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3 Michel Foucault, L’usage des plaisirs, Histoire de la sexualité 2 (Paris: Gallimard,
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( 2000)
The use of pleasure, volume 2 of the history of sexuality, translated from the
French by Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985)
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Foxhall, Pandora unbound: A feminist critique of foucault’s history of sexuality
Amy Richlin, Foucault’s history of sexuality: A useful theory for woman
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(1994c: 251-260)
? (Jean-Francois Lyotard)
Lyotard 1074)
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(Foucault, 1994c: 398, 621; Dreyfus & Rabinow,
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28
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1994c: 731-732)

2 Foucault (1994c: 395); Dreyfus & Rabinow (1983: 306) UP 63-64 159
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Ihmanuel Kant)
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31 Sécurité, Territoire et Population (1977-1978); Naissance de la
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From the History of Sexuality tothe History of
Self-cultivation On the Theoretical Structure of
Foucault’s The Use of Pleasure

Fabian Heubel

Abstract

This paper clarifies the philosophical implications of Michel
Foucault’s discussion of ancient self-cultivation and the so-called
techniques of the self. In The Use of Pleasure (volume two of The His-
tory of Sexuality) , Foucault consciously breaks with the modernist
opposition between sexual repression and sexual liberation. His study
of “sexuality” in ancient Greek philosophical and medical literature
situates sexual activity within a larger field, the culture of self. Con-
cerned with the move from the problematic of sexuality to the prob-
lematic of self-cultivation, this paper explores how Foucault uses a
conceptual framework articulating ontology, deontology, ascetics and
teleology the four key notions which he calls “modes of subjectiva-
tion” to outline a history of European self-cultivation.

Although Foucault introduces the idea of a “general history of
the techniques of the self,” his study fails to realize the promise of
generality, as European examples dominate the discussion. In spite of
this limitation, Foucault’s text offers important clues for a transcul-
tural reading. This paper tries to use these clues both to interrogate
the limits of the Foucauldian theoretical framework and to go with
Foucault beyond Foucault towards elements of a truly general (and
hence, transcultural) history of self-cultivation.

Key Words: Foucault, history of sexuality, history of self-cultivation,
ontology, asceticism
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