powers, with a whole series of opposed strategies, of victories and 

defeats that depend upon each other. This saving stems from the 

need felt by the employers to fix the working class to an apparatus 

of production, to avoid worker nomadism, and it fixed the working 
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class in space by fixing it in time: by depositing in such and such a 

place something that assures the future. But, at the same time, this 

saving, imposed by the employers’ strategy, produces the counter effect 

of the worker now having funds available to him for certain freedoms, 

including that of going on strike. So that the strike as instrument of 

retaliation against the employers is inscribed in the very measure by 

which the employers thought to control the working class. Hence, in 

return, a new employers’ measure: control this saving and impose the 

presence of employer representatives in the provident banks. Hence, 

from the second half of the nineteenth century, the struggles over the 

direction and control of these funds. We thus see how, within a general 

strategy of worker sequestration by the employers, a whole series of 

struggles are played out, how a whole series of victories and defeats are 

set off one after the other, or one on top of the other.

So the power relationship is never stable, suffered definitively, but 

is always in this kind of mobility. So we cannot say power and profit 

as if they were analogous. Power should not be assimilated to a wealth 

possessed by some; it is a permanent strategy that should be thought 

of against the background of civil war. Similarly, we should abandon 

the schema according to which power, through a commercial kind of 

contract, would be conferred on some by the will of all—a contract that 

would mean that those who break it fall outside society and resume 

the war of all against all. Power, the legality it makes use of, and the 

illegalisms it carefully manages, or against which it struggles, should be 

understood as a certain way of conducting civil war.

Second, the schema of the localization of power: political power is 

always located in a society in a certain number of elements, essentially 

in State apparatuses.6 So there is a match of forms of power and political 

structures. Now I do not think that power can adequately be described 

as something located in State apparatuses. Maybe it is not even sufficient 

to say that the State apparatuses are the stake of an internal or external 

struggle. It seems to me rather that the State apparatus is a concentrated 

form, or even a support structure, of a system of power that goes much 

further and deeper. Which means, practically, that neither control nor 

destruction of the State apparatus may suffice to transform or get rid of 

a certain type of power, the one in which it functioned.

Proof

Foucault 01 text   229 15/04/2015   10:42



230          On t h e Pu n i t i v e  So c i e t y

I have tried to give some examples of this relationship between State 

apparatuses and the system of power within which they function. Let’s 

take the police apparatus of the eighteenth-century French monarchy, 

a very new type of State apparatus. The apparatus was not externally 

laid on those who are subject to it; it is profoundly bound up with a 

system of power running through the whole of the social body. It could 

only function engaged with, linked, to powers distributed in families 

(paternal authority), religious communities, professional groups, and 

so on. And it is because there were these micro-instances of power in 

society that something like this new State apparatus was actually able 

to function. Similarly, the penal apparatus of the nineteenth century 

is not some kind of great isolated edifice. It functions in constant 

collaboration* with something that is not just its ancillary field, but its 

condition of possibility: the whole punitive system, whose agents are 

employers, landlords, and contractors who constitute so many instances 

of power enabling the penal apparatus to function, since it is bit by bit, 

through an accumulation of punitive mechanisms foreign to the State 

apparatus, that individuals are ultimately pushed into the penal system 

and actually become its objects.

So we should distinguish not only systems of power from State 

apparatuses, but even, more generally, systems of power from political 

structures. In fact, the way in which power is exercised in a society is 

not adequately described by political structures like the constitutional 

regime† or by the representation of economic interests in the State 

apparatus. There are systems of power that are much more extensive 

than political power in its strict functioning: a whole set of sources 

of power that may be sexual relations, the family, employment, 

accommodation. And the problem is not so much whether these other 

instances of power repeat the structure of the State. Really, it matters 

little whether the family reproduces the State or the other way round. 

The family and the State function in relation to each other, by relying 

on each other, possibly confronting each other, in a system of power 

that, in a society like ours, may be characterized as disciplinary in a 

* Manuscript (8th fol.): “in collaboration with a disciplinary system, a punitive system in which 
the employer, the foreman, the landlord, the supplier constitute instances of power.”
† The manuscript (9th fol.) adds: “the recruitment of the political class.”
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homogeneous way, that is to say [where] the disciplinary system is the 

general form in which power is inserted, whether located in a State 

apparatus or diffused in a general system.

Third, the schema of subordination according to which power is a 

certain way of maintaining or reproducing a mode of production: power 

is always subordinate, then, to a mode of production that is, if not 

historically, at least analytically prior to it. If we give power the extension 

I have been talking about, we are led to locate its functioning at a very 

deep level. Power, therefore, can no longer be understood solely as the 

guarantee of a mode of production, as that which allows the formation of a 

mode of production. Power is, in fact, one of the constitutive elements of 

the mode of production and functions at its heart. This is what I wanted 

to show when I talked about all those apparatuses of sequestration, 

which are not all linked to a State apparatus, far from it, but which all, 

whether provident banks, factories-prisons, or reformatories, function 

at a certain level that is not that of the guarantee given to the mode of 

production, but rather of its constitution.

What in fact is the point of this sequestration? Its basic aim is the 

subjection of individual time to the system of production and, quite 

precisely, to three of its elements. The time of life must be subjected 

to the temporal mechanisms, the temporal processes of production. 

Individuals must be tied to a production apparatus according to a 

certain use of time that continues hour by hour and fixes the individual 

to the chronological course of the productive mechanism. This excludes 

all irregularities like absence, debauchery, revelry, and so on. Individuals 

must be subjected not only to the chronology of production, but also 

to the cycles of productive activity. Although they do not possess 

any means of production, they must be able to withstand periods of 

unemployment, crises, reduced activity. This implies the coercive 

prescription of saving; saving will thus be a means of plugging into 

and submitting to the great cycles of productive activity. Saving—which 

means exclusion of all useless expenditure, gambling, and dissipation. 

The individual’s time must be subject to the time of profit, that is to 

say that labor-power must be put to use for at least as much time as is 

needed for the investment to become profitable. For this, individuals 

must be fixed to a certain apparatus of production for a certain length 
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of time, which entails all the controls tying workers down locally, the 

system of debt,* for example.

A system of power like sequestration goes far beyond the guarantee of the 

mode of production; it is constitutive of it. We could say: the problem of 

feudal society was to assure the extraction of rent through the exercise 

of a sovereignty that was, above all, territorial; the problem of industrial 

society is to see to it that the individual’s time, which is purchased 

with wages, can be integrated into the production apparatus in the 

forms of labor-power. It is necessary to ensure that what the employer 

buys is not empty time, but indeed labor-power. In other words, it is 

a matter of constituting the individual’s time of life into labor-power.7 

Which leads to this conclusion: if it is true that the economic structure, 

characterized by the accumulation of capital, has the property of 

transforming individuals’ labor-power into productive force, the aim of 

the structure of power which takes the form of sequestration is, prior to 

that stage, to transform the time of life into labor-power. People must 

be able to bring onto the market something that is labor-power, which 

is secured by this system of power that is sequestration, the correlative, 

in terms of power, of the accumulation of capital in economic terms. 

Capitalism, in fact, does not simply encounter labor-power, just like 

that.†

It is false to say, with certain famous post-Hegelians, that labor is 

man’s concrete existence.8 The time and life of man are not labor‡ by 

nature; they are pleasure, discontinuity, festivity, rest, need, moments, 

chance, violence, and so on. Now, it is all this explosive energy that needs 

to be transformed into a continuous labor-power continually offered on 

the market. Life must be synthesized into labor-power, which involves 

the coercion of this system of sequestration. For exercising this coercion 

that transforms the time of life into labor-power, the clever ploy§ of 

industrial society was to take up the old technique¶ of the confinement 

of the poor, which, in the classical age, was a way of fixing and, at the 

same time, suppressing those who through idleness, vagabondage, or 

* Manuscript (11th fol.): “the pressure of indigence is a system of indebtedness.”
† Manuscript (13th fol.): “as immediate and concrete form of human existence.”
‡ Manuscript (14th fol.): “continuous labor.”
§ Manuscript (14th fol.): “stroke of genius.”
¶ Manuscript (14th fol.) adds: “apparently much depreciated.”
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revolt had escaped all the geographical fixations in which the exercise of 

sovereignty was carried out. This institution will have to be generalized 

and utilized, in contrast, to connect up individuals to the social 

apparatuses; it will be specified in accordance with a whole series of 

apparatuses from the factory-prison to the prison, passing through 

poorhouses, schools, and reformatories. Reutilized to this end, all this 

old system of confinement will make possible sequestration, which is 

actually constitutive of modes of production.*

Fourth, the schema of ideology† according to which power can produce 

only ideological effects in the realm of knowledge (connaissance), that 

is to say power either functions in the silent fashion of violence, or 

in the discursive and wordy fashion of ideology.‡ Now power is not 

caught in this alternative of either being exercised purely and simply 

through violent imposition,§ or hiding itself and getting itself accepted 

by holding the wordy discourse of ideology.9 Actually, every point at 

which a power is exercised is, at the same time, a site of formation, not 

of ideology, but of knowledge (savoir); and, on the other hand, every 

knowledge formed enables and assures the exercise of a power. In other 

words, there is no opposition between what is done and what is said, 

between the silence of force and the prattle¶ of ideology. It is necessary 

to show how knowledge and power are effectively bound up with each 

other, not in the mode of identity—knowledge is power, or the other 

way round—but in an absolutely specific fashion and according to a 

complex interplay.

Let’s take the example of the administrative survey (surveillance) of 

populations, which is a requirement of any power. In the seventeenth 

to eighteenth centuries, the administrative survey is a function of power 

assured by a number of people: intendants, police apparatus, and so on. 

Now this power, with its specific instruments, gives rise to a number of 

forms of knowledge.

* The manuscript (15th fol.): “Dismantling or not dismantling a type of power is therefore 
essential to the very existence of a mode of production.”
† Manuscript (5th fol.): “that of ideological production.”
‡ The manuscript (5th fol.) adds: “It needs an ideology. And it fabricates ideology.”
§ Manuscript (15th fol.): “threat, violence, terror.”
¶ Manuscript (15th fol.): “and the chatter (even persuasion) of ideological discourse.”
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1. A management knowledge: those who manage the State apparatus, 

either directly on behalf of the political power, or indirectly by a system 

of farming out, form at the same time a certain knowledge, which they 

accumulate and use. Thus, after inquiry, they know how they must tax, 

how to calculate the taxes, who can pay them, who in particular must 

be watched so that they pay their taxes, and on what products customs 

duties need to be levied.*

2. On the fringes of this knowledge of management, we see the 

emergence of a knowledge of inquiry: there are people who generally are 

not linked directly to the State apparatus or responsible for managing it, 

but who conduct inquiries into the wealth of a nation, the demographic 

movement of a region, the craft techniques employed in a particular 

country, and the state of health of populations. From the second half 

of the eighteenth century, these inquiries conducted, originally at least, 

on private initiative, begin to be taken over by the State. Thus, the 

Société royale de médecine, founded in 1776, will codify and take over 

responsibility for inquiries on the state of health;10 similarly, inquiries 

into craft techniques will be taken back under State control and in the 

form of a State apparatus in the nineteenth century.11

3. A police inquisition knowledge: consigning someone to a place of 

detention is thus accompanied by a report on his behavior, his motives. 

From the nineteenth century, all the forms and techniques of this survey 

knowledge will be taken up again and, at the same time, founded in a 

new way, and this takes place in terms of two great principles that are 

crucial in the history of knowledge.

First, the principle we see emerging under the Revolution that is 

systematized, notably by Chaptal,12 and at the time of the Consulate:13 

henceforth, every agent of power will be at the same time an agent of 

the formation of knowledge. Every agent† must provide information on 

both the effects of, and the consequent necessary corrective changes to 

be made to, actions ordered by the authorities. From the end of the 

* The manuscript (16th fol.) adds: “from what population to recruit soldiers.”
† Manuscript (16th fol.): “Every agent of power must report back knowledge correlative to the 
power it exercises (which enables its conditions and effects to be determined: possible corrections): 
Prefects; public prosecutors.”
In the margin: “We enter the era of the report. As important in [industrial] society as feed back 
[English in original; G.B.] in modern technology, as double-entry book-keeping in the economy.”
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eighteenth century, prefects, public prosecutors, police functionaries, 

and so on, are bound to this fundamental obligation of the report. We are 

entering the era of the report as the fundamental form of the relations 

between knowledge and power. Certainly, this was not invented in the 

eighteenth century, but the systematization of what, for example, in the 

seventeenth century were only sporadic actions in the relations between 

intendants and ministers, the institutionalization of every agent having 

to report particular kinds of knowledge to his superior is an essential 

phenomenon.

In close connection with this introduction of reporting knowledge to 

the origin of power, there is the setting up of a whole series of specific 

instruments of abstraction, generalization, and quantitative assessment. 

This can be brought out if we compare several strata of documents. The 

reports produced by Sartine,14 one of the last lieutenants of police of 

the Ancien Régime: the way in which he monitors the population, and 

the sporadic, individual kind of information given to his minister. The 

reports of Fouché,15 which are already a kind of synthesis and integration, 

but of what is supposed to represent the state of the political opposition, 

of delinquency, and the constant state of the latter in France. The annual 

reports of the minister of Justice, published from 1826,16 in which there 

is the same type of information as at the beginning, but treated, filtered 

by a knowledge machine and a number of techniques of abstraction 

and statistical quantification. A history of this State knowledge could 

be written, that is to say the history of the administrative extraction 

of knowledge.17

Second, the other phenomenon, opposite to the previous one, is the 

opening of apparatuses of power to autonomous sources of knowledge.* 

Certainly, one didn’t have to wait for the nineteenth century for 

power to be enlightened by the advice and knowledge (connaissances) 

of a number of supposedly competent people; but, from the nineteenth 

century, knowledge (savoir) as such is statutorily endowed with a certain 

power. The nineteenth century brought something new, which is that 

knowledge must function in society as endowed with a certain quantity 

of power. School, grades, the way in which degrees of knowledge are 

* The manuscript (17th fol.): “Up to the eighteenth century, this took place in the form of advice 
or pedagogy, kings [listening] to the philosophers, the learned and the wise.”
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actually calculated, measured, and authenticated by all the apparatuses 

of training, all this is both a factor and the expression of the fundamental 

phenomenon that knowledge has the right to exercise a power. Thus, the 

character of the scholar who exercised no other power in society than 

that of speaking the truth, of giving advice, gives way to a character, 

a laboratory director, a professor, whose knowledge is immediately 

authenticated by the power he exercises. This goes for the economist, 

for example: who were economists in the eighteenth century? Vauban, 

someone who is out of favor and takes up economics after losing power.18 

Quesnay, who wants, but does not have power.19 At this point those in 

power have only an administrative knowledge. Economic theory does 

not arise within the power apparatus. The clearest case is that of the 

physician who, from the nineteenth century, inasmuch as he is the 

master of the normal and the pathological, thereby exercises a certain 

power not just on his client, but on groups, on society. Similarly, the 

psychiatrist has a power institutionalized by the 1838 law which, by 

turning him into an expert who has to be consulted for any action of 

confinement, gives the [doctor-]psychiatrist and psychiatric knowledge 

as knowledge a certain power.20

It is necessary here to reply to an objection: does not speaking of 

strategy, calculation, defeat, and victory get rid of all opacity of the 

social field? In a sense, yes. I think in fact that we too readily endow the 

social field with opacity, envisaging in it only production and desire, 

the economy and the unconscious; there is in fact a whole margin that 

is transparent to analysis and that can be discovered if we study the 

strategies of power. Where sociologists see only the silent or unconscious 

system of rules, where epistemologists see only poorly controlled 

ideological effects, I think it possible to see perfectly calculated, 

controlled strategies of power. The penal system is a privileged example 

of this. It is clear that if we pose the problem of the penal system in terms 

of economy, it appears opaque and even obscure, because no analysis of 

the economic role of the prison, of the population marginalized by this 

penal system, can account for its existence.21 In terms of ideology, it is 

not just opaque, but completely muddled, the system having been so 

covered over with varied ideological themes.* On the other hand, if one 

* The manuscript (19th fol.) adds: “It collects them all, from the social enemy to the neurosis 
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poses the problem in terms of power and of the way in which power has 

actually been exercised within a society, it seems to me that the penal 

system becomes much clearer. Which does not mean that the social field 

is entirely transparent, but that it should not be given facile opacities.

*  *  *

Where was I wanting to go? I wanted to analyze a certain system 

of power: disciplinary power.* It seemed to me, in fact, that we live 

in a society of disciplinary power, that is to say a society equipped 

with apparatuses whose form is sequestration, whose purpose is the 

formation of a labor force, and whose instrument is the acquisition of 

disciplines or habits. It seems to me that since the eighteenth century 

there has been a constant multiplication, refinement, and specification 

of apparatuses for manufacturing disciplines, for imposing coercions, 

and for instilling habits. This year I wanted to do the very first history 

of the power of habits, the archeology of those apparatuses of power 

that serve as the base for the acquisition of habits as social norms.

Let’s consider this notion of habit. If we look at it in eighteenth-

century political philosophy, habit has a primarily critical use. This 

notion makes it possible to analyze law, institutions, and authority. The 

notion of habit is used for knowing the extent to which something that 

appears as an institution or authority can be founded. To everything 

appearing thus founded, the following question is put: You claim to 

be founded by the divine word or by the sovereign’s authority, but 

are you not [quite simply] a habit? This is how Humean criticism 

works, using the notion of habit as a critical, reductive instrument, 

because habit, on the one hand, is only ever a result and not an original 

datum—there is something irreducibly artificial in it—and, on the 

other hand, while unable to lay claim to originality, it is not founded 

by something like a transcendence: habit always comes from nature, 

of confession, by way of debauchery, the primitive, the degenerate, the perverse. If one poses 
the problem in economic terms, the penal system loses all utility. [If one poses the problem in] 
ideological [terms], it loses all specificity. It is rationalized if one studies it in the form of power 
in which it works.”
* Manuscript (20th fol.): “the analysis of a form of power I have called punitive, which it would 
be better to call disciplinary.”
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since in human nature there is the habit of contracting habits. Habit is 

both nature and artifice.22 And if this notion was used in the political 

and moral philosophy of the eighteenth century, it was in order to get 

away from anything of the order of traditional obligations founded on 

a transcendence, and to replace these obligations with the pure and 

simple obligation of the contract; in order to replace these traditional 

obligations, which are shown to be only the effects of habit, with a game 

of obligations in which the will of each will be voluntarily bound and 

actualized in the contract. To criticize tradition through habit in order 

to contractualize social bonds, such is the essence of this use of the 

notion of habit.

Now it seems to me that the use of the term habit in the nineteenth 

century is different. In political literature, it ceases being regularly used 

in a critical way. On the other hand, it is used prescriptively: habit 

is what people must submit to. There is a whole ethics founded on 

habit. Far from habit limiting the sphere of morality, of ethics, a whole 

politics of habit is formed that is transmitted by very different sorts of 

writing—writings of popular moralization or tracts of social economy.23 

Habit is always given as something positive, something to be acquired. 

Now, in this position, it does not have the same relation to the contract 

that habit had in the eighteenth century: in the eighteenth century, 

one scoured tradition with criticism of habit so as to give way to the 

contract, which replaced habit, [whereas] in the nineteenth century 

habit is conceptualized as complementary to the contract. In the 

political thought of the nineteenth century, the contract is the juridical 

form that binds property owners to each other. It is the juridical form 

that guarantees the property of each. It is what gives a juridical form 

to exchange. Finally, it is through the contract that individuals form 

alliances on the basis of their property. In other words, the contract is 

the link between individuals and their property, or the link between 

individuals through their property. Habit, on the other hand, is what 

links individuals, not to their property, since this is the role of the 

contract, but to the production apparatus. It is what binds those who 

are not property owners to an apparatus they do not own; it is what 

links them to each other as members, not of a class, but of society as a 

whole. Habit, therefore, is not what links one to a partner at the level of 
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property, but what links one to an order of things, to an order of time 

and to a political order. Habit is the complement of the contract for 

those who are not linked through their property.

We can say then how the apparatus of sequestration can effectively 

fix individuals to the production apparatus: it fixes them by forming 

habits through a play of coercion and punishment, apprenticeship and 

chastisement. It produces a fabric of habits through which the social 

membership of individuals to society is defined. It produces something 

like the norm; the norm is the instrument by which individuals are 

tied to the apparatuses of production. Whereas classical confinement 

ejected individuals outside the norms, whereas by confining the poor, 

vagabonds, and the mad it produced, hid, and sometimes displayed 

monsters, modern sequestration produced the norm* and its function 

is to produce the normal.24 And so we have a series that characterizes 

modern society: formation of labor-power—apparatus of sequestration—

permanent function of normalization.†

In conclusion, if one wanted to characterize the system of power 

in which the prison functions and of which it is, at the same time, a 

symbol, a concentrate, but also a strategic functional component, we 

could say the following. Up to the eighteenth century, we had a society 

in which power took the visual, solemn, and ritual form of hierarchy 

and sovereignty. This power carried out its operations through a set of 

marks, of ceremonies that designated it as sovereign. To this sovereignty, 

thus made visible in the ritual of the ceremony, corresponded a certain 

type of historical narrative still close to the heroic narrative and, 

thereby, still fairly close to mythical effectiveness; a historical narrative 

whose function was to recount the sovereign’s past, to reactualize 

the past of sovereignty in order to reinforce power. Historiography, 

as supplementary form of discourse of this power in the form of 

sovereignty, was a supplementary function of power; and, even though 

in the eighteenth century we witness its critical reversal, with Voltaire, 

* The manuscript (24th fol.) adds: “Its medium is normalization.”
† The manuscript (24th fol.) presents this series in the following way: “Apparatus of seques-
tration. Formation of a labor force. Disciplinary society. Permanent function of normalization/
normativity.”
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Saint-Simon, Dupin, and so on, this discourse is always formed in the 

region of power, either in order to reinforce it or to undermine it.25

In the nineteenth century, power is no longer effectuated through 

that solemn, visible, ritual form of sovereignty, but through the habit 

imposed on some, or on all, but in order that, first of all, fundamentally, 

some are obliged to yield to it. On these conditions, power may well 

abandon all that visible, ritual magnificence, all its drapery and marks. 

It will take the insidious, quotidian, habitual form of the norm, and 

in this way it is hidden as power and passes for society. The role of the 

ceremony of power in the seventeenth century26 is now taken over by 

what is called social consciousness. This is precisely where Durkheim 

will find the object of sociology. We should re-read what he says in 

Suicide regarding anomy: what characterizes the social as such, in contrast 

with the political, which is the level of decisions, and the economic, 

which is the level of determinations, is nothing other than the system of 

disciplines, of constraints.27 Power is exercised through the medium of 

the system of disciplines, but so that it is concealed and appears as that 

reality called society, the object of sociology that is now to be described, 

to be known. Society, Durkheim said, is the system of the disciplines; 

but what he did not say is that this system must be analyzed within 

strategies specific to a system of power.*

If in fact power now no longer manifests itself through the violence 

of its ceremony, but is exercised through normalization, habit, and 

discipline, we will see the formation of a new type of discourse. The 

discourse that will now accompany disciplinary power can no longer be 

the mythical or heroic discourse that recounted the birth of power and 

whose function was to reinforce it. It is a discourse that will describe, 

analyze, and found† the norm and make it prescriptible, persuasive. 

In other words, the discourse that speaks of the king and founds his 

kingship can disappear and give way to the discourse of the master, that 

is to say to the discourse of he who supervises, states the norm, makes 

the division between normal and abnormal,28 evaluates, judges, decides: 

discourse of the schoolmaster, the judge, the doctor, the psychiatrist. 

Linked to the exercise of power, we thus see the appearance of a 

* Manuscript (26th fol.): “Durkheim will find in our habits the very sign of the social.”
† Manuscript (26th fol.): “found in reason.”

Proof

Foucault 01 text   240 15/04/2015   10:42



28 March 1973           241

discourse that takes over from the mythical discourse on the origins of 

power—which periodically recounted the genealogy of the king and his 

ancestors—this is the normalizing discourse of the human sciences.29,*

* The manuscript (26th fol.) ends in the following way: “In the Assyrian Empire, there was a 
mythical discourse profoundly connected to the exercise of power.30 A discourse of origins. There 
is currently another type of discourse connected to the exercise of power, inseparable from it; but 
which is connected to it in a different way; which is delivered from a completely different place, and 
by completely different people. But which, in a certain way and while standing back, has taken over 
from these discourses of power. These are those ‘normalizing’ discourses of the human sciences.”
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  1.	 N. H. Julius, Leçons sur les prisons [see above, p. 00 note 2], p. 384 sq.
  2.	 The “Petite Roquette” mentioned in the manuscript (fol. 2) refers to the prison originally 

built for young offenders in the 11th arrondissement of Paris, in 1827, based on plans inspired 
by Bentham’s Panopticon; at the time of the G.I.P., the Petite Roquette was a women’s 
prison. It was destroyed at the end of the 1970s. As Jacques Lagrange points out in Le 
Pouvoir psychiatrique, p. 92, n. 18; Psychiatric Power, p. 90, n. 18, according to the terms of the 
circular of 24 February 1825, the architectural project of the model-prison had to have an 
arrangement “such that, with the aid of a central point or internal gallery, the whole of the 
prison can be supervised by one, or at the most two people.” See also: C. Lucas, Du système 
pénitentiaire en Europe et aux États-Unis [see above, p. 00 note 25], vol. I, p. cxiii; M. Foucault, 
Surveiller et Punir, p. 276; Discipline and Punish, p. 271.

  3.	 In his manuscript, (2nd fol.), Foucault adds this sentence: “Now this architectural form 
is at the same time a general social form that extends far beyond the prison. Should we 
say: agora-logos // prison-surveillance?” The theme of social surveillance and the punitive 
society, central in this course and treated in Surveiller et Punir, for example, p. 196, p. 209, 
and p. 211; Discipline and Punish, p. 189, pp. 202-203, and p. 206, did not, on the book’s 
reception, capture the attention of the readership a great deal, which focused on panopticism 
as describing a penitentiary rather than a social form, in other words, on the theme of the 
prison, rather than on the more general theme of the punitive society. Now, in Foucault’s 
conception, as Daniel Defert confirms, Surveiller et Punir is in continuity with this course on 
a problem of society.

  4.	 Allusion to the famous frontispiece of Hobbes’ Leviathan, p. III.
  5.	 An analysis developed in Surveiller et Punir, pp. 31-33; Discipline and Punish, pp. 26-28, and 

in “Il faut défendre la société” lecture of 7 January 1976, pp. 15-19; “Society Must Be Defended” 
pp. 14-18.

  6.	 As Jacques Lagrange points out in Le Pouvoir psychiatrique, p. 20, n. 21; Psychiatric Power, p. 18, 
n. 21, it may be that this criticism is directed at Louis Althusser, who deals with the concept of 
“State apparatus” in his article: “Idéologie et appareils idéologiques d’État. (Note pour une 
recherche),” La Pensée. Revue du rationalisme moderne, no. 151, June 1970, pp. 3-38; reprinted 
in L. Althusser, Positions (Paris: Éditions Sociales, 1976) pp. 79-137; English translation Ben 
Brewster, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” in L. Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy 
(London: New Left Books, 1971). On Foucault’s argument, see below, “Course context,” pp. 
000-000 and pp. 000-000. In Le Pouvoir psychiatrique; Psychiatric Power, Foucault offers 
the following analysis: “Rather, therefore, than speak of violence, I would prefer to speak of 
a micro-physics of power; rather than speak of the institution, I would much prefer to try 
to see what tactics are put to work in these forces which confront each other; rather than 
speak of the family model or ‘State apparatus,’ I would like to try to see the strategy of these 
relations of power and confrontations which unfold within psychiatric practice” (lecture of 7 
November 1973, Fr., p. 18; Eng., p. 16); “Methodologically this entails leaving the problem 
of the State, of the State apparatus, to one side and dispensing with the psycho-sociological 
notion of authority” (lecture of 21 November 1973, Fr., p. 42, fn.*; Eng., p. 40, fn.*). Note 
that the manuscript of The Punitive Society, in this passage, as after (8th and 9th sheets), 
has “State apparatus” in the singular, although it appears that Foucault speaks in the plural 
(typescript, pp. 197-199).

  7.	 On this theme see Les Anormaux, the schematic summary in the lecture of 29 January 1975, 
pp. 80-81; Abnormal, pp. 87-88, and Surveiller et Punir, p. 30; Discipline and Punish, pp. 25-26: 
“This political investment of the body is bound up, in accordance with complex reciprocal 
relations, with its economic use; it is largely as a force of production that the body is invested 
with relations of power and domination; but, on the other hand, its constitution as labour 
power is possible only if it is caught up in a system of subjection (in which need is also a 
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political instrument meticulously prepared, calculated and used); the body becomes a useful 
force only if it is both a productive body and a subjected body”; see also ibid., p. 147 and pp. 
222-223; Eng., p. 000 and pp. 000-000.

  8.	 The point is taken up in May 1973 in “La vérité et les formes juridiques,” pp. 621-622/
pp. 1489-1490; “Truth and Juridical Forms,” p.86: “What I would like to show is that, in 
point of fact, labor is absolutely not man’s concrete essence or man’s existence in its concrete 
form … It needs the operation or synthesis carried out by a political power for man’s essence 
to appear as being labor” [translation slightly amended; G.B.].

  9.	 With this juxtaposition of the coercive and the ideological it is clear that Foucault is addressing 
Althusser with regard to his article of 1970 (see above, note 6, and below, “Course context,” 
pp. 000-000).

10.	 In 1776, Turgot created a Commission of medicine responsible for studying epidemics, which, 
under Necker, took the name of Société royale de médecine. Its members, largely drawn from 
the Academy of Sciences, were responsible for: “a) inquiring into epidemics; b) discussing 
and interpreting them; c) prescribing the most suitable curative methods” (J.-P. Peter, “Une 
enquête de la Société royale de médecine: malades et maladies à la fin du XVIIIe siècle,” 
Annales. Économies, Sociétés, Civilisations, 22nd Year, no. 4, 1967, p. 713). Dependent upon the 
Finance minister, the Société royale is widely thought to be the first State health body. See: 
Histoire et mémoires de la Société Royale de Médecine et de Physique, tirés des registres de cette société 
(Paris: Didot, 1776-1779); C. Hannaway, “The Société royale de médecine and epidemics 
in the Ancien Régime,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 46, 1972, p. 257; J.-P. Desaive et 
al., Médecins, climat et épidémies à la fin du XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Éditions de l’EHESS, 1972). 
For a more recent analysis of the place of the Société royale de médecine in the formation of 
an administrative science of health, see V. Tournay, “‘Le concept de police médicale.’ D’une 
aspiration militante à la production d’une objectivité administrative,” Politix, 2007/1, no. 
77, pp. 173-199; see also M. Foucault, Naissance de la clinique, ch. II, especially pp. 49-56; The 
Birth of the Clinic, pp. 26-31.

11.	 This could refer to the chambers of commerce, as well as, from the Consulate, the consultative 
chamber of Arts and Manufactures, “assembly of the principal industrialists responsible 
for enlightening the government about the needs of industry” (A. Chéruel, Dictionnaire 
historique des institutions, mœurs et coutumes de la France, first part, Paris: Librairie Hachette et 
Cie, 1899, p. 123). This would justify, notably, the use of the verb “taken back,” since these 
institutions, officially established in 1701, were suppressed by the Revolution in 1791 and 
then re-established in 1802 with the mission of “presenting views on the means of increasing 
the prosperity of commerce, of making known to the government the causes that check its 
progress, of indicating the resources that may be obtained …” (Decree of 3 Nivôse Year XI/24 
December 1802, quoted by B. Magliulo, Les Chambres de commerce et d’industrie, Paris: PUF, 
1980, p. 31). Chaptal, Minister of the Interior, presented the reasons for this re-establish-
ment in these terms: “The action of government on commerce can be enlightened only by 
the faithful account of the condition and needs of commerce at every point of the Republic” 
(quoted, ibid., p. 32). However, the notion of inquiry, and a fortiori of inquiry into craft 
techniques, does not appear directly in these activities. For an extensive bibliography on the 
subject, see E. Pendleton Herring, “Chambres de Commerce: Their Legal Status and Political 
Significance,” The American Political Science Review, vol. 25(3), August 1931, pp. 691-692; see 
also A. Conquet, Napoléon [III] et les chambres de commerce, APPCI, 1978.

12.	 Foucault also refers to Chaptal’s inquiry in Surveiller et Punir, p. 236; Discipline and Punish, 
p. 234: “that [inquiry] of Chaptal in 1810 (whose task it was to discover what could be used 
to introduce the carceral apparatus into France)” [translation slightly modified; G.B.].

13.	 In the manuscript (16th fol.), Foucault draws up a list which mentions: “Revolution; 
Consulate; Empire.” See the list of inquiries in Surveiller et Punir, pp. 236-237; Discipline 
and Punish, p. 234: “that of Decazes in 1819, Villermé’s work published in 1820, the report 
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on the maisons centrales drawn up by Martignac in 1829, the inquiries carried out in the 
United States by Beaumont and Tocqueville in 1831, by Demetz and Blouet in 1835, the 
questionnaires addressed by Monalivet to the directors of the maisons centrales and to the 
general councils of the départements during the debate on solitary confinement.”

14.	 See A. de Sartine, Journal des inspecteurs de M. de Sartines, 1re partie, 1761-1764 (Brussels: Ernest 
Parent, 1863). Antoine de Sartine, Count of Alby (1729-1801), politician, was criminal 
lieutenant at Le Chatelet in Paris, lieutenant general of police (1759-1774), and Naval 
Minister under Louis XVI.

15.	 See J. Fouché, Rapport fait aux consuls par le ministre de la Police sur l’infâme complot tendant à 
assassiner les consuls, leurs familles, les ministres et les principaux membres du gouvernement (Paris: 
impr. Cornu, no date); Rapport du ministre de la Police générale concernant l’attentat commis contre 
le 1re consul Bonaparte, le 3 nivôse [14 nivôse, Year IX]. Arrêté des consuls, qui ordonne la déportation 
de 131 individus. Arrêté du Sénat conservateur, qui approuve cette mesure (Paris: impr. Marchant, no 
date). Joseph Fouché (1759-1820) was Police minister under the Directory and the Empire.

16.	 Foucault is referring here to the Compte général de l’administration de la justice criminelle, which 
appeared for the first time in 1827, based on the figures of the year 1825. “The Compte générale 
has an annual periodicity (except for war years) with recapitulatory volumes in 1850, 
1880, and 1900. It was produced with the help of statistical tables sent to the courts … The 
detailed facts and figures, abundant in the nineteenth century, tend to decrease from the years 
1920-1930. The most numerous tables concern the accused, details of civil status, profession, 
and place of residence being taken into account only at the beginning of the twentieth 
century” (J.-C. Farcy, Guide des archives judiciaires et pénitentiaires 1800-1948 (Paris: CNRS 
Éditions, 1992, p. 228). Following this mode a Compte général de l’administration de la justice 
civile et commerciale (1831), a Compte générale de l’administration de la justice militaire (1832), and 
a Compte générale de l’administration de la justice dans la colonies (1834) were created successively. 
They all appear as “a series of statistical tables preceded by a more or less lengthy introduction 
produced by the minister responsible for the statistical account, which comments on the facts 
and figures from an official point of view” (ibid.). See: M. Perrot, “Premières mesures des 
faits sociaux: les débuts de la statistique criminelle en France 1780-1830,” in [collective,] 
Pour une histoire de la statistique, vol. I: Contributions/Journées d’études sur l’histoire de la statistique 
(Vaucresson, 1976) (Paris: INSEE, 1977) pp. 125-177; Ministère de la Justice, Compte générale 
de l’administration de la justice criminelle en France pendant l’année 1880 et Rapport relatif aux 
années 1826 à 1880, published with a commentary by Michelle Perrot and Philippe Robert 
(Geneva and Paris: Slatkine Reprints, 1989).

17.	 In the manuscript (16th fol.), Foucault adds: “Statistics as science of State,” then writes 
(17th fol.): “The philosophical critique of abstraction, of the evolution of the experimental 
method, has been made 1000 times, [but] never the history of State knowledge, of the 
administrative extraction of knowledge.” In “Il faut défendre la société,” lecture of 11 February 
1976, p. 120; “Society Must Be Defended,” p. 138, he says: “Between the knowledge (savoir) 
of the prince and the knowledge (connnaissances) of his administration, a ministry of history 
was created, which, between the king and his administration, had to establish, in a controlled 
way, the uninterrupted tradition of the monarchy” [translation slightly amended; G.B.]. 
This connects with the subject of Daniel Defert’s thesis on the development of statistics 
as administrative knowledge of the State in German universities in the eighteenth century, 
titled, “Le Savoir du Prince et les ci-devant secrets” (under the direction of Raymond Aron).

18.	 Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633-1707), better known for his essential role as general 
superintendent of fortification, from 1695, addresses several memoranda to the king 
developing “the idea of reducing the numerous taxes then existing and replacing them by 
capitation. The aim of this capitation was to levy a tax at fifteen denier on the clergy, salaries, 
pledges, and pensions of all the civil and military officers of the realm, the King’s household, 
the troops of land and sea, ‘without excepting any of those who can support it’” (G. Michel 
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and A. Liesse, Vauban économiste, Paris: E. Plon, Nourrit et Cie, 1891, p. 17). Forced by 
illness to retire from his military functions, Vauban, appointed Marshal of France in 1703, 
progressively lost royal favor. The work in which he set out his project, La Dime royale, was 
published in 1707 without authorization and quickly became the object of an interdiction. 
Vauban died some weeks later. The book opens with a justification of the author’s intentions: 
“I say therefore with the best faith in the world, that it was not the wish to delude myself, or 
to earn new considerations for myself, which made me undertake this Work. I am neither a 
man of letters nor a man of Finance, and it would be wrong of me to seek glory and advantage 
through things which are not part of my profession” (Vauban, Le Dime royale, presented by 
Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1992 [1897], p. 57). See also A. 
Rebelliau, Vauban [published by Jacques Lovie] (Paris: Club des libraires de France, 1962).

19.	 François Quesnay (see above, p. 00 note 3), due to his status as King’s surgeon and Madame 
de Pompadour’s physician, as well as his desire to live in the mezzanine of the Versailles 
château so as to encourage the visits of influential personages, exercised a certain influence 
at court. Many accused him of having political pretentions; see G. Weulersse, Le Mouvement 
physiocratique en France de 1756 à 1770 [above p. 00 note 3], vol. 2, pp. 626-682.

20.	 Foucault describes and analyzes the 1838 law in Le Pouvoir psychiatrique, lecture of 5 December 
1973, pp. 97-99; Psychiatric Power, pp. 94-97, and Les Anormaux, lecture of 12 February 1975, 
pp. 130-141; Abnormal, pp. 140-151. It seems that Foucault wrote “Castel” in the margin of 
the manuscript (17th fol.), no doubt referring to the works of Robert Castel on the history 
of psychiatry; see Robert Castel, “Le traitement moral. Thérapeutique mentale et contrôle 
social au XIXe siècle,” Topique, no. 2, 1970, pp. 109-129. In Le Pouvoir psychiatrique, p. 88, 
footnote *; Psychiatric Power, p. 87, footnote * (which refers to the manuscript for the course), 
Foucault refers explicitly to Castel’s 1973 work, Le Psychanalysme (Paris: Maspero, 1973), 
about which he says: “This is a radical book because, for the first time, psychoanalysis is 
situated solely within psychiatric practice and power” (ibid., Fr., p. 198, n. 41; Eng., p. 199, 
n. 41). And the following year, in Surveiller et Punir, p. 29, n. 1; Discipline and Punish, p. 309, 
n. 2: “I should also have quoted a number of pages from R. Castel’s Psychanalysme.” See too, 
Robert Castel’s book, published in 1976, L’Ordre psychiatrique. L’âge d’or de l’aliénisme (Paris: 
Éditions de Minuit); English translation W. D. Halls, The Regulation of Madness: The Origins 
of Incarceration in France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988).

21.	 On this subject, see G. Rusche and O. Kirchheimer, Punishment and Social Structure (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1939). In Surveiller et Punir, p. 29; Discipline and Punish, 
p.  24, Foucault notes that: “Rusche and Kirchheimer’s great work, Punishment and Social 
Structure, provides a number of essential reference points” and he borrows their notion of 
political economy of punishment in order to develop his idea of a “‘political economy’ of the 
body” (ibid., p. 30).

22.	 See D. Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed., L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1978 [1739]) Book I, Part III, Section XVI, p. 179: “Nature may certainly produce whatever 
can arise from habit: Nay, habit is nothing but one of the principles of nature, and derives 
all its force from that origin.” Hume not only places custom or habit at the heart of the 
explanation of probable reasoning, but he describes them as both natural and artificial. It is 
habit that “determine[s] us to make the past a standard for the future” and “the supposition 
that the future will resemble the past is not founded on arguments of any kind, but is derived 
entirely from habit” (Treatise, Book I, Part III, Section XII, pp. 133-134, Hume’s emphasis). 
When habit is the product of a constant past experience, it is “full and perfect” and “we make 
the transition without any reflection, and interpose not a moment’s delay betwixt the view 
of one object and the belief of that which is often found to attend it” (ibid.). In other words, 
it is habit, without any reflection, and without any reference to the supposition according to 
which the future resembles the past, that assures the transition between the experience of 
the perception of an object and the belief in that which is usually associated with it. What 
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then is involved is a natural production of belief, but which is only produced in the presence 
of a full and perfect habit, itself the consequence of a constant past experience. On the other 
hand, in the more common case where past experience is mixed, the “reasonings of this kind 
arise not directly, but in an oblique manner” (ibid., Hume’s emphasis). At another point in 
the text, Hume also speaks of an “oblique and artificial manner” (p. 104). In such cases, we 
consciously consider the supposition according to which the future will resemble the past, 
and it is this consideration that produces belief. The latter is therefore an artificial human 
product, from the point of view reference to the supposition that the future resembles the 
past, which “has establish’d itself by a sufficient custom” (p. 105). For further clarifications, 
see D. Owen, Hume’s Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) ch. 7, pp. 147-174.

23.	 Foucault notes two examples in the manuscript. “Discussion of [M.] Bruno; Traité 
d’économie sociale” (22nd fol.). On M. Bruno, see above, p. 000 note 17. Furthermore, 
Foucault refers here to the work of the doctor Ange Guépin (1805-1873), Traité d’économie 
sociale (Paris: De Lacombe, 1833). Philanthropic physician and theorist of socialism inspired 
by Saint-Simon and Fouriér, Ange Guépin played a central role in the political life of 
nineteenth-century Nantes. He applied himself in particular to measuring the poverty of 
Nantes workers and to putting forward solutions to combat it; see A. Guépin and E. Bonamy, 
Nantes au XIXe siècle (see above, p. 000 note 9). In his Traité d’économie social (pp. 82-83), 
doctor Guépin, starting from the example of print workers, develops the idea of industry 
associations allowing in particular the socialization of risks of accident or inactivity as well 
as the cost of retirement, and the final aim of which would be to enable the workers to buy 
out the printing works themselves; see J. Maitron, ed., Dictionnaire biographique du mouvement 
ouvrier français. Première partie: 1789-1864. De la Révolution française à la fondation de la Première 
Internationale (Paris: Les Éditions ouvrières, 1865) 3 volumes, vol. II, pp. 309-311.

24.	 See Surveiller et Punir, pp. 104-105; Discipline and Punish, pp. 102-103.
25.	 In the manuscript Foucault notes: “its critical reversal (Saint-Simon or Voltaire) only 

apparently removes it from this primary function” (25th fol.). In his Mémoires, Louis de 
Rouvroy, duc de Saint-Simon (1675-1755), distances himself from the adulation of Louis 
XIV practiced by the official history of his time, and, in a series of portraits and accounts 
of historical episodes, describes something like an underside of the monarchy; see M. 
Stefanovska, Saint-Simon, un historien dans les marges (Paris: Honoré Champion, 1998) p. 29. 
In the “Considérations préliminaires” of his work, Saint-Simon notes: “The account of events 
must discover their origins, causes, and consequences, and the connections between them, 
which can be done only through the exposition of the actions of the characters who took 
part in these things …, what involved them in the part they have played in the facts one 
recounts, and the relationship of union or opposition that existed between them.” Louis XIV 
nevertheless always occupies a symbolically central position in the exposition of the facts. On 
the importance of ceremony in Saint-Simonian history, see M. Stefanovska, pp. 59-65.

	   Claude Dupinde Chenonceaux (1686-1769), financier and tax farmer-general, was a 
precursor of physiocratic thought. In œonomiques (Paris: Marcel Rivière et Companie, 1913 
[1745]), Claude Dupin set out the economic organization of France and advanced various 
means of improving it. The third volume of the work puts forward a history of taxation, in 
which the author describes the evolution of royal taxation policies. Claude Dupin is, however, 
better known for his opposition, in two successive works, to L’Esprit des lois (Observations sur 
un ouvrage intitulé “L’Esprit des lois” was prohibited by the censor) and to Montesquieu’s 
questioning of the system of the Ferme générale. From 1745 to 1751, Jean-Jacques Rousseau was 
the private secretary of Claude Dupin’s wife, Louise-Marie-Madeleine Fontaine.

	   As for Voltaire, he is widely considered to be one of the fathers of modern historiography. 
He devoted several works to history and the philosophy of history, including the Nouvelles 
Considérations sur l’histoire (1744) and Le Siècle de Louis XIV (1751), in which he writes: “It 
is not just the life of Louis XIV that we aspire to write; we set ourselves a larger object. We 
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wish to depict for posterity, not the actions of a single man, but the spirit of men in the most 
enlightened century there has ever been” (“Introduction” to Siècle de Louis XIV, in Voltaire, 
Œuvres avec préface, avertissements, notes, etc., par M. Beuchot, Paris: Lefèvre, 1830, vol. 19, p. 
237). In the Nouvelles Considérations sur l’histoire, Voltaire contrasts “the history of men,” 
which he hopes and prays for, with “the history of kings and courts” (Œuvres historiques, 
Paris: Gallimard, 1987 [1744], pp. 47-48).

26.	 On this theme Foucault gives a lecture entitled “Cérémonie, théatre et politique au XVIIe 
siècle” at the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, in April 1972, as a contribution to 
the Fourth Annual Conference on 17th-Century French Literature, summarized in English 
by Stephen Davidson in Armand Renaud, ed., Proceedings of the Fourth Annual Conference of 
XVIIth-Century French Literature, with programs and brief account of the first, second, third conference 
(Minneapolis, MN: 1972), pp. 22-23.

27.	 See E. Durkheim, Le Suicide. Étude de sociologie (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1897); English translation 
by John A. Spalding and George Simpson, Suicide. A Study in Sociology (Glencoe, IL: The Free 
Press, 1952). Regarding the declassification produced for certain individuals by economic 
disasters, Durkheim writes notably: “All the advantages of social influence are lost so far as 
they are concerned; their moral education has to be recommenced. But society cannot adjust 
them instantaneously and teach to practice the increased self-repression to which they are 
unaccustomed … The state of de-regulation or anomy is thus further heightened by passions 
being less disciplined, precisely when they need more disciplining” (pp. 252-253). However, 
in Durkheim, the notion of discipline is necessarily founded in justice, and cannot confine 
itself to force or habit: “But … this discipline can be useful only if considered just by the 
people subject to it. When it is maintained only by custom and force, peace and harmony are 
illusory …; appetites superficially restrained are ready to revolt” (ibid., p. 251).

28.	 This theme is taken up again in Les Anormaux; Abnormal. In his manuscript, Foucault adds to 
the abnormal, the “deviant” and the “sick” (26th fol.).

29.	 This critique of the human sciences, the first formulations of which are found in the “Préface” 
to the Anthropologie of Kant, in Folie et Déraison. Histoire de la folie; History of Madness, and in 
Les Mots et les Choses; The Order of Things, will be developed subsequently. See: “La vérité et 
les formes juridiques,” pp. 622-623/pp. 1490-1491; “Truth and Juridical Forms,” p. 87; Le 
Pouvoir psychiatrique, lecture of 21 November 1973, pp. 58-60; Psychiatric Power, pp. 56-58; 
Surveiller et Punir, pp. 28-29 and p. 315; Discipline and Punish, pp. 23 and p. 308.

30.	 On the reference to the Assyrian Empire, locus of a mythical discourse connected to the 
exercise of power, see, Leçons sur la volonté de savoir, lecture of 10 February 1971, pp. 106-107; 
Lectures on the Will to Know, pp. 111-112.
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TRUTH AND JURIDICAL FORMS* 

I 

What I would like to tell you in these lectures are some things that 
may be inexact, untrue, or erroneous, which I will present as work.­
ing hypotheses, with a view to a future work. I beg your indulgence, 
and more than that, your malice. Indeed, I would be very pleased 
if at the end of each lecture you would voice some crilicisms and 
objections so that, insofar as possible and assuming my mind is nol 
yet too rigid, I might gradually adapt to your questions and l:hus at 
the end of l:hese five lectures we might have done some work to­
gether or possibly made some progress. 

Today, under the tille "Truth and Juridical Forms," I will offer 
some methodological reflections to in troduce a problem that may 
appear somewhat enigmatic to you . I will try to present what con ­
stitutes the point of convergence of three or four existing, already ­
explored, already-inventoried series of inquiries, which I will com ­
pare and combine in a ldnd of investigation. I won't say it is origi­
nal, but it is al least a new departure. 

The first inquiry is historicall: How have clomains of lrnowledge 
been formed on the basis of social practices? Let me explain the 
point al issue. There is a tendency tha t we may call, a bit ironically, 
"academic Marxism," which consists of trying to determine the way 
in which economic conditions of existence may be rellected and 
expressed in the consciousness of men. lt seems to me that this 
form of analysis , traditional in university Marxism in France, ex-
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hibits a very serious defect-basically, that of assuming that the 
human subject, the subject of knowledge, and forms of knowledge 
themselves are somehow given beforehand and definilively, and 
that economic, social, and political conditions of existence are 
merely laid or imprinted on this definitely given subject. 

My aim will be to show you how social practices may engender 
domains of lmowledge that not only bring new abjects, new con­
cepts, and new techniques to light, but also give 1ise to totally new 
forms of subjects and subjects oflmowledge. The subject oflmowl­
edge itselfhas a history; the relation of the subject to the abject; or, 
more clearly, truth itself has a history. 

Thus, I would especially like to show how a certain lmowledge 
of man was formed in the nineteenth century, a knowledge of in­
dividuality, of the normal or abnormal, conforming or nonconform­
ing individual, a lmowledge that actually originated in social 
practices of control and supervision [surveillance]. And how, in a 
certain way, this lmowledlge was not imposed on, proposed to, or 
imprinted on an existing human subject of lmowledge; rathe:r, it 
engendered an utterly new type of subject of lmowledge. The h:is­
tory of lmowledge domains com1ected with social practices- -ex­
cluding the primacy of a definitively given subject of lmowledge ­
is a first line of research l suggest to you. 

The second line of research is a methodological one, which 
might be called "discou:rs1e analysis." Her e again there is, it seems 
to me, in a tradition that is recent but already accepted in Em·opean 
universiti .es , a tendency to treat discourse as a set of linguistic facts 
linked together by syntac tic rules of construction. 

A few years ago, it was original and important to say and to show 
that whal was donc with language - poetry , literature, philosophy, 
discomse in general-obeyed a certain number of internal laws or 
regularities: the laws and regularities of languag e . The lingufatic 
character oflanguage facts was an important discovery for a certain 
period . 

Then , it seems , the moment came to consider these facts of dis­
course no longer simply in their linguistic dimension, but in a 
sense-and here l'm ta.king my eue from studies done by the 
Anglo -Americans-as games, strategic games of action and 
reaction, question and answer, domination and evasion, as well as 
struggle. On one level, discourse is a regular set of linguistic facts , 
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while on another level it is an ordered set of polemical and strategic 
facts. This analysis of discours.e as a strategic and polemical game 
is, in my judgment, a second line of research to pursue. 

Lastly, the third line of research that I proposed-and where it 
meets the first two, it defines the point of convergence where I will 
place myself-is a reworking of the theory of the subject. That the ­
ory has been profoundly modified and renewed, over the last sev­
eral years, by a certain number of theories-or, even more 
seriously, by a certain numbeir of practices, among which psycho­
analysis is of course in the forefront. Psychoanalysis has undoubt­
edly been the practice and the theory that has reevaluated in the 
most fundamental way the somewhat sacred priority conferred on 
the subject, which has become established in Western thought 
since Descartes. 

Two or three centuries ago, Western philosophy postulated, ex­
plicitly or implicitly, the subject as the foundation, as the central 
core of ail lrnowledge, as that in which and on the basis of which 
freedom revealed itself and truth could blossom . Now , it seems to 
me that psychoanalysis has insistently called into question this ab­
solute position of the subject.. But while psychoanalysis has done 
this, elsewhere-in the field of what we may call the "theory of 
knowledge," or in that of epis.temology, or in that of the history of 
the sciences, or again in that of the history of ideas - it seems to 
me that the theory of the subj ect has remained very philosophical, 
very Cartesian and Kantian; for, at the level of generalities where I 
situate myself, I don't differentiate between the Cartesian and Kan ­
tian conceptions. 

Currently, when one does history - the history of ideas, of knowl­
edge, or simply history - one sticks to this subj ect of lrnowledge, to 
this subject of representation as the point of origin from which 
knowledge is possible and truth appears. It would be interesting to 
try to see how a subject came to be constituted that is not defini­
tively given, that is not the thing on the basis of which truth hap­
pens to history-rather, a subject that constitutes itself within 
history and is constantly established and reestablished by history. 
It is toward that radical critique of the hum.an subject by history 
that we should direct our efforts. 

A certain university or acaàlemic tradition of Marxism has not yet 
given up the traditional philosophical conception of the subject. In 
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my view, what we should dois show the historical construction of 
a subject through a discourse understood as consisting of a set of 
strategies which are part of social practices. 

That is the theoreti cal background of the problems I would lilœ 
to raise . 

Among the social practices whose historical analysis enables one 
to locale the emergence of new forms of subjectivity, it seemed to 
me that the most important ones are ju ri dical practice s. 

The hypothesis I would like to put forward is that there are two 
histories of truth. The fir st is a kind of internal histor y of truth, the 
history of a t:ruth that rectifies itself in tenns of its own principles 
of regulation: it 's the history of truth as it is constructed in or on 
the basis of the hi story of füe sciences . On the other hand, it seems 
to me that ther e are in sotCiety (or at least in our societies) other 
places where truth is formed, where a certain number of games m·e 
defined-games thrnugh which one sees certain form s of subjec­
tivity, certain object domains, certain types of knowledge corne into 
being-and that, consequently , one can on that basis construct an 
extem al, exterior history of truth. 

Judicial pra ctices, the ma.nuer in which wrongs and responsibil­
ities are settled betwe en men, the mode by which, in the history of 
the West , society conceived and define d the way men could be 
judged in terms of wrongs committed, th e way in which compen­
sation for some actions and punishment for others were impos:ed 
on specific individuals-all these r ul es or, ifyou will, all these prac ­
tices that were indeed gove rn ed by rules but also constantly mod­
ified through the cou r se of history, seem to me to be on e of th e 
forms by which our society defined types of subjectivity, forms of 
lmowled ge, and, consequently, relations between man and truth 
which deserve to be studied. 

There you have a general view of th e theme I intend to develop: 
juridi cal forms and their evo lution in the field of penal law as the 
gen erat:ive locus for a given number of forms of truth. I will try to 
show you how certain forms of truth can be defined in terms of 
penal pract:ice . For what is called the inquiry-the inquiry as prac­
ticed by philosophers of th e fifteenth to the eighteenth century, and 
also by scientists, whether they were geograp hers, botanists, zoo l­
ogists , or econom ists -is a rather characteristic form of truth in our 
societies. 



Truth and Iuridical Forms 5 

Now where does one find the origin of the inquiry? One finds it 
in political and administrative practice, which I'm going to talle 
about; one also finds it in judicial practice. The inquiry made its 
appearance as a form of search for truth within the judicial order 
in the middle of the medieval era. It was in order to lmow exactly 
who did what, under what conditions, and at what moment, that 
the West devised complex techniques of inquiry which later were 
to be used in the scientific realm and in the realm of philosophical 
reflection. 

In the same way, other forms of analysis were invented in the 
nineteenth century, from the stairting point ofjuridical, judicial, and 
penal problems - rather curious and particular forrns of analysis 
that I shall call examination, iln contradistinction to the inquiry. 
Such forms of analysis gave rise to sociology, psychology, psycho­
pathology, criminology, and psychoanalysis. I will try to show you 
how, when one looks for the origin of these forms of analysis, one 
sees that they arose in direct c:onjunction with the formation of a 
certain number of political and social controls, during the forming 
of capitalist society in the late 1ùneteenth century. 

I-Iere, then, is a broad sketch of the topic of this series oflectures. 
In the next one, I will tafü about the birth of the inquiry in Greek 
thought, in something that is neither completely a myth nor entirely 
a tragedy-the story of Oedipus. I will speak. of the Oedipus story 
not as a point of origin, as the moment of formulation of man's 
desire or forms of desire, but, on the contrary , as a rather curious 
episode in the history of lmowledge and as a point of emergence of 
the inquiry . In the next lecture I will deal with the relation of con ­
flict, the opposition that arose in the Middle Ages between the sys­
tem of the test and the system of the inquiry . Fïnally , in the last two 
lectures, I will talk about the birth of what I shall call the exami­
nation or the sciences of exanùnation, which are connected with 
the formation and stabilization of capitalist society. 

For the moment I would lik.e to pickup a.gain, in a different way, 
the methodological reflections. I spoke of earlier. It would have 
been possible , and perhaps more honest, to cite only one na.me, 
that of Nietzsche, because whait I say here won't mean anything if 
it isn't connected to Nietzsche's work, which seems to me to be the 
best, the most effective, the most pertinent of the models that one 
can draw upon. In Nietzsche, one finds a type of discotrrse that 
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undertakes a historical analysis of the formation of the subjec:t it­
self, a historical analysis of the biTth of a certain type of knowledge 
[savoir]-without ever granting the preexistence of a subjec:t of 
lmowledge [connaissance]I. What I propose to do now is to retlrace 
in his work the outlines that can serve as a model for us in our 
analyses. 

I will take as our starting point a text by Nietzsche, dated 1873, 
which was published only after his death. The text says: "ln some 
remote corner of the universe, bathed in the fires of innumerable 
solar systems, there once was a planet where clever animals in­
vented lmowl edge. That was the grandest and most mendacious 
minute of 'universal history.' "• 

In this extremely rich and difficult text, I will leave aside several 
things , including-and above all-the famous phrase "that was the 
most mendacious minute." Firstly and gladly, I wi11 consider the 
insolent and cavalier manner in which Nietzsche says that lmowl­
edge was invented on a star at a particular moment. I speak of 
insolence in this text of Nietzsche's because we have to remember 
that in 1873, one is if not in the middle of Kantianism then at least 
in the middle of neo-Kantianism; the idea that time and space are 
not forms of lmowledge, but more like primitive rocks onto which 
lmowledge attaches itself, is absolutely unthinkable for the period. 

That's where I would Uke to focus my attention, dwelling first on 
the term "invention" itsellf. Nietzsche states that at a particular :point 
in time and a particular place in the universe, intelligent animais 
invented lmowledge. The word he employs, "invention"--the 
German term is Erjindw~g - recurs often in these texts, and always 
with a polemical meaning and intention. When he speaks of inven­
tion, Nietzsche always has an opposite word in mind, the word "or­
igin " [Ursprung]. When h.e says "invention," it's in order not to say 
"origin"; when he says E~findung, it's in order not to say Ursprung. 

We hav e a number of proofs of this, and I will present two or 
three of them. For example, in a passage that cornes, I believe, from 
The Gay Science where he speaks of Schopenhauer, criticizing his 
analysis of religion, Nietzsche says that Schopenhauer made the 
mistalœ of looking for the origin-Ursprung - of religion in a meta­
physical sentiment present in all men and containing the latent 
core, the true and essential model of all religion. Nietzsche says 
this is a completely f alse history of religion, because to suppose that 
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religion originales in a metaphysical sentiment signifies, purely and 
simply, that religion was already given, at least in an implicit state , 
enveloped in that metaphysicaù sentiment. But history is not that, 
says Nietzsche, that is not the way history was made-things didn't 
happen like that. Religion has :no origin, it has no Ursprung, it was 
invented, there was an Erjindung of religion. At a particular mo­
ment in the past, something happened that made religion appear. 
Religion was made; it did not exist before . Between the great con-
1:i.nuity of the Ursprung described by Schopenhauer and the great 
break that characterizes Nietzsche's Erfindung, there is a funda ­
mental opposition. 

Speaking of poetry, still in The Gay Science, Nietzsche declares 
that there are those who look for the origin, the Ursprung, ofpoetry, 
when in fact there is no Ursprung of poetry, there is only an inven ­
tion of poetry. 2 Somebody had the rather curious idea of using a 
certain number of rhythmic or musical properties of language to 
speaùt , to impose his words, to establish by means of those words a 
certain relation of power over others . Poetry, too, was invented or 
made. 

There is also the famous passage at the end of the first discourse 
of The Genealog-y of Marals where Nietzsche refers to a sort of great 
factory in which the ideal is piroduced.3 The ideal has no origin: it 
too was invented, manufactured, procluced by a series of mecha­
nisms, of little mechanisms. 

For Nietzsche, invention, Er:findung, is on the one hand a break, 
on the other something with a small beginning, one that is low, 
mean, unavowable. This is the crucial point of the Erjïndung. It was 
by obscure power relations that poetry was invented. It was also by 
pure and obscw ·e power relations that religion was inv ented. We 
see the meanness, then, of ail these small beginnings as compared 
with the solemnity of their origin as conceived by philosoph ers . The 
historian should not be afraid of the meanness of things , for it was 
out of the sequence of mean and little things that, finally, great 
things were formed. Good historical method requires us to coun­
terpose the meticulous and wiavowable meanness of these fabri ­
cations and inventions, to the .solemnity of origins. 

Knowledge was invented, then. To say that it was invented is to 
say that it has no origin. More precisely, it is to say, however par­
adoxical this may be, that lmowledge is absolutely not inscribed in 
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human nature. Knowledge: doesn't constitute man's oldest instinct; 
and, conversely, in human behavior, the human appetite, the ll1u­
man instinct, there is no such thing as the seed of knowledge. As a 
matter of fact, Nietzsche says, lrnowledge does have a connection 
vvitb the instincts; but it cannot be present in them; and cannot even 
be one instinct among the others. Knowledge is simply the outcome 
of the interplay, the encounter, the junction, the struggle, and the 
compromise between the instincts. Something is produced because 
the instincts meet, fight one another, and at the end oftheir batltles 
finally reach a compromise . That something is knowledge. 

Consequently, for Nietzsche knowledge is not of the same nature 
as the instincts, it is not like a refinement of the instincts. Knowl­
edge does indeed have instincts as its foundation, basis, and starling 
point, but its basis is the instincts in their confrontation, of which 
knowledge is only the surface outcome. Knowledge is like a lumi­
nescence, a spreading light, but one that is produced by mecha ­
nisms or realities that are of completely different natwres. 
Knowledge is a result of the instincts; it is like a sn·ok.e of luck, or 
like the outcome of a protracted compromise. lt is also, Nietzsche 
says, like "a spark betwee:n two swords," but not a thing made of 
their metal. 

I<nowledge-a surface effect, something prefigured in hum .an 
nature - plays its game in ithe presence of the instincts, above thiem, 
among them; it curbs them, it expresses a certain state of tension 
or appeasement between the instincts. But lrnowledge cannot. be 
decluced analytically , according to a kind of natural clerivation. It 
cannot be deduced in a necessary way from the instincts them­
selves. Knowledge cloesn't: really form part of hmnan nature. Con­
flict, combat, the outcome of the combat, and, consequently, irisk 
and chance are what gives rise to lrnowledge. Knowledge is not 
instinctive, it is counterinstinctive; just as it is not natural, but coun­
ternatural. 

That is the firsl'meaning that can be given to the idea that knowl­
eclge is an invention and has no origin. But the other sense 1that 
could be given to Nietzsche's assertion is that knowledge , beyond 
merely not being bound up with human nature, not being derived 
from human nature, isn't even closely connected to the world to be 
known. Accorcling to Nietzsche, there is no resemblanc e , no prior 
affinity between lmowledge and the things that need to be lmown. 
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In more strictly Kantian terms, one should say the conditions of 
experience and the conditions of the object of experience are com­
pletely heterogeneous. 

That is the great break with the prior tradition of Western phi ­
losophy, for Kant himself had been the first to say explicitly that the 
conditions of experience and those of the object of experience were 
identical. Nietzsche thinks, on the contrary, that between lmowl ­
edge and the world to be lmown there is as much diff erence as 
between knowledge and human nature. So one has a human na ­
ture, a world, and something called knowledge between the two, 
without any affinity, resemblaIJLce, or even natural tie between 
them. 

Nietzsche says repeateclly that knowledge has no affinity with the 
world to be lmown. I will cite just one passage from The Gay Sci­
ence, aphorism 109: "The total c:haracter of the world is chaos for 
ail eternity - in the sense not of a lack of necessily but of a lack. of 
order, arrangement , forrn, beauty, wisdom."" The world absolutely 
does not seek to imitate man; it lmows no law. Let us guard against 
saying that there are laws in nature. Knowledge must sn·uggle 
against a world without order:, without connecteclness, without 
form, without beauty , without wisdom , without harmony, and with­
out law . That is the world that lmowledge deals with. There is noth­
ing in knowledge that enables it, by any right whatever, to lrnow 
this world. lt is not natural for nature to be known. Thu s, between 
the instincts and lmowledge, one finds not a continuity but, rather, 
a relation of struggle, domination, servitude, settlement. In the 
same way, there can be no relation of natural continuity belween 
lmowledge and the things that llmowledge must lrnow. There can 
only be a relation of violence, domination, pow er, and force , a re­
lation of violation . I,nowled ge cim only be a violation of the things 
to be known, and not a perception , a recognition, an identific a tion 
of or with thos e things. 

lt see ms to me that in this analysis by Nietzsche there is a very 
important double brealt with the tradition of Western philosophy, 
something we should learn from. The first break is betw ee n lmowl ­
edge and things. What is it, really, in Western philosophy that cer­
tifies that things to be lrnown and knowledge itself are in a relation 
of continuity? What assurance is there that lmowledge has the abil­
ily to truly lrnow the things of th e worlcl instead of bein g ind efüüt e 
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error, illusion, and arbitrariness? What in Western philosophy guar­
antees that, if not God? Of course, from Descartes, to go back no 
further than that, and stiU even in Kant , Gocl is the principle that 
ensurns a ha:rmony between lmowledge and the things to be 
known. To demons!J·ate that ln10wledge was really based in the 
things of the world, Descartes had to affirm the existence of God. 

li there is no relation between knowledge and the things to be 
lmown, if the relation betvveen knowledge and known things is ar­
bitrary, if it is a relation of power and violence, the existence of 
God at the center of the system of lmowledge is no longer indis­
pensabl e. As a malter of fact, in the sa.me passage from The Gay 
Science where he speaks of the absence of ord er, connectedness, 
form, and beauty in the world, Nietzsche asks, ''When will all thes e 
shadows of God cease to darken our minds? When will we complete 
our de-deification of nal1.u-e?"5 

Second, I would sa.y th at: if it is h·ue that betwee n lrnowledge and 
the instincts - all that constitutes, that makes up the human ami ­
mal-there is only disc ontin.uity, relations of domination and ser­
vitude, power relations, then it's not God that disappears but the 
subject in its unity and its sovereignty. 

When we rell'ace th e philosophical LTadition starting from Des­
car tes, to go no fmther ba ck than that, we see that the unity of the 
subj ec t was ensu:red by th e unbroken continuity running from de ­
sir e to knowledge [connaissance], from the instincts to lrnowledge 
[savoir], from the body to truth. All of that ensured the subject's 
exis tence. If, on the on e hand, it is h·ue that th ere are mechanisms 
of instinc t, the play of desire , the affrontment between the mech ­
anisms of the body and th e will, and on th e other hand, at a co,m­
pl e tely different level of na tm e, there is lrnowledge, then we don't 
n ee d the postula.te of th e unüy of th e human subject. We can gran t 
the existence of subjects, or we can grant that the subject does n't 
exis t. In thi s respect, th en, the text by Nietzsche I have cited seems 
to presen t a break with th,~ oldest and most firm ly es tablished trn­
dition of Western ph il osophy. 

Now, when Nietzsche says that lrnowledge is the r esult of the 
instincts, but that it is not an instinct and is not clirectly deri ve d 
from the in sti nct s, what does he mean exactly? And how does he 
conceive of that cu:rious m iechani sm by which the instincts, without 
having any nat1ual relation with lrnowled ge, can, merel y by füeir 
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activity, produce, invent a knovvledge that has nothing to do with 
them? That is the second series of problems I would like to address. 

There is a passage in The Ga:r Science, aphorism 333, which can 
be considered one of the closest analyses Nietzsche conducted of 
that manufacture , of that invention of knowledge. In this long text 
titled "The Meaning of Knowing," Nietzsche takes up a text by Spi­
noza in which the latter sets intelligere, to understand, against ri­
dere [to laugh], lugere [to lament ], and detestari [to detest ].0 Spinoza 
said that if we wish to understand things , if we really wish to un­
derstand them in their nature, tlb.eir essence, and hence their truth, 
we must take care not to laugh at them , lament them, or detest 
tlb.em. Only when those passions are calmed can we finally under ­
stand . Nietzsche says that not only is this not true, but it is exactly 
the opposite that occurs. Intelligere , to understand, is nothing more 
than a certain game, or more exactly, the outcom e of a certain 
game, of a certain compromise or settlement between ridere, lugere, 
and detestari . Nietzsche says that we understand only b ec ause be ­
hind all that there is the interplay and struggle of those thre e in­
stincts, of those three mechanis:ms, or those three passions that are 
expressed by laughter, lament, and detestation. 

Severa! points need to be considered here. First, we should note 
that these three passions, or these three drives-laughing, lament­
ing, detesting -are all ways not of getting close to the abject or 
identifying with it but, on the contrary, of keeping the abject a t a 
distance, differentiating oneself from il or marking one's separation 
from it, protecting oneself from it through laughter, devalorizing it 
through complaint, removing it and possibly destroying it through 
hatred. Consequently, all these drives, which are at the root of 
lrnowledge and which produce il, have in common a distancing of 
the abject , a will to remove oneself from il and to remove il at the 
same tirne-a will, finally, to destroy it. Behind knowledg e there is 
a will, no doubt obscure, not to bring the abject near to oneself or 
identify with it but, on the contrary, to get away from il and destroy 
it-a radical malice of lrnowledge. 

We thus arrive at a second important id ea: These drives-laugb­
ing, lamenting, detesting-can all be categorized as bad r elations. 
Behind knowledge, at the root of lrnowledge, Nietzsche does not 
posit a kind of affection, drive, or passion that makes us love the 
abject to be lrnown; rather, th ere are drives that would plac e us in 
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a position of hatred, contempt, or fear bef ore things that are threat­
ening and presmnpluous. 

If these three d.rives-laughing, lamenting, hating-manage to 
produce knowledge, this is not, according to Nietzsche, because 
they have subsided; as i__11 Spinoza; or made peace, or because tllley 
have attained a unity. On the contrary, it's because they have tri.ed, 
as Nietzsche says, to harm one another, it's because they're in a 
state of war - in a moment:ary stabilization of this state of war, they 
reach a kincl of state, a kind of hiatus, in which lrnowledge 1mll 
finally appear as the "spark between Lwo sworcls." 

Soin lrnowledge there is nota congruence with the object, a rela­
tion of assimilation, but, rather, a relation of distance and domina­
tion; there is not something like happiness and love but hatred and 
ho sti lity; there is nota unification but a precarious system ofpovver . 
The great themes traclitionally present in Western philosophy are 
thoroughly called into question in the Nietzsche text l've cited. 

Western philosophy-and this time it isn't necessary to limit the 
reference to Descartes , one can go back to Plato-has always char­
acterized knowledge by logocentrism , by resemblance, by congru­
ence, by bliss, by unity. Ali these great themes are now called ilnto 
question. One understands, then, why Nietzsche mentions Spinoza, 
because of all the Western philosophers Spinoza carried this con­
ception of lrnowledge as congruence, bliss, and unity the farthe st. 
At th e center, at the root of knowledge, Nie tzsche places something 
like hatred, strug gle, power relations. 

So one can see why Nietzsche declares that it is the philosopher 
who is the most lik ely to be wrong about the nature of lrnowledge, 
since h e always thinks of it in the form of congruence, love, unity, 
and pacification. Thus, if we seek to ascertain what lrnowledg1e is, 
we mu st not look to the form of life, of existence, of asceticism that 
characterize the philosopher . If we truly wish to know lrnowledge, 
to lrnow what it is, to apprehend it at its root, in its manufacture, 
we must look not to philosophers but to politicians -we need to 
understand what the relations of struggle and power are. One can 
understand what lrnowledge consists of only by examining these 
relations of struggle and power , the manner in which things and 
men hat e one another, fight one another, and try to dominat e one 
another, to exercise power relations over one another. 

So one can understancl how this type of analysis can give u:s an 
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effective introduction to a politi .cal history of knowledge , the facts 
of knowledge and the subject of knowledge. 

At this point I would like to reply to a possible objection: "All that 
is very fine, but it isn't in Nietzsche. Your own ravings, your obses­
sion with finding power relations everywhere, with bringing this 
political dimension even into the history of lmowledge or into the 
history of truth has made you believe that Nietzsche said that." 

I will say two things in reply . First, I chose this passage from 
Nietzsche in terms of my own interests, not with the purpose of 
showing that this was the Nietzschean conception of knowledge­
for there are innumerable passages in Nietzsche on the subject that 
are rather contradictory-but only to show that there are in Nietz­
sche a certain number of elements that afford us a model for a 
historical analysis of what I would ca ll the politics of truth. lt's a 
model that one cloes find in Nietzsche, and I even think that in his 
work it constitutes one of the most important models for und er­
standing some of the seemingly contradictory elements of his con­
ception of lmowledge . 

Indeed, if one grants that this is what Nietzsche means by the 
discovery of know ledge, if ail thiese relations are behind lrnowledge, 
which, in a certain sense, is only their outcome , then il becomes 
possible to understand certain difficult passages in Nietzsche. 

First, there are those places where Nietzsche asserts that there 
is no lmowledge in itself. Once again, we need to think of Kant , we 
need to compare the two philosophers and note ail their differ­
ences. What the Kantian critique questioned was the possibilHy of 
a lmowled ge of the in-itself, a Jlrnowledge of a truth or a reality in 
itself. In On the Genealogy of l'vtorals, Nietzsche says: "Henceforth, 
dear philosophers, let us be on guard against ... the snares of such 
contradictory concepts as 'pure reason', 'absolute spirit', 'lrnowl ­
edge in itself'. "1 Or again, in The Will to Power, Nietzsche states 
that there is no being in its elf, just as there cannot be any lmowl ­
edge in itself. 8 And when he says this, he has in mind something 
completely different from whalt Kant understood by lrnowledge in 
itself. Nietzsche means that there is not a natur e of knowledge, an 
essence of knowledge, of the universal conditions of lrnowledg e; 
rath er, that knowledge is always the historical and circumstantia l 
result of conditions outside the domain of lrnowledge. In reality, 
knowledge is an even t that falls under the category of activi ty. 
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Knowledge is not a factùty or a urùversal structw·e. Even when it 
us es a certain number of elements tbat may pass for universals, 
lmowled ge will only belong to the order of results, events , effects . 

The series of tex ts in which Nietzsche asserts that lrnowledge bas 
a p erspe ctiva l character can also be understood in this way . When 
h e says that lmowledg e is always a persp ec tive, he doesn 't mean 
(in what wotùd be a blend of Kantianism and empiricism) that, in 
man, lmowled ge is bom1ded by a certain number of conditions, of 
limits der ive d from human nature, the human body, or the str uc­
tur e of lmowl edge itself .. When Nietzsche speaks of the perspe ctival 
chara cter of lmowled ge, h e is paintin g to the fact that th iere is 
lmowl edge only in th e form of a certain number of actions that are 
different from on e anoth er and multifarious in their esse nce -ac ­
tions by whicb the buman bein g violently talœs hold of a ce rta in 
number of tbings, react s to a certain number of situations, and sub­
jec ts them to relations of force. This means that lmowledge is al­
ways a ce rtain strategic relation in which man is plac ed.. This 
strategi c re l ation is what will define the effect of lrnowled ge; that 's 
why it would b e comp lete ly contradictor y to imagine a lmowledge 
th at was not by nature partial, oblique, and perspectival. The per­
sp ec tival character of lmow ledge derives not from human nature 
but always from th e pol emica l and strat eg ic character of knowl­
edge . One can speak of the p ersp ec tival character of lmowled ge 
bec au se there is a ba ltle, and lrnowl edge is the result of this battl e . 

It is for that reason that in Nietzsche we find th e cons tantl y r e­
curring i dea that lrnow ledge is at the same tim e th e most gen er ­
ali zin g and the most particular of thin gs . Know ledge sim plifi es, 
pa sses over differences, lumps things toge th er, without any justi ­
fica tion in regard to truth . It follows that lmowled ge is alvvays a 
mis con str u ction [niéconnais sa nce]. Moreover, it is alwa ys some ­
thing that is aim ed, maliciously, insiclious ly, and aggressively, at 
indivi du als, thin gs, situations. Th ere is lmowledge only insofar as 
somethin g like a single comb at, a tête-à- tête , a duel is set up, con­
trive cl, betwee n man and what be lmo ws. There is always some­
thing in lrnowl eclge that is ana logous to the du el and accounts for 
the fact that it is always sing ul ar. Thal is the cont r adictory cbaracter 
of lrnowl edge, as it is definecl in the Nietzsche texts tha t seem to 
con tradict one anoth er-- generalizing and always sin gtùar. 

] 
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So that is how, through Nietzsche's text, one can restore, not a 
general theory of knowledge brnt a model that enables us to taclùe 
the object of these lectures: the problem of the formation of a cer­
tain number of domains of knowledge on the basis of the relations 
of force and the political relations in society. 

Now 1'11 go back to my starting point. In a certain academic con ­
ception of Marxism or a certain conception of Marxism that was 
imposed on the university, there is always the underlying idea that 
relations of force, economic conditions, and social relations are 
given to individuals beforehand but at the same time are imposed 
on a subject of knowledge that remains identical, except in relation 
to ideologies construed as errors . 

We thus arrive at the very important and at the same time cum ­
bersome notion of ideology. In traditional Marxist analyses, ideol ­
ogy is a sort of negative element through which the fact is conveyed 
that the subject's relation to truth, or simply the k.nowledge relation, 
is clouded, obscured, violated by conditions of existence, social re ­
lations, or the political forms imposed on the subject of lmowledge 
from the outside. Ideology is the mark , the sligma of these political 
or economic conditions of existence on a subject of knowledge who 
rightfully should be open to tru"th. 

What I intend to show in these lectures is how, in actual fact, the 
political and economic conditions of existence are not a veil or an 
obstacle for the subject of knowled ge but the means by which sub ­
jects oflmowledge are formed , and hence are truth re lat ions. There 
cannot be particular types of subjects of lmowledge , ord ers of truth , 
or domains of lmowledge except on the basis of political conditions 
that are the very ground on whic h the subj ect, the domains of 
lmowledge, and the relations with truth are formed. Only by shed ­
ding these grand theme s of the subject of knowled ge- irnputed to 
be at once originary and absolulte-and perhaps by usin g the Nietz ­
schean model, vvill we be able lto do a history of truth. 

I will present some sketches of that history starting frorn judicial 
practices that gave r ise to models of truth which still circulate in 
our society, are still imposed on it, and operate not 01ùy in the po ­
litical domain and in the domain of everyday behavior, but even in 
the reahn of science. Even in science one finds models of truth 
whose formation derives from political structurns that are not im -
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posed on the subject of knowledge from the outside but, ratheir, are 
themselves constitutive of the subject of lrnowledge. 

II 

Today I would like to speak to you about the story of Oedipus, a 
subject that has lost m.utch of its appeal over the past year. Si.nec 
Freud, the Oedipus story bas been regarded as the oldest fable of 
our desire and our unconscious: However, si.nec last year's publi­
cation of the book by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti­
Oedipus, the reference to Oedipus plays an entirely different irole.o 

Deleuze and Guattari ltry to show that the Oedipal father-mother­
son triangle does not reveal an atemporal truth or a deeply histor­
ical truth of our desire. They try to show that this famous Oedipal 
triangle constitutes, for the analysts who manipulate it within the 
treatment, a certain way of containing desire, of malùng sure that 
it is not invested in and does not spread into the world a.round us, 
into the hi storical world, that desire stays in the family and unfolds 
like a little, almost bourgeois drama between the father, the 
mother , and the son. 

In this conception, then , Oedipus is not a truth of nature, but an 
instrument of limitation and constraint that psychoanalysts , starting 
with Freud, use to contain desire and insert it within a family struc­
tur e defin ed by our society at a particular moment. In other words, 
Oedipus , according to Deleuze and Guattari, is not the secre1t con­
tent of our uncons cious, but the form of constraint which psycho­
analysis, through th e cure, tries to impose on our desire and our 
tmconscious. Oedipus is an instrument of pow er , a certain manner 
by which medical and psychoanalytic power is brought to bear on 
desire and the unconscious . 

I admit that a problern such as this is very appealing tome, and 
that I am also tempted to look behind what is claimed to be the 
Oedipus story for some1thing unrelated to the indeterminate ., end­
lessl y repeated story of our desire and om' unconscious, but related 
to the history of a power , a political power. 

I'll digress long enouigh to point out that everything that I'm try­
ing to say, everything that Deleuze and Guattari have shown with 
much more depth i.nAnti-Oedipus, is part of a group of studie:s that, 
contrary to what the newspapers say, are not concerned with what 
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is traditionally called "structure." Neither Deleuze, nor Jean­
François Lyotard, nor Guattari, nor I ever do structural analyses; 
we are absolutely not "structuralists." If I were askecl what I do and 
what others do better, I would say that we don't study str u ctures; 
indulging in wordplay, I would say that we stucly dynasties. Playing 
on the Greek words dunamis dunasteia, I would say that we try to 
bring to light wha t has remained until now the most hidden, the 
most occulted, the most deeply invested exper ience in the history 
of our culture-power relations. Curiously, the economic structm ·es 
of our society are better known ,, more thoroughly inventoried, more 
clearly defined than the structures of political power. In this series 
of lectures I would like to show how the political relations have 
been established and deeply implanted in our culture, giving ri.se 
to a series of phenomena that can be explained only if they are 
related not to economic struc1tures, to the economic relations of 
production, but to the power relations that permeate the whole fa b­
ric of our existence. 

I want to show how the tragedy of Oedipus, the one we can read 
in S0phocles 10 -1'1l leave aside the problem of the mythical back­
ground to which it is linked-i .s representative and in a sense the 
founding instance of a definite type of relation between power and 
knowledge [savoir], between piolitical power and knowledge [con­
naissance], from which our civilization is not yet emancipated. lt 
seems tome that there really i.s an Oedipus complex in ow· civili ­
zation. But it does not involve our unconscious and ow· desire, nor 
the relations between desire and the unconscious. If there is an 
Oedipus complex, it operates not at the individual level but at the 
collective level; not in connec tion with desire and the unconscious 
but in connection with power and knowledge. That is the "com ­
plex" I want to analyze. 

The first evidence we have of the search for truth in Gr eek ju­
dicial procedure dates back to the fliad. lt appears in the story of 
the dispute between Antilochus and Menelaus during the games 
organized to mark the death of Patroclus. 1 1 Among these games 
there is a chariot race that is run, as usual , in an out-and-back 
circui t, going around a post that bas to be passed as closely as pos ­
sible. The games' organizers have placed a man there to make sw·e 
the rules of the race are followed; Homer, withou t naming him per­
sonally, says this man is a witness, histor, one who is there to see. 
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The race unfolds and tlh.e men in the lead at the turn are Antil­
ochus and Menelaus. An infringement occurs and, when Antilochus 
arrives fiTst, Menelaus lodges a protest and says to the judge, or to 
the jury who must award the prize , that Antilochus committed a 
foul. Protest, dispute-how is the truth to be established? Curiously, 
in this text by Homer the parties involved do not call upon the Jper­
son who saw, the famous witness who was near the turning Jpost 
and who should attest to what happened. He's not called to tes:tify, 
not asked a single question. There is only a dispute between the 
adversaries Menelaus and Antilochus. It develops in th e follovving 
way: After Menelaus' accusation ''You committed a foul, " and An­
tilochus ' defense "I didn 't commit any foul," Menelaus delivers a 
cha llenge: "Come , lay your right hand on your horse's for ehead, 
grasp your whip with your left band and swear by Zeus that you 
didn't commit any foul." At that moment, Antilochus, faced with this 
challenge, which is a test, declines to swear an oath and th ere by 
aclrnowledges that he committed the foul. •• 

This is a peculiar way to produce truth, to establish juridical 
t:ruth -n ot through the testimony of a witness but through a sort of 
tes tin .g ga me , a challenge hurled by one adversary at another. If by 
chance he had acce pted the risk, if he had actually sworn, the re­
sponsibility for what would happen, the final uncovering of th e 
truth would immediately devolve upon the gods. And il would be 
Zeus who, by puni shin g the one who uttered th e false oath ü' that 
were the case, would ha ve manifested th e truth with his thunder­
bolt. 

1-Iere we hav e th e oldl and very archaic practice of th e tes t of 
truth , where the latt er is established judicially not by an investi ­
gati on , a witness, an inquiry, or an inquisition but , rather , by a 
te stin g gam e . The test is a feature of archaic Greek society . We will 
meet it again in th e early Middle Ages . 

It is evident that when Oedipus and the whole city of Theb es are 
see kin g the truth this is: not the mode l they use. Centuries hav e 
gone by. It is int eres ting " how ever , to not e that we do encounter in 
Sophocles' tragedy one or two remnants of the practice of estab­
lishin g th e truth by m eans of the te st. First, in the scene between 
Creon and Oedipus-when Oedipus criticizes his brother-in-law for 
having distorted th e De lphic oracle's response, telling him, ''You 
invented ail that simply to talœ my power, to replace me." Creon 
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replies, without trying to establish the truth through witnesses, 
''Weil then, let's swear an oath. And I will swear that I didn't plot 
against you in any way." This j[s said in the presence of Jocasta, 
who accepts the game, who is the game's referee as it were. Creon 
replies to Oedipus according the old formula of the dispute between 
warriors. •5 

We could say that we find this system of challenge and test 
throughout the entire play. When he learns that the plague afflict ­
ing Thebes is due to the curse oJF the gods in response to corruption 
and murder, Oedipus vows to lbanish the person who committed 
the crime, not lmowing of course that he himself committed it. He 
is thus implicated by his own oath, in the same way that during 
rivalries between archaic warriors the adversaries included them ­
selves in their oaths of promise and mal ediction. These remnants 
of the old tradition reappear at times over the en tir e length of the 
play. In reality, thou gh, the whole Oedipus tragedy is based on a 
completely different mechanism. lt is this mechanism for establish ­
ing the truth I would like to focus on. 

It seems to me that initially tllis truth mechanism follows a rule , 
a kind of pure form, that we might call the "rule of halves." The 
discovery of the truth proceeds in Oedipus by the fitting together 
and interlocking of halves. Oedipus sends a person to consult the 
god of Delphi, Apollo the King. Examined in detail , Apollo's answer 
is given in two parts. Apollo beigins by saying, "The land has been 
defiled." In a sense, a half is rnissin g from this repl y: there is a 
defilement, but who did the defilin g and what was defiled? So a 
second question must be posed, and Oedipus forces Creon to give 
a second reply, by asking what caused the defilement. The second 
half appears: What caused the defilement was a murder. But who­
ever says murder is saying two t:hings, who murd ere d and who was 
murd ered. Apollo is asked, "Who was murdered?" The answer is 
Laius, the former king . He is th1en asked, "Who killed him?" At this 
moment King Apollo refuses to answer, and, as Oedipus says, the 
gods cannot be compelled to disclose the truth . So there remains a 
missing ha lf. The murder-half c:orresponded to the defilement; titis 
was the first half: the one who was murdered. But th e second half , 
the name of the killer, is lacking. 

To learn the name of the killer, it will be necessary to appeal to 
something, to someone, since the will of the gods cannot be forced. 
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That other, Apollo's double, his human double, his mortal shadow, 
is the prophet Tiresias, who, like Apollo, is someone divine, theios 
mantis, the divine diviner. He is very close to Apollo-he's also 
called king, anax-but he is mortal, whereas Apollo is immmrtal; 
and above ail he is blind, he's immersed in darlmess, whereas 
Apollo is the Sun god. He's the dark half of the divine truth, the 
double the light god projects as a shadow on the smface of earth. 
It is this half that will be interrogated. And Tiresias replies to Oe­
dipus by saying, ''You're the one who killed Laïus." 

Consequently, we can say that as early as the second scene of 
Oedipus everything has been sa.id and enacted. We have the truth, 
sin ce Oedipus is clearly idlentified by the combination of the replies 
of Apollo, on the one hand, and the reply of Tiresias, on the other. 
The set of halves is complete: defilement, murder; the murder vic­
tim, the rnurderer. It's aU there, but in the quite peculiar form of 
prophecy, prediction, prescription. The prophet Tiresias does not 
exactly say to Oeclipus, "You're the killer." He says: ''You prom:ised 
to banish tlle killer; I command you to fulfill your vow and expel 
yourself." In the same way, Apollo had not exactly sa.id: "There is 
corruption and that is why the city is immersed in plague." Apollo 
sa.id: "If you want the plague to end you must cleanse yourself of 
the corruption." All this was sa.id in the form of the future, of pre­
scription, of prediction; nothing refers to the actualily of tlle pres­
ent , there is no painting of the finger. 

We have the whole !:ru.th, but in the prescriptive and prophetic 
form characteristic of both the oracle and tlle prophet. Though this 
truth is in a sense complete, total - everything bas been saidl-it 
lacks something which is in the dimension of the present, of actu ­
ality, the naming of someone. Missing is the evidence of what really 
came to pass. Curiously, this old story is formulated by the prophet 
and by the god entirely in the form of the future. Now we need the 
present and the evidence of the past - the present evidence ofvvhat 
actually happened. 

This sequel, past and present, of this prescription and forecast is 
given by the rest of the play. This too is given through a strange 
game of halves. First, it is necessary to establish who killed Laius. 
That is achieved in the course of the play by the coupling of two 
statements. The first is given spontaneously and inadvertently by 
Jocasta, when she says: '';Listen now, it wasn't you, Oedipus, who 
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killed Laïu s, contrary to what th e proph et says. Th e bes t pr oo f of 
thi s is that Laïus was kill ed by seve ral m en at a place where thr ee 
roads corn e tog ethe r. " Thi s stat:ement will be an swe r ed by th e anx­
iety , th e n ear -ce rtaint y ah·ea dy, of Oedipus: "lüll a man at a cross­
road s- th at's exac tly what I did ; I rem em ber that when I got Lo 
Th ebes I killed someone at a pl ace wh er e thr ee roads rn ee t." Thus, 
through th e joinin g of these tvvo complementar y hal ves, Jo cas ta's 
r eco llec tion and Oedipu s' recollection, we ha ve thal ahnosl com­
plete truth , the truth about the mw·der of Laiu s. Almo st complete , 
beca use a small piece is still missing-wheth er he was kill e d by 
one man or by sever al is a matt er that the pl ay act uall y leaves un ­
re solved. 

But that is ju st the half involving th e s tor y of Oedipu s, for Oedi­
pu s is not just th e per son who killed Iün g Laïus, bul also the one 
who killed his own father then marri ed hi s own mother. This sec­
ond half of the story is still lackin g after the joinin g of Jocas la's and 
Oedipus' statem ent s. Wh at is lacldng is pre cise ly whal. gives Lhem 
a kind of hope , for th e god prnphesied that Laïus would be killed 
not by ju st an yon e but by hi s son . Consec1uently, so lon g as it has 
not been proven that Oedipus is the son of Laius , the proph ecy will 
not have corne true . Thi s sec ond half is n ecessary in order for th e 
whole pr ediction to be esta bli sh ed , in th e la st part of the play, by 
the coupling of two different evidential statements. The first will be 
that of th e slave who corne s from Corinth to announ ce to Oedipu s 
that Polybu s is dea d. Oedipus does not sh ed any tears over hi s fa­
ther's death , but rejoices, saying: "So! But a t least I didn't kill him , 
contrary to what th e proph ecy saï d." And th e slave answers: "Po­
lybus was not your fath er. " 

We thu s hav e a new element:: Oedipu s is nol the son of Polybus. 
It is then that th e la st slave cornes into th e pla y, th e one who had 
fled after the calami ty, who had buri ed him se lf in th e dep ths of 
Cithaeron, who had hidd en th e truth in h.is hut , th e sh eph er d who 
is swnmoned to be qu es tion ed about what had h app en ed and who 
says: "It's true. Long aga I gave tltis m esse n ger a child w ho came 
from Joca sta 's pal ace and who was saïd to b e h er son ." 

We see th at th e final cert ain ty is still lackin g, for Jocasta is not 
present to attest that it w as sh e who gave th e child to th e slav e. 
But , exce pt for that littl e difficu Hy, th e cycle is no w co mpl ete . We 
kn ow that Oedipus was Laius ' an d Jocas ta 's son , that he was give n 
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to Polybus, that it was he who, thinlùng he was the son of Polybus 
and returning to Thebes-which he didn't lmow was his native 
land-to escape the prophecy , killed King Laius, his real father, at 
a place where three roa ds cr ossed. The cycle is closed. It was closed 
by a series of nested halves that fit together. As if this who le long 
and complex story of the child who is at once exiled and in flight 
from a prophecy, exiled because of the prophecy, had been broken 
in two, and then eac h fragment again broken in two, and ail these 
fragments parcele d out among different hands. It took this meeting 
of the god and his prophet, of Jocasta and Oedipus , of the slave 
frmn Corinth and the sla-ve from Cithaeron for ail these h alves and 
these halves of halves to match up, align themselves, and fü to­
gether to form the whole pattern of the story. 

This figure of the broken and rejoined parts, which is truly im­
pressive in Sophocles' O,~dipus, is not just rhetorical - it is also re­
ligious and political. It is the famous technique of the sumbolon, the 
Greek symbol. lt is an instrument of power and its exercise 
whe r eby a persan who ho lds some sec ret or power brealtS some 
ceramic abj ect in h alf, ke eping one part and entrusting the other 
to an individual who is t.o carry the message or certify its au t:hen­
ticit:y. By fitt:ing these two parts together it is possible to verif'y the 
au th enticüy of the m essage, that is, the continuity of the power ex­
ercised . Power manifest s itself, comp letes its cycle, maintains its 
unity by means of this lit lle game of separa te fragments of the same 
whole, a unique abject whose overa ll configu r ation is the manifest 
form of power. The Oedipus story is the fragmentation of that token, 
the possession of wh ich, complete and reunified, authentica te:s the 
holdin g of power and the orders given by it. The messengers vvhom 
it sends and who must rieturn will aut h en tica te their connection to 
pow er by the fact that e:ach of them has a fragment of the token 
and can fit it to the othe:r fragments . This is the juridical, political, 
and religions techniq ue of what the Greeks call sumbolon, the sum­
bol. 

The story of Oedipus, as it is enact ed in Sophocles' tr agedy, con­
forms to this sumbolon, which is no t a rhetorical form but a reli­
gious , political, quasi-ma gical form of the exercise of power. 

If we now look not at the form of this mechanism, th e garne of 
halves which break apart and eventually fit back toge th er, but at 
the effect produced by these mutual ali gnments, we see a number 
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of thing s . First, ther e is a sort of displacem ent as the halv es are 
brou ght together . The fir st set: of hal ves which fit tog ether is that 
of Apollo the king and Tiresias th e pro ph et- the level of proph ecies 
or of the gods. The n ex t seri es. of compl ementary hal ves is formed 
by Oedipu s an d Jocasta. Th eir two s tatem ent s occur i11 the middl e 
of the pla y; this is th e lev el of the r oyalty, the ruler s. FinaUy, the 
last pair of stat emen ts that int er vene , the last half that com pl etes 
the story, is supplied not by the gods or the ro yalty but by Ule se r­
vants and the slaves . Th e mo st humble slave of Polybu s and, de­
cisively, the most hidden herdsman of the forest of Cithaera 
pronounce the final truth and provide the final piec e of evide n ce . 

We thus h ave a curious result. What had been said in tenns of 
prophec y at th e be ginning of th e pla y will be sai d agai :n in th e form 
of stat eme nt s by two sh epher ds. And ju st as the play moves from 
the gods to the slaves, th e mechanisms of truth-telling and the form 
in which truth is told change as well. When the god and th e seer 
speak, truth is expressed in th ,e form of pr esc ription and prophecy , 
tlu'ough the eternal and omnipotent gaze of the stm god and the 
gaze of the sooth saye r who, füough bliud, sees past, present, and 
futme. It is thi s sor t of magico--religious gaze that , at th e beginning 
of the pla y, illuminat es a lTuth that Oedipus and the Cho r us don't. 
want to accept. At the humblest leve l ther e is again a gaze-fo r , if 
the two slaves can testify, it's because th ey have seen. The first saw 
Joca sta place a child in his hand s to be talten into the forest and 
abandoned; the sec ond saw his f ellow slave hand this child over to 
him and r ec alls ha ving car ri edl the chil d to Polybus' palace. It's slill 
a malter of the gaze-n o lon ger the great eternal, illumin ating, daz­
zlin g, flashin g gaze of the god and hi s prophet, but that of tho se 
persons who saw and r em emb er havin g seen with their own hu­
man eyes. It is the gaze of th ie wi tness . It is the gaze that Homer 
made no reference to wh en h e sp ok e of th e confli ct and formal 
dispute between A:ntilochus and Menelaus. 

So we can say that the entire Oedipus play is a way of shillin g 
the enunciation of th e truth from a prophetic and prescriptive type 
of discourse to a retrospective: one tbat is no longer ch arac teri zed 
by prophecy but, rather, by evide n ce . This was also a way of shill:ing 
the lumin esce n ce or , rather, the ligh t of the t:ruth of th e prophelic 
and divin e lumin escence to th e more empirical and everyday gaze 
of th e sh epherd s. Th er e is a corr espo nden ce be tween th e shep -
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herds and the gods. They say the same thing, they see the same 
th.ing, but not with same lan;guage or with the same eyes. Ali th.rough 
the tragedy, we see that same truth presented and formulated in tvvo 
dil'ferent ways, with different words in a different discourse, with an­
other gaze. But these gazes communicate with one another. The 
sh.epherds correspond exactly to the gods, and it can even be said 
that the shepherds symbolize them-what the shepherds say is es­
sentially what the gods have already said, but in a different way. 

Here we have one of the basic features of the Oedipus tragedly: 
the communication betwee:n the shepherds and the gods, between 
the recollection of men and the divine prophecies. This correspo:n­
dence clefines the tragedy and establishes a sy:mbolic world in 
which the memory and the discourse of men are like an empiric:al 
margin around the great prophecy of the gods. 

This js one of the points on which we shou ld dwell in order to 
understand this mechanism of the progress of truth in Oedipus. On 
one side there are the gods, on the other, the shepherds; between 
the Lwo there is the lev el of the royalty, or more exactly, the level , 
of Oedipus. What is his lev el of knowledge? What does his gaze 
signify? 

On that subject, certain thi ngs need correcting. When the play is 
analyzed, it's often said that Oedipus is the one who didn 't know 
anything, who was blind, whose eyes .were clouded and whose 
memory was blockecl, beca use h e n ever m entioned and appeared 
to have for gott en hi s own actions in killing the king at the triple 
cross road. Oedipus, the man of for ge tfuln ess, the man of no:n­
knowl edg e, the man of the unconscious for Freud. We're aware of 
ail th e wo rdpla y that has been made witll the nam e Oedipus. •4 But 
let's not for ge t tliat this wordpla y is multifarious , or that the Greeks 
themselves had alr ea dy not:ed th at in Oidipous we have the word 
oida which m eans both "to hav e seen" and "to lmow." I would lilrn 
to show that Oedipus, in thi s mechanism of th e sumbolon-of com­
muni ca ting hal ves, of the interpla y of responses between the shep­
h er ds and the gods-is not the one w ho didn't lmow but, rathe r , 
the on e who knew too much. He is the one who joined his lmowl­
edge and his power in a certain reprehensible way, and whom the 
Oedipus stor y was meant to expel finally from history. 

The very title of Sophocles' tragedy is inter es ting . Oedipus is Oe­
dipus the /(in g, Oidipous turannos. lt's difficult to translate the wrnrd 
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turanno s- th e tran slati on doesn 't captul'e th e exact sig nffi ca tion of 
the word. Oedipus is the man of power, the man who exercises a 
certain power. And it is ch ar .acteri stic that th e titl e of Sophocl es' 
play is not Oedipus thelncestuous, or Oedipus, thel(illeroJHisFather, 
but Oedipu s the J(ing. What do es the kingship of Oedipus mean? 

We ma y note th e importance of th e themati c of power throu gho ul 
the play. What is alwa ys in qu es tion , essenlially , is the pow er of 
Oedipu s, and that is why h e feels threatened. 

In the entire tragedy, Oedipu s will never say thal he is innocent, 
that he may have doue something but il was not of his own acc ord , 
that w hen h e killed that man he didn 't know it was Laius. Thal 
defense at the leve l of innoc enc e and uncon scious ne ss is never ven ­
tmed by Sophocles' prot ago ni s t in Oedipus the J(ing. 

It' s only in Oedipus at Colonus th at we will see a blind and 
wretched Oedipus wailing throughout th e play, saying : "I co uldn ' t 
help it, the gods caught me in a trap that I didn 't lmow about."• s In 
Oedipus the J(ing, h e doe s not at a ll defend him se u· in terms of his 
innocence. His only probl em is pow er-can he stay in power? Il is 
this power that is at stak e fron:L the b eginning of th e play to the end. 

In th e first scene, th e inhabitants appeal to Oedipus for help 
against th e pla gue insofar as h e is the supr eme ru ler . ''You h ave 
the power, you must cm·e us of the plague." And he answe r s by 
saying : "Cu rin g you of the pla gu e wo uld b e to my gr eat ben efi l, for 
tllis plague that assails you, allso assai ls m e in my sovere ign ty and 
my roya lty. " Oedipu s will loolk for the solution to the problem as 
one inter est ed in preserving his own kin gship. And w h en be begins 
to feel thr eate n ed by th e responses that spr in g up aro un d h im, 
when th e oracle points to him and the proph et says more clearly 
that h e is the culpr it , Oedipu s, not answering in terms of innocence, 
says to Tiresias: ''You wan t my power. You have hatched a p lot 
aga in st m e to dep rive me of my power."• 0 He is not afraid of th e 
idea that he m ay have ltill ed th e father or the king. What fri ghtens 
him is th e thought of los ing h:is own power . 

During th e great dispute wilth Creon, he says to him: ''Y ou have 
brought an oracle from Delphi, but you have falsified that oracle, 
be ca u se , son of Laiu s, you claim a power tha t was given to me."' 7 

Here again, Oedip u s fee ls thr ea t ene d by Creon a t th e leve l of power 
and not at th e leve l of hi s innocence and hi s culpabilil y . What's a t 
issu e in ail th ese confron tations of the play 's beg :innin g is power. 
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And when, at the end of the play, the truth will be uncovered, 
when the slave fro1n Corinth says to Oedipus, "Don't worry, you're 
not the son of Polybus," 18 Oedipus wül not consider that, not be:ing 
Polybus' son, he could be the son of someone else and possibly of 
Laius. He says: ''You say that to malte me ashamed, to make the 
peop le think that I'm the son of a slave; but even if I'm the son of 
a slave lhat wm not prevent me fTom exercising power; I am a king 
lfüe any other."• o Once mLore, it's a question of power. lt's as the 
chief officer of the law, as the sovereign that Oedipus will then 
swnmon the last witness, the slave from Cithaeron. It's as the sov­
ereign that, threatening the latter with tortw·e, he will extract the 
truth frorn hirn. And when the truth is extracted, when it is known 
who Oedipus was and what he did - killing of the father, incest,ivith 
the m.other-what do the people of Thebes say? "We were calling 
you our king." This means that the people of Thebes, while ac­
lmowledging Oedipus as the man who was their king, by using the 
imperfect-"were calling"-now declare him to be stripped of the 
kingship. 

What is in question is Oedipus' fall from power. The proof is that 
when Oedipus surrenders power to Creon , the last lines of the play 
are still about power. The final words addressed to Oedipus, before 
he is taken insicle the palace, are pronow1ced by the new king, 
Creon: "Don't try to be the master anymore." 2 0 The word use:d is 
kratein, which means that Oedipus must no lon ger cornmand. 
Creon adds alcratësas, a word that means "after having reachedl the 
ze nith of power" bu l is also a play on words where the a bas a 
privative rneaning "no longer possessing power" ; alcratësas signi­
fies at the same time "you who rose to the top and who no longer 
have the power." 

After that, the p eople speak, hailing Oedipus for the last t ime, 
"You who wer e kratistos," that is , ''You who were at the zenith of 
power." Now, the Thebans' first greeting to Oedipus was "o kratu­
non Oidipous ," meanin g "Oedipus , the all -powerful!" The entire 
tragedy has unfolded between these two gree tings . lt's the tragedy 
of political power and power-holding . But what is this power that 
Oedipu.s had? What charac terizes it? Its characteristics are present 
in Greek thought, Greek history, and Greek philosophy of thalt pe­
riod. Oedipus is called basileus anax, the first among men, the one 
who has the krateia, the one who holds the power, and he is even 
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called turanno s. "Tyran t" shouldn't be understood h er e in it s stri ct 
sense , given that Polybus , Laiu s, and all the others were also called 
turanno s. 

A certain numb er of chara ctelisti cs of this power appeai· in the 
trage dy of Oedipus. Oedip us h as the powe r ; bul h e b as obtained it 
through a serie s of episodes, adventure s that have mad e him , al the 
sta:rt, the most wretched of men-outcast child , lo sl soul , vaga­
bond -an d then the mo st powerf ul of men. He's lrnown an errati c 
destiny. He's experienced misery and glory. He's bee n to tlle hi ghe st 
point , when h e w as believed to be th e son of Polybu s, and to th e 
lowest point , wh en h e bec am e an indi vidual wan derin g from cily 
to city. Later, he again rea che s the top. "The yea i·s tha t hav e grown 
alon g with me, " he says, "ha ve sometim es lowe red m e, som etim es 
lifled m e up." 

This alternation of des tiny is a char ac teri slic trait of lwo types of 
figure: th e lege ndar y figme of the epic hero who has lost hi s citi­
zens hip and hi s country but who regains b.is glory an er a ce rtarn . 
number of trial s; and the histori cal figur e of the Greek tyrant from 
the end of the sixth to the be ginn in g of the fifth centur y. The tyrant 
being the one who, a:fter havin g severa l adve nture s and havin g 
reached th e apex of pow er , was always und er th e tlu·ea t of losing 
it. As desc rib ed in th e Gr ee k tex ts of that peri od, the chan geab le­
ness of fate is characteristic of tlle figm e of th e lyran l. 

Oedipu s is Ùle one who, after havin g exp eri en ced mi se ry, ex­
perienced glory; the on e who b eca m e a king afte r b ein g a h ero. But 
he becomes th e king b ecaus e h e has healed the city by killing the 
divine Singe r, tlle Bitch who was devouTing those who could nol 
solve her riddles . He h acl h ea led the city, had enabl ed it to raise 
itself up , as he says, to breathe again when it had los t its br ea th . 
To desig n ate thi s h ealing of th e city, Oedipus empl oys th e exp r es­
sion orthôsan, "to raise up ," anorthôsanpolin; "to r aise up the city." 
We find this same exp r ess ion in Solon. Solon , who was not exac tly 
a t-yrant but , rath er , the Lawgiver, prid ed himself on h aving raised 
up the Atllenian ci ty-st ate a t lthe end of th e sixtll cenlury. This is 
also a chara cteri sti.c of all the tyrants who rose to pow er in Greece 
during the seventh and six th centuri es . Not on ly did th ey expe ri­
ence up s and downs but th ey also h ad tlle role of liJLing tlle citi es 
up by means of a ju st eco no mic distribution - lik e Cypselus al Cor­
intll, or throu gh ju st laws, lik e Solon at Athen s. So tllese are two 
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basic characteristics of the Greek tyrant as they are presented in 
the texts of the tune of Sophocles or even ones prior to that. 

We also find in Oedipus a series of negative characteristic:s of 
tyram1y. Oedipus is reproached with several things in his ex­
changes with Tiresias and Creon and even with the people. Crieon! 
for example, tells hinl, "You're Wl'Ong; you identify with this city 
where you were not born, you imagine that you belong to this city 
and that it belongs to you; I belong to this cHy as well, it's not yours 
alone." 21 Now, if we look at the stories of Herodotus, for exrunple, 
telling about the old Greek tyTants, in particular about Cypselus of 
Corinth, we'll see that t:hey're about someone who thoughlt he 
owned the city. 22 Cypselu:s said that Zeus had given the city to him 
and he had given it in turn to the citizens. One finds exactly the 
same thing in the tragedy of Sophocles. 

In the same way, Oedipus is the one who attaches no importance 
to the laws and who replaces them with his whinls and his orders . 
He says this in so many words. When Creon reproaches him for 
wanting to banish him, saying that this decision was not just, Oe­
dipus answers, "No malter if it's just or not, it will have to be obeyed 
all the same." 2 3 His wish will be the law of the city. It's for tlùs 
reason that , when lus fall begins, the Chorus of the people will 
reproach Oedipus with having shown contempt for dike, for justice . 
So in Oedipus we have no trouble recognizing a figure that is 
clearly defin ed, highlighted, catalogued, characterized by Greek 
thought of the fïfth century-the t-yrant. 

This L-yrant figure is characterized not only by power but also by 
a certain type of knowledge. The Greek tyrant was not just the per­
son who look power: h e was the person who took power because 
h e possessed or emphasi .zed th e fact of possessing a certain lmowl­
edge that was superior in its efficacy to that of others. That is pre­
cisely the case with Oedipus. Oedipus is the persan who succeeded 
in solving by means of his thought, his knowledge, the famous rid­
dl e of the Sphinx. And just as Solon was in fact able to give Athens 
just laws and restore the city to health because he was sophos, vvise, 
sa Oedipus was alsa able to solve the riddle of the Sphinx bec.a.use 
he was sophos. 

What is this lmowledge Oedipus possesses? What are its char­
acteristics? Oedipus' lmawledge is characterized the whale length 
of th e play. Oedipus says :repeatedly that he has defeated the others, 



Truth and Juridical Forms 29 

he has solved the riddle of the Sphinx, has cured the city by means 
of what he cails gnomë, his knowledge or his tekhnë. Other times, 
he describes ltimself as the one who has found, ëurëka , to indicate 
his mode of lmowledge. This is the word that Oedipus uses most 
often to designate what he did in the past and is trying to do now . 
Oedipus solved the riddle of the Sphinx because he "found." If he 
is to save Thebes again , he willl again have to find, euriskein. What 
does eurislcein signify? Thal "finding" activity is characterized ini ­
tially in the play as a thing done by oneself. Oedipus stresses that 
constantly: "When I solved the riddle of the Sphinx, I didn't call 
upon anyone," he says to the ]people and to the prophet. He tells 
the people: ''You wouldn't have been able to help me in any way to 
salve the riddle of the Sphinx. You couldn't do anything against the 
divine Singer." And he says to Tiresias: "What kind of a prophet are 
you anyway? You weren't even able to rescue Thebes from the 
Sphinx . Wh.en everyone was plunged into terror , I delivered Thebes 
ail by myself; I didn't learn anything from anyone, I didn't use any 
messenger, I came in persan." Fïnding is something done by one­
self. Fïnding is also what one does when one opens one's eyes. And 
Oedipus is the one who says irepeatedly: "I asked questions, and 
since no one was able to inform me, I opened my eyes and ears, 
and I saw." The verb aida, whic:h means at the same time "to lmow" 
and "to see," is frequently employed by Oedipus . Oidipous is the 
one who is capable of that activity of knowing and seeing. He is the 
man of seeing, the man of the gaze, and he will be that to the end . 

If Oedipus falls into a trap, it's precisely because, in his deter­
mination to know, he has forced the testim ony and the recollection 
of the persans who saw : he pressed the search until the slave who 
had witnessed everything and vvho lrnew th e truth, was ferreted out 
of the depths of Citliaeron . Oiedipus' knowledge is th e kind that 
cornes from experience. lt is also that solitary knowledge, that first­
hand acquaintance, of the man who, ail by himself, without relyin g 
on what is said, wishes to see with his own eyes . lt is th e auto cratie 
knowl edge of th e tyrant who c:an govern the city through his own 
abilities . The metaphor of that which governs, th at which com ­
mands, is frequently emp loyed by Oedipus to indicate what he does. 
Oedip us is the captain, th e one who at the prow of the ship opens 
lùs eyes to see. And precisely because he opens his eyes to what is 
happening, he finds the accide nt , the unexpected, fortune, tukh ë. 
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Because he was that man of th e autocratie gaze, open to things , 
Oedipus fell into the trap . 

What I would like to show is that in Sophocles' pla y Oedipu s 
basically r epres ents a certain type of what I would call lmowledge­
and -power, power-and-lmowledg e. It's because he exercises a cer­
tain tyramlical and solitary power, aloof from both the oracle of the 
gods-which he doesn't want to hear - and what the people say and 
want, that, in hi s cravin g t:o govern by discovering for hims elf, h e 
finds, in the last instance, the evidence of those who have seen. 

We thus see how the game of halves could function, and how :, at 
the end of the play, Oedip us is a superfluous figure. He is superflu­
ous in that this tyrannical pow er, this knowledge of one who wants 
to see with his own eyes without listening either to the gods or to 
men enables an exact match-up ofwhat the gods had said and what 
the people knew. Without meaning to, Oedipus succeeds in estab­
lishing the junction betw, een the prophecy of the gods and lthe 
m emory of men. Oedipal knowledge, the excess of power and lthe 
excess of knowl edge were such that he becam e unnecessary : the 
circle closed on hlm or, rather, the two fragments of the tess,era 
were fit together-and Oedipus , in his solitary power, became un­
necessary. Once the two fragments were conjoined, the image of 
Oedipus became monstrous . With his tyrannical power , Oedipus 
could do too much; with hls solitary lmowledge, he knew too much. 
ln that state of excess, he was also his mother's husband and hi s 
sons' brother. Oedip us is the m an of excess, th e m an who has too 
much of everything - in mis power, bis knowledge , bis family, his 
sexuality. Oedipus , the double man, was excess ive with regard[ to 
the sym bolic transparency of what the shepherds knew and what 
the gods had sa id. 

The tragedy of Oedipus is rather close, then, to what will be, a 
few yea rs later, Platonic philosophy. It should be said that for Plato 
the knowledge of slaves, the empirical reco llection of what has 
been see n , will be de valorize d in favor of a deeper, essential mem­
ory that is the recoll ection of what was seen in intelligible heaven. 
But the important thing is what will be fundamentally devalorized, 
discredited , both in Sophocles' tragedy and in Plato's Republic: the 
th eme or, rath er , the figure, form, of a political knowledge both 
privileged and excl usiv e . What is tar ge ted by Sophocles' trag edy 
and Plato's philosophy, when the y are placed in a historical dimen-
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sion, what is aimed at behind O,edipus sophos-Oedipus the wise 
man, the lrnowing tyrant, the man of tekhnë , of gnomë-is the fa­
mous sophist, the professional of political power and lrnowledge, 
who actually existed in the Athernian society of Sophocles' era. But , 
behind him, th e real object of Plato and Sophocles is another cat­
egory of figure, of which the sophist was in a sense the little rep ­
resentative, the continuation, and the historical end-the figure of 
the tyrant. In th e seventh and silxth centuries, the tyrant was the 
man of power and lrnowledge, the one who ruled both by the power 
he exercised and by the lrnowled ge he possessed. Ultimately, what 
was aimed at behind ail these figures , without it being pres ent in 
Plato's text or in that of Sophocles, was the great historical person­
age that actuall y existed, though he had been absorbed into a leg ­
endary context-the famous Assyrian king. 

In European societies of the Mediterranean East, at the end of 
the second millennium and the beginning of the first , polit:i ca l 
power always implied the possession of a certain type of lrnowl ­
edge. By the fact of holding powier, the king and those around him 
held a lmowledge that could not and must not be communicated to 
the other social groups. Knowledge and power were exactly recip­
rocal, correlative, superimposed .. There couldn't be any lmowledge 
without power; and there couldn't be any political power without 
the possession of a certain sp ecial lmowled ge . 

This is the form of power -kno wledge that Georges Dumé zil, in 
his studies concerning the three functions , has isolated, showing 
that the first function was that of a magi cal and religious political 
power .•-i Knowledge of the gods ,. lrnowledge of th e action that can 
be brou ght to bear on us by the gods - that whole ma gic o-relig ious 
knowledge is present in the political function. 

What occurred at the ori gin of Greek society, at th e origin of th e 
Greek age of the fifth century, at the origin of our civilization, was 
the dismantling of that great un:ity of a political power that was, at 
the same lime , a lrnowled ge-llhe dismantlin g of that unity of a 
magico-religious power which existed in the gr ea t Assyrian em­
pires; which th e Greek tyra.nts, impregnat ecl with Oriental 
civilization, tried to restore for tlleir own purposes; and whlch th e 
sophists of th e sixth and fifth centuries still used as they could, in 
the form of less ons paid for in cash. We witness that lon g dec om ­
position during the five or six centuries of archaic Greece. And 
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when classical Greece appeared-Sophocles represents its starting 
date, its sunrise-what had to disappear for this society to exist was 
the un ion of power and knowledge. From this time onwardl, the 
man of power would be the man of ignorance. ln the end, what 
befell Oedipus was that :, knowing tao much, he didn't know any­
thing . From th en on, Oedipus would function as the man of power, 
the blind ruler who didn't know, and who didn't lrnow because he 
could do tao much. 

So, whereas power was taxed with ignorance, inattention, obliv­
iousness, obscurity, there would be, on one sicle, the seer and the 
philosoph er in commun:lcation with the truth, the eternal tru1ths of 
the gods or of the minci, and, on the other, the people, holding none 
of the power, who bore the mem ory or could still give evidence of 
the truth. Thus, beyond a power that had become monumentall y 
blind like Oedipus, there were the shepherds who remembered and 
th e prophets who spoke the truth. 

The West would be dlominated by the great myth according to 
which truth never belongs to political power: political power is 
blind-the real lmowledlge is that which one possesses when one 
is in contact with the gods or when one remembers things, when 
one looks at the great eternal Sun or one opens one's eyes to what 
came to pass. With Plata there began a great Western myth: that 
there is an antinomy between lmowledge and power . If there is 
lmowl edge, it must renounce power . Where knowledge and science 
are found in their pure truth, there can no long er be any political 
power. 

This grea t myth needs to be dispelled. lt is this myth which Nietz­
sche began to demoli sh by showing, in the numerous texts already 
cited, that, behind all lmowled ge [savoir], behind all attainment of 
lmowled ge [connaissance], what is involved is a struggle for power. 
Political power is not absent from lmowled ge, it is woven together 
with it. 

III 

In the preceding lecture: I ref erred to two forms or types of judicial 
settlement, liti gation, contest, or dispute that were present in Greek 
civilization . The first, rather archaic form is found in Homer. Two 
warriors came face to face to determine who was wrong and who 
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was right, who had violated the other's rights. The task of resolving 
that question cornes down to a rule-governed dispute, the challenge 
between the two warriors. One would challenge the oth er, "Can you 
swear before the gods that you didn't do what I am accusing you of?" 
In a procedure like this there was no judge, judgment, inquiry, or 
testimony to determine who spoke the truth. The responsibility for 
deciding-not who spoke the truth, but who was right-was en­
trusted to the fight, the challenge , the risk that each one would run. 

The second form is the one that unfolds throughout Oedipus the 
J(ing. To solve a problem that, in a sense, is also a problem of con ­
testation, a criminal issue-who killed King Laius?-there appears 
a new figure, absent from the old Homeric procedure, the shep­
herd. Though a man of no impoirtance, a slave holed up in his hut, 
the shepherd saw what he saw, and because he possesses that little 
fragment of a recollection, beca.use in his discourse he bears the 
evidence ofwhat he saw, he can challenge and overthrow the pride 
of the king or the presumptuousness of the tyrant. The witness, the 
humble witness, solely by the action of the truth he saw and he 
utters, can single-handedly defe:at the most powerful of men. Oe­
dipus the J(ing is a kind of compendium of the history of Greek law. 
Severa l of Sophocles' plays, such as Antigone and Electra, are a kind 
of theatrical ritualization of the history of law. This dramatization 
of the history of Greek law off ers us a summary of one of th e great 
conquests of Athenian democrac:y: the story of the process through 
which the people took possession of the right to judge, of the right 
'to tell the truth, to set the truth against their own masters, to judge 
those who governed them. 

That great conquest of Greek democracy, that ri ght to bear wit ­
ness, to oppose truth to power, was established in a lon g process 
born and instituted in a definiti .ve way in Athens throughout the 
fifth century. That right to set a powerless truth against a truthless 
power gave rise to a series of major cultural forms that were char ­
acteristic of Greek society. 

First, there was the elaboration of what we may call the rational 
forms of proof and demonstratilon: how to produce truth, under 
what conditions, what forms to observe, what rules to apply. Thos e 
forms are philosophy, rational systems, scientific systems. Second, 
and in relation to the previous forms, an art of persuading devel­
oped, an ar t of convincing people of the truth of what is said, of 
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