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The first page of this book contains a quote which nicely sets the tone of the whole volume: “Do not 
use thought to confer the value of truth upon any political practice” (p.1).  Veyne‟s book explores the 
spaces between Foucault‟s thought and character, and suggests that their common ground lies in his 
scepticism; and as a book which seeks to draw out the personal element in Foucault‟s work it would 
be of interest either to the expert or to the first-time student of Foucault. 
 
The earlier chapters are primarily concerned with questions of Foucault‟s thought: the meaning of 
„discourse‟, for example, and the relationship between Foucauldian method and mainstream history.  
Chapter three ends with a telling promise: “let us now see how Foucault managed, without 
contradiction, to fight for his convictions or, rather, his indignations” (p.53).  Veyne gets a third of the 
way through his book without discussing Foucault‟s convictions in any detail; but this aspect of his 
object is given as the conclusion to a section entitled “The limits of Foucault‟s scepticism” (p.45).  It is 
scepticism which, for Veyne, occupies the space between Foucault‟s thought and character. 
 
The next few chapters take the reader a little closer to the link between Foucault‟s thought and 
character.  In chapter six, Veyne finds “that point, [where] his [i.e. Foucault‟s] scepticism had just 
reached its limit” (p.73), and this limit is the point at which man is determined by his inescapable 
location within discourse.  Having explored the relationship between objectivity and truth, the notion 
that every episteme is equally false and the possibility of a man who might escape both mythology and 
philosophy, Veyne moves on in chapter eight to the Foucault of freedom within discourse, of “the self 
working on the self” (p.106).  And as theory reaches personality, the question is asked once again: “In 
these circumstances, how could Foucault possibly not have claimed to be a sceptic?”  (p.110).  It is 
Foucault‟s scepticism which allows us to pass in the abstract between Foucault‟s thoughts on 
discourses and his thoughts on persons. 
 
In the final third of his book, Veyne expands his contention regarding Foucault‟s scepticism into the 
claim which has been implicit all along: that “To be a sceptic is to have a divided mind, but that does 
not stop one from having a good life, and is only perilous on paper” (p.113).  Foucault‟s scepticism 
here becomes the feature of his character through which it is possible to understand both his actions 
as an individual person and his project as an impersonal thinker.  In this section the reader is 
furnished with many and varied biographical details: for example that he developed his vocation in 
response to the drugs of his father, the thoughts of his goldfish and his own victimised sexuality.  This 
link, between personality and thought, takes us to Foucault‟s death in 1984, when he has no interest in 
denying the reality of AIDS (p.143).  As a sceptic, he is not only a detached thinker but also a man 
who will die. 
 
As a text written by a friend and contemporary of Foucault, this book offers an accessible account of 
his thought.  Compared to, for example, Deleuze‟s equivalent book (Deleuze, G, trans by Hand, S, 
2006, Foucault, London: Continuum), Veyne‟s work is not so formally structured, and focuses more on 
general tendencies in Foucault‟s writings than on close readings of specific documents.  Where 
Deleuze constitutes the object „Foucault‟ as a collection of texts, Veyne‟s „Foucault‟ is the person who 
produced them.  Veyne‟s book is not a biography, but its constant focus on scepticism as the site of 
contact between Foucault‟s thought and his character has the effect of a biography, giving the reader 
insights into the reasons for his lifelong focus on the limits of truthful thought.  And this general 
direction is reflected in the choice of materials: whereas Deleuze focuses on Foucault‟s monographs, 
Veyne relies on the more direct, shorter texts in the Dits et Ecrits collection.  And this general focus on 
the personal, on Foucault-as-man, sits well with Veyne‟s conversational writing style, an approach 
which humanises this book still further. 
 
This focus on the human person who produced Foucault‟s texts is somewhat problematic, however.  
In The archaeology of knowledge, at least two reasons appear for not pursuing the face of the author 
too closely.  The first is a question of freedom: “Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the 



same: leave it to our bureaucrats and our police to see that our papers are in order.  At least spare us 
their morality when we write” (Foucault, M, trans by Sheridan Smith, AM, 2002, Archaeology of 
knowledge, Oxford: Routledge, 19).  The second is a more practical point: while discourses are active, 
ever-shifting things being constantly taken up and shaped afresh by the producers of individual 
statements, we should also remember that “every statement belongs to a certain 
regularity…consequently none can be regarded as pure creation, as the marvellous disorder of 
genius” (Archaeology of knowledge, 163).  Veyne of course cannot be accused of imposing a 
bureaucratic morality upon his object, but he is perhaps not so easily acquitted of the charge that he 
presents Foucault as an inexplicable genius, a man with an unaccountably interesting face.  
 
If Foucault‟s writings are, as Veyne concedes, at least in part about avoiding the burden of having a 
face, this is clearly not the kind of book he would have written about himself.  But by focusing on the 
personal aspect of Foucault‟s thought and character or, more properly, by reconstituting the object 
„Foucault‟ as precisely this problem, this book may open up the possibility that we might better 
understand (in the sense both of why this was the exclusive end as well as how this goal was to be 
reached) Foucault‟s desire to render individual choice more practically possible.  But for all that, 
Veyne‟s book is accessible, treading skilfully that other fine line: that between inclusivity and depth. 

  


