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Unearthing Consonances in Foucault’s Account of 
Greco-Roman Self-Writing and 
Christian Technologies of the Self

I.  On the Art of Living and Transformative Self-Technologies

Although his critics claim otherwise, Michel Foucault understood his work as consistently focused in one way or another on the genealogy of the subject and the construction of subjectivities.1 In other words, while acknowledging changes, developments, retractions, methodological expansions and the like, Foucault also observed strong lines of continuity unifying his corpus—continuity centered upon and constantly hovering around subject-formation and the construction of subjectivities.2 Here perhaps I should say a few words regarding my synonymous employment of the terms ‘subject,’ ‘subjectivity,’ and ‘self.’ Although some scholars might contest my usage, claiming that it conflates distinct concepts, my riposte is Foucault himself or at least the English translators of his work, employ the terms synonymously. For example, in his essay, ‘About the Beginnings of the Hermeneutics of the Self,’3 he describes his work on the institutional practices associated with prisons, hospitals, and asylums, as directed towards how ‘subjects became objects of knowledge and at the same time objects of domination.’4 He then describes the next phase of his work—the focus of this essay—as an analysis of ‘those forms of understanding which the subject creates about himself.’5 This emphasis on an active subject who creates, transforms, or reconstitutes himself, Foucault correlates with what he calls, a ‘technology of the self.’6 Rather than analyze the subject primarily from the perspective of social construction or ‘techniques of domination’—as was the case in Discipline and Punish—, he now examines how subjects constitute themselves via techniques allowing them ‘to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations on their own bodies, on their own souls, on their own thoughts, on their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform themselves, modify themselves.’7 In these passages, as well as others, Foucault uses the terms ‘subject’ and ‘self’ interchangeably, adding qualifiers such as ‘phenomenological’ or ‘transcendental’ to the word ‘subject’ when distinguishing his particular understanding from that of Husserl, Kant, Sartre, or any other philosopher.

In addition to clarifying my use of terms, the passages above help us to understand how Foucault himself viewed this later stage of his work. A robust account of the genealogy of the subject, in other words, must include not only how the subject is socially constructed but also how an individual shapes and constructs his or her own subjectivity. Bearing in mind this two-sided emphasis of Foucault’s analyses of subject formation, let us concentrate our attention on how the subject actively engages in transformative ascetical practices or what Foucault calls ‘technologies of the self.’
In his essay, ‘Self Writing,’ Foucault describes his present work as ‘part of a series of studies on ‘the arts of oneself,’ that is, on the aesthetics of existence and the government of oneself and of others in Greco-Roman culture during the first two centuries of the empire.’8 Foucault begins by discussing Athanasius’ Vita Antonii, which emphasizes the role of writing in the Christian tradition of self-transformation.9 In this ascetic exercise,10 one must analyze in the minutest detail one’s actions and thoughts, writing them down as an act of confessional self-disclosure, as though confessing one’s hidden thoughts to another human being. For example, having concretized his thoughts via writing, the monk has before him a surrogate other functioning as a mirror allowing him to see more clearly the inmost stirrings of his soul—the good, the bad, and the ugly. The aim of this exercise is to help him to become more aware of his tangled, often perplexing desires and to subdue his body so that he might live a more holy life.

As Foucault convincingly argues, this translation of the mysterious, enigmatic, interior movements of the soul into an external, less obscure, and more intelligible written expression of the self marks an innovation in the ancient tradition of the art of living. Here Foucault offers two analogies to further explain the function of Christian self-writing, as well as its distinctive manifestations, particularly its emphasis on thought. First, the community is to the ascetic what the ‘notebook’ or written account is to the monk.11 In light of the monk’s reclusive life, the notebook serves not only as a mirror of sorts, as mentioned earlier, but also as a companion assuaging ‘the dangers of solitude.’12 Second, because Christian self-writing as an ascetic practice focuses by and large on one’s thoughts and not merely on one’s actions, ‘it has a role very close to that of confession to the director,’ namely, to ‘reveal, without exception, all the impulses of the soul (omnes cogitationes).’13 Lastly, Christian self-writing is a ‘weapon in spiritual combat’ against the deceiving powers of the Devil. As a result, it serves as a truth test of sorts, exposing the Devil’s lies and shining light on the shadowy recesses of one’s soul.14 By analyzing Athanasius’ text and drawing our attention to the characteristic features of early Christian self-writing, Foucault positions himself to engage in a genealogical retracing of the role of writing in the technologies of the self in the period just prior to Christianity.  Such a retrospective analysis allows him to highlight the similarities and differences between the self-transforming disciplinary practices of selected representatives from both the ancient Greco-Roman philosophical tradition and the Christian tradition.15 My essay will retrace Foucault’s retracings with a two-fold purpose in view: (1) to bring to the fore additional continuities between Greco-Roman technologies of the self and Christian ascetical and epistolary practices either downplayed or overlooked by Foucault’s analysis, and (2) to add exegetical support to recent arguments such as Amy Allen’s that Foucault does not advocate for the death of the subject per se.16 In fact, Foucault’s ethico-aesthetic turn and its corresponding concern with self-transformation and re-constitution via ascetical practices presupposes a subject with rational and volitional capacities. 

As Foucault observes, just as artistic, athletic, and other professional skills require training and self-discipline, so too does the art of living (technē tou biou). In order to perform these skills well and to live well, one must make intentional decisions such as choosing to eat only these kinds of food, dedicating oneself to a particular exercise routine, or practicing one’s (musical) instrument for a certain number of hours per day.  Living a disciplined life—an ascetic life—, whether that of a musician or a monk, thus involves not only devoting oneself via intentional choices to a particular way of life; it likewise necessarily entails rejecting certain activities and other ways of life. For example, a professional ballerina, in order to perform well, cannot have a diet composed mainly of sweets and fast food. Likewise, the concert cellist would be unwise to choose street boxing as a hobby given the need to protect his fingers and hands.  So too the person desiring to live well willingly and purposefully engages in various disciplinary practices such as meditation, prayer, spiritual and philosophical reading, and of course writing. 

The art of living, as Foucault explains, requires ‘an askēsis that should be understood as a training of the self by oneself.’17 Thus, to live an ascetic, beautiful life—to live well—necessarily involves a kind of subject who is both capable of and actually does make willful intentional choices, who engages in goal-directed activities, and who actively shapes and directs his or her thoughts, actions, and desires—often in ways quite contrary to the social norms and accepted customs. Foucault mentions how the Stoics and the Cynics trained themselves through abstinences, self-examinations, periods of silence, and writing, which he notes was a later addition. Both Seneca and Epictetus emphasize the importance of writing in the training of the self. Commenting upon selected texts from Epictetus, Foucault observes,

writing appears regularly associated with ‘meditation,’ with that exercise of thought on itself that reactivates what it knows, calls to mind a principle, a rule, or an example, reflects on them, assimilates them, and in this manner prepares itself to face reality. […] writing constitutes an essential stage in the process to which the whole askēsis leads: namely, the fashioning of accepted discourses, recognized as true, into rational principles of action. As an element of self-training, writing has, to use an expression that one finds in Plutarch, an ethopoietic function: it is an agent of the transformation of truth into ēthos.18 
Although Foucault is not expressing his own view but is instead commenting on a passage from Epictetus, nonetheless, his description of writing in conjunction with meditation is worth lingering upon. In the act of meditation, a person is able to, as it were, step back from the flow of things and reflect upon her own thoughts.  As this act of thinking on thought itself continues, she, at least in some cases, proceeds to formulate or recall general principles and to contemplate how to act rightly in a specific situation in accord with those principles. The physical act of writing is the means through which this meditative process is concretized. It is, in other words, the physical, material expression of one’s thoughts. The resultant product (poiesis) is shaped into a discourse or perhaps a series of discursive fragments from which one can draw at a later date for self-edification and ethical instruction, and it may also function as a resource to use when instructing others.

 Given what Foucault characterizes as intrinsic to meditation and the other acts involved in the ascetical life, his description presupposes that there are non-constructed capacities possessed by all human beings, which are essential to being human, namely volitional and rational capacities. Without these capacities, the art of living Foucault describes is not possible. 

II. Foucault on Self Writing: The Hupomnēmata and Correspondence

Returning to Foucault’s analyses of technologies of the self, I shall now take up his treatment of the hupomnēmata or notebooks created and employed by the (male) educated class as aids for living well. The pages of the hupomnēmata were filled with wise quotations, passages from respected books, one’s own reflections, and accounts of worthy acts performed by virtuous individuals.19 As Foucault explains, the notebooks ‘constituted a material record of things heard, or thought, thus offering them up as a kind of accumulated treasure for subsequent rereading and meditation.’20 From such a collection of sayings, anecdotes, and so forth, one could then, if desired, write ‘more systematic treatises in which one presented arguments and means for struggling against some weakness (such as anger, envy, gossip, flattery) or for overcoming some difficult circumstance (a grief, an exile, ruin, disgrace).’21 From this last example—and Foucault goes on to state the following point explicitly by mentioning an exchange between Plutarch and Fundamus—we see that the notebooks were not restricted to one’s own life but were also used to advise and encourage others struggling against vices or experiencing trying seasons of life. 

Given the individual and communal focus of the hupomnēmata, St. Paul’s epistolary writings with their exhortative emphases could be interpreted as a variation on this tradition, acknowledging of course the latter’s distinctive elements as well.22 For example, in his letters, St. Paul regularly drew from wise sayings, extended passages, and even entire books of the Hebrew Scriptures.  In addition, he quotes Greek sages and poets.  For example, in St. Luke’s account of the Acts of the Apostles, we read of St. Paul’s debates with certain Epicurean and Stoic philosophers while in Athens. In his exchange with the wise men at the Areopagus, St. Paul quotes from the Stoic poet Aratus.23 The latter, in his work, Phaenomena, had written that all are offspring of Zeus.  St. Paul recites the verse from memory but claims instead that we are all offspring of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.24 As one conversant with the Hebrew and the Stoic traditions, St. Paul, like Seneca and Plutarch, had gathered a collection of wise sayings which not only shaped him as a Christian subject but which he employed in various situations—and often via a form of reverse discourse—to exhort and to teach others.

Further explaining the character and function of the hupomnēmata, Foucault stresses that these writings are not simply external memory aids. Rather, they must be internalized; they must become one with a person’s soul and thus become an extension of the person. In other words, through repeated memorization, recollection, sharing with others, and of course applying the various principles in concrete situations, the contents of the hupomnēmata become a ‘material and a framework for exercises to be carried out frequently […] with oneself and with others.  And this was in order to have them […] prokheiron, ad manum, in promptu.’25 The sayings—because internally inscribed upon the soul—come to animate the person, flowing out from within and applied creatively in various circumstances rather than functioning as external molds mechanically reproducing identical actions regardless of the context.

With the hupomnēmata, we find an early instance of the ‘subjectivization of discourse’ in which important aspects of the subject’s life and the subject himself are communicated and disclosed via written discourse; however, Foucault is quick to distinguish these writings from private journals or autobiographical accounts of one’s most intimate struggles and temptations, which in his account characterizes the later Christian tradition.26 Unlike certain Christian spiritual writings, the notebooks ‘do not have the aim of bringing to the light of day the arcane conscientiae, the oral or written confession of which has a purificatory value.’27 They do not seek to uncover some hidden, enigmatic, unutterable truth; rather, their purpose is ‘to capture the already-said, to collect what one has managed to hear or read, and for a purpose that is nothing less than the shaping of the self.’28 As Foucault observes, the cultural context of the hupomnēmata was one in which appeals to authority, that is to the ‘already-said,’ were commonplace and expected. On the one hand, we have multiple discourses, famous sayings, orations, speeches, books, and other logoi, all of which constitute a knowledge-network of truths or at least statements recognized as true and whose principles are seemingly transcultural and transhistorical. On the other hand, by way of these disparate discourses one was supposed to shape a unified self. The writing of hupomnēmata helped to bring about this self-unification through limiting, focusing, and internalizing one’s reading via the exercise of reflective writing. Then by applying regularly these truths in various concrete situations, they were absorbed internally, thus shaping the subject and becoming the means for further self-transformations as applied in future situations.29
Although through writing the hupomnēmata, a person gathers, assimilates, and, as it were, ‘digests’ via regular praxis the heterogeneous, disparate logoi of others, the self-shaping that takes place does not annul the person’s individual voice. Rather, ‘the writer constitutes his own identity’ through the regular practice of writing itself, as well as through applying the truths in concreto and thus appropriating internally the common discursive principles.30 Commenting on Seneca’s Letter 84, which discusses the relation between reading and writing, Foucault recounts Seneca’s understanding of the proper balance between imitation and originality for which one ought to aim when assimilating the already-said, 

One should not, he [Seneca] explains, reshape what one retains from an author in such a way that the latter might be recognized; the idea is not to constitute, in the notes that one takes and in the way one restores what one has read through writing, a series of ‘portraits,’ recognizable but ‘lifeless’ (Seneca is thinking here of those portrait galleries by which one certified his birth, asserted his status, and showed his identity through reference to others). It is one’s own soul that must be constituted in what one writes; but, just as a man bears his natural resemblance to his ancestors on his face, so it is good that one can perceive the filiation of thoughts that are engraved in his soul.  Through the interplay of selected readings and assimilative writing, one should be able to form an identity through which a whole spiritual genealogy can be read.31
What Seneca wants to express is the delicate balance between knowing another’s works so well that one can speak in that other’s voice in a way recognizable by others; yet, one must not stop at this stage of mere imitation.  Instead, one must allow the other’s influence and idiosyncratic markings to blend with one’s own voice, creating a new sound in which the echoes of the other are clearly present, but the new resultant harmony emerges with its own distinctive sound. 

My use of musical metaphors to explicate Seneca’s notion is deliberate, as what he, as well as Foucault describes has a great deal in common with how a jazz musician shapes his or her musical subjectivity. For instance, one of many disciplinary exercises in which a jazz musician engages is listening to past masters, learning their musical lines by ear, and then in many cases transcribing those lines into formal notation in a musical or compositional notebook. The musician spends countless hours listening and re-listening to another performer’s improvised solo, entering into a musical meditation of sorts in order not only to figure out the precise notes executed but to catch and be able to imitate the subtleties of each musical phrase, such as the way a note is bent or slurred, the specific breathing patterns employed, the rhythmic nuances, the dynamic contours of each line, and the purposed use of silence or dissonance. Once the musician has dwelt with and assimilated a particular solo or solo segment, he or she then studies and analyzes isolated musical passages, seeking those that are applicable to common harmonic patterns, such as the progression from a minor seventh chord to a dominant seventh chord to a major seventh chord (or as jazz musicians call it, a ii-V-I pattern, referred to as a ‘two-five-one’ progression). After these specific melodic patterns have been identified, one abstracts them and learns to play them in all twelve keys and in varied tempos and diverse styles (for example, swing, bossa nova, samba, etc.).

If a musician has via these disciplinary practices thoroughly infused the musical phrases of another into his or her musical soul, then distinguishable echoes of the other sound in his or her own playing; but they do not appear as—to employ Seneca’s metaphor—a series of lifeless portraits. Interestingly, the audience—presupposing of course a knowledgeable audience or a fellow musician or group of musicians—determines whether or not the performer in fact has found the proper balance between imitation and originality. When a listener comments on how, for example, she hears John Coltrane’s influence in Michael Brecker’s saxophone lines, yet she is struck simultaneously with unique attributes such as lightening-tempo, angular lines punctuated with ‘honks’ establishing Brecker’s own voice, a successful balance has been found. That is, family resemblances or, utilizing a slightly modified version of Seneca’s phrase, ‘musical genealogies’ are clearly perceived but within a new and distinct musical subjectivity.

As Foucault states early in his essay, the ethopoietic function of writing in the first and second centuries as a means of shaping one’s own subjectivity can be discussed both in terms of hupomnēmata and correspondence. Though the latter, correspondence, shares several features with the hupomnēmata, and ‘can serve as raw material for texts that one sends to others,’ Foucault distinguishes specific functions for each.32 The act of written correspondence with others does, of course, act upon and thus shape the subjectivity of the writer himself. For instance, when Seneca writes a letter to a friend advising him in some matter, through the act of writing and contemplating the content of his written discourse, Seneca’s own subjectivity is shaped. As Foucault explains, ‘Seneca continues to exercise himself, according to two principles that he often invokes: it is necessary to train oneself all one’s life, and one always needs the help of others in the soul’s labor upon itself.’33
Stated otherwise, while letter writing of this sort certainly has in view aiding the addressee, nonetheless as an ascetical activity, it impacts in a twofold way the writer’s subjectivity as well. First, as mentioned several times now, the content of the writing itself is applied to one’s own life even if only in a preparatory sense, that is, as a way to prepare for the occurrence of a similar event in the future (for example, grief over the loss of a loved one).34 Second, the relationship between correspondents is chosen with much forethought. It begins as an asymmetrical teacher-student relation, but one, as Foucault would put it, which is flexible, reciprocal, and mutually beneficial. ‘The direction does not remain one-way for long; it serves as a context for exchanges that help it become more egalitarian.’35
Despite these similarities with the hupomnēmata, there are distinguishing features connected with correspondence that must be stressed. As Foucault explains, correspondence
should not be regarded simply as an extension of the practice of hupomnēmata. It is something more than a training of oneself by means of writing, through the advice and opinions one gives to the other: it also constitutes a certain way of manifesting oneself to oneself and to others. The letter makes the writer ‘present’ to the one to whom he addresses it. And present not simply through the information he gives concerning his life, his activities, his successes and failures, his good luck or misfortunes; rather, present with a kind of immediate, almost physical presence. […] To write is thus to ‘show oneself,’ to project oneself into view, to make one’s own face appear in the other’s presence. And by this it should be understood that the letter is both a gaze that one focuses on the addressee (through the missive he receives, he feels looked at) and a way of offering oneself to his gaze by what one tells him about oneself.36 
Correspondence, thus, speaks of a willingness to open oneself to another by ‘offering oneself to his gaze’ through the self-revelation of writing. Here writing is a sharing of one’s self with another mediated materially through markings on a page. However, as Foucault explains, the gaze is mutual, for the recipient likewise offers himself to be looked upon by revealing his sorrows, failings, and misfortunes. Thus, we have a reciprocal act of submitting to one another, coupled with a willingness to reveal one’s weaknesses to the other in order to discern what course of action one ought to take.

Foucault then goes on to stress that even though a kind of inner reflection occurs as the writer contemplates what he will write in order to best help his friend, this introspecting activity ‘is to be understood not so much as a decipherment of the self by the self as an opening one gives the other onto oneself.’37 As Foucault emphasizes later in this essay as well as in other writings, the picture of the soul burdened with tangled desires and shadowy thoughts which, in order to be truly understood must be verbalized to a spiritual director is a later Christian development. In the ancient practice of correspondence, as found in the written exchanges between Seneca and Lucilius or Marcus Aurelius and Fronto, we do have what Foucault calls ‘an account of one’s relation to oneself’; however, this early ‘narrative of the self’ did not consist of verbalizing the dark enigmatic secrets of one’s inner life with an other so that the other might offer an clarifying interpretation.38 Rather, what we find are discussions of bodily sensations such as fevers, sore throats, and other physical ailments and advice on how best to deal with such maladies. One might also share how a prolonged illness affected one’s soul, producing a form of melancholy or malaise. Another common feature of the letters, which was also a way of revealing oneself to the other, was to recount one’s daily routine. Here the point is not to highlight a spectacular event, but rather to give an account of oneself in mundane activities as a way to live in full view of the other having nothing to hide.39 
Related to this practice of renarrating one’s daily routine via correspondence is the practice of a mental review and evaluation of one’s day prior to sending the letter. This type of mental review was, according to Foucault, common among Pythagoreans, Epicureans, and Stoics and involved recollecting, for example, how one interacted with another harshly or how one failed to give the appropriate advice in a certain situation. Through regularly engaging in mental examination of this sort, the examiner constitutes himself as a self-inspector who must apply rules and principles correctly in order to act rationally in various circumstances.40 
In his essay, ‘About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self,’ Foucault clarifies how ancients like Seneca thought about their daily actions. That is, actions such as those just mentioned—speaking a harsh word—were not grand moral failings but rather mistakes. As Foucault explains, these incorrect actions are mistakes because either the person acting failed to present to himself the proper aims or ‘because he had not applied in the correct manner the rules of conduct to be deduced from them. The faults are mistakes in that sense that they are bad adjustments between aims and means.’41 Rather than serious moral failures the incorrect actions are more akin to missteps in calculations. Thus, in reflecting on these past errors, one does not dwell regretfully on the ethical character of the act—Seneca is not punishing himself by recalling his past actions.42 One’s purpose, instead, is to recollect the acts in order to fix more firmly in one’s mind the appropriate rules that should have been applied in those particular instances and circumstances. 

Here we encounter a significant difference between ancient Greco-Roman and Christian ascetical practices. ‘In the Christian confession the penitent has to memorize the law in order to discover his own sins, but in this Stoic exercise the sage has to memorize acts in order to reactivate the fundamental rules.’43 In other words, the goal of this mnemonic activity for the Stoic is not to discover a truth lodged deeply in the self; it is rather to remember a truth, principle, or rule of conduct that has been forgotten. The subject is not trying to find his lost self, ‘his nature, or his supernatural origin,’ rather he seeks to discover how he should have acted given a certain rule.44 In sum, ‘the subject constitutes the intersection between acts that have to be regulated and rules for what ought to be done.’45 
Returning to Foucault’s analysis in his essay, ‘Self-Writing,’ he highlights additional differences between ancient technologies of the self and later Christian confessional technologies:
Nothing indicates that this ‘review of the day’ took the form of a written text. It seems therefore that it was in the epistolary relation—and, consequently, in order to place oneself under the other’s gaze—that the examination of conscience was formulated as a written account of oneself: an account of everyday banality, an account of correct or incorrect actions, of the regimen observed, of the physical or mental exercises in which one engaged. 

Thus, the practice of letter writing, of correspondence is conjoined with self-examination ranging from recounting one’s daily routine to reflecting upon and discussing one’s bodily sensations and soul ailments. But one also finds in these exchanges descriptions of a self-examination that preceded the letter writing and the subsequent relaying of events to one’s correspondent. Foucault describes this prior self-evaluative activity, occurring just before one retires for the evening, as a reading of the day’s events inscribed on the ‘scroll’ of memory, ‘and it is this imaginary book of memory that is reproduced the next day in the letter addressed to the one who is both teacher and friend.’46 

This ancient self-examination is—and Foucault makes this point repeatedly and emphatically—very far from the later Christian self-analyses such as those recorded in Athanasius’ the Life of Saint Anthony. Foucault ends his essay with a concise summary contrasting these two subject-making technologies. With respect to the hupomnēmata, an individual constitutes himself

as a subject of rational action through the appropriation, the unification, and the subjectivation of a fragmentary and selected already-said; in the case of the monastic notation of spiritual experiences, it will be a matter of dislodging the most hidden impulses from the inner recesses of the soul, thus enabling oneself to break free of them. In the case of the epistolary account of oneself, it is a matter of bringing into congruence the gaze of the other and that gaze which one aims at oneself when one measures one’s everyday actions according to the rules of a technique of living.47 
Not only does this passage bring into focus some of the crucial differences between ancient and Christian ascetical practices, namely the soul decipherment entailed in the latter, it likewise provides a segue into the following section devoted to a more detailed analysis of Christian confessional practices.

III. Christian Confessional Technologies: The Self as Hermeneutical Reality to be Read and Renounced Continuously

As Foucault observes, both Greek and Christian ascetic practices are concerned with ‘care of the self,’ although the imperative ‘know thyself’ is more commonly associated with the moral teaching of Greek philosophy. Of course, for ancient Greek thinkers, as well as ancient and medieval Christians (not to mention many contemporary Christians), the call to ‘know thyself’ necessarily included care of the self, as the entirety of one’s life was in view. However, according to Foucault, whereas in the Greek tradition of Plato (and Aristotle) knowledge  and care of self was by and large tied to the polis and how one might be a better citizen for the good of the whole,48 in the Christian tradition knowledge of self turned inward and became increasingly more introspective. Speaking of this new Christian variation of ‘know thyself’ as expressed, for instance, in Gregory of Nyssa’s work, On Virginity, Foucault says, ‘Gregory did not mean the movement by which one takes care of oneself and the city; he meant the movement by which one renounces the world and marriage as well as detaches oneself from the flesh.’49 
Although exhibiting these as well as other differences, ancient Greek philosophy and the Christian ascetical tradition were both concerned with the care of self as an ongoing practice, as a way of life. However, on Foucault’s genealogical reading, the modern world by and large has not only lost this ancient sense of care of the self, but it has made self-knowledge with a particular modern shape its primary focus and with detrimental results. That is, the knowledge in view is compartmentalized and specialized; it does not refer to a way of life. For example, knowledge of oneself in the modern world might mean primarily understanding one’s sexuality or understanding one’s brain chemistry. Foucault has significantly more to say abut this modern transformation of knowledge vis-à-vis biopower; however, for my present purposes and in order to ‘stay on track,’ I simply point out that, on his interpretation, modernity ushers in an altogether different paradigm of self-knowledge—a paradigm in which living well has no inherent connection to knowledge of the self as a psychosomatic whole always and ever in relation with others.

In contrast, early and medieval Christian technologies of the self were, as Foucault explains, like the ancient Greco-Roman practices, concerned with the whole person—body and soul—and with one’s life in its entirety. After all, Christianity claimed to be not only a way of life for the intellectual socio-economic elite class, but it proclaimed itself as the way of true life for all; hence, salvation in Christ was a proclamation of good news to all willing to hear and embrace it. However, this salvation narrative also involves bad news. Because of our original ancestors’ disobedience, all subsequent human beings as well as the created order as a whole have been deeply marred by this original turn to self rather than to God. Contra Kant, the Christian narrative speaks of a self-incurred slavery through autonomy. 

In ‘Technologies of the Self,’ Foucault describes two discourses employed by early Christian communities to disclose or reveal the self: exomologēsis and exagoreusis.50 First, in exomologesis (‘recognition of fact’), a believer recognizes his or her condition as both a Christian and a sinner. In the latter expression—recognition as a sinner—exomologesis becomes increasingly connected with one’s status in the Church as a penitent, which involved various obligations, abstinences, self-punishment, and public ceremonial gestures such as prostration and wearing ashes as a sign of mourning one’s spiritual condition.51 Exomologesis was not, however, primarily a verbal activity; rather, it was a dramatic showing of one’s sinful being. As a willing act of public humility—an inversion of Adam and Eve’s hidden, autonomous, and prideful acts—penance has a purifying function, restoring one’s condition bestowed at baptism. Exomologesis was not, as Foucault stresses repeatedly, characterized by verbal confession of one’s inner secrets or desires. Rather, ‘[t]he greater part of the act of penitence was not in telling the truth of sin but in showing the true sinful being of the sinner; it was not a way for the sinner to explain his sins but a way to present himself as a sinner.’52 It was, as James Bernauer puts it, ‘Christianity’s ontological confession.’53
Paradoxically, the act of exomologesis via a dramatic showing of one’s sins both did away with particular sins and revealed the person as sinner. (A precursor of Luther’s simul iustus et peccator?). Christian theologians of the first centuries, as Foucault explains, made sense of this paradox by appealing to three models: the medical model where one must show his or her wounds to be healed, the ‘tribunal model of judgment’ where ‘one always appeases one’s judge by confessing faults,’ and lastly and most importantly, the ‘model of death, of torture, or of martyrdom.’54 The martyr who would rather endure excruciating torture culminating in death than compromise his or her faith is the paradigm informing the penitent rituals. 

For the relapsed to be reintegrated into the Church, he must expose himself voluntarily to ritual martyrdom. Penance is the affect of change, of rupture with the self, past, and world. It is a way to show that you are able to renounce life and self, to show that you can face and accept death. Penitence of sin does not have as its target the establishing of an identity but, instead, serves to mark the refusal of the self, the breaking away from self; ego non sum, ego. This formula is at the heart of publicatio sui. It represents a break with one’s past identity. These ostentatious gestures have the function of showing the truth of the state of being of the sinner. Self-revelation is at the same time self-destruction.55
Thus, the symbolic expressions, the exposé of oneself as sinner, as one who is not what or who he is reveals a fragmented, temporally dispersed self whose present has been deeply affected by the past (original sin and one’s own choices and actions) and whose future is at least potentially hopeful if he continues to live under the rubric of daily dying to the self, or as St. Paul puts it, if he continually presents himself to God as a living sacrifice (Rom 12:1). 

Although Foucault himself does not develop the following theme, a Christian reflecting on Foucault’s analyses and bringing them back into conversation with the tradition could highlight that Christian identity or subjectivity cannot be found in the self alone. This is the case not only as a result of the present sinful, disintegrated human condition, but because the Christian narrative proclaims humans to be image bearers of God. To be an image of something or someone suggests a something or someone at minimum in addition to or more strongly distinct from the image, which in this case is the self. Moreover, the word ‘image’ connotes some sort of genuine similitude between the two entities in view. Bringing these ideas together, we may say  that relational, dependent heteronomy, rather than atomistic, self-sufficient autonomy characterizes Christian identity. 

With the Incarnation of the Word in the person of Jesus Christ, humanity is given a dramatic presentation, an exposé of what it is to be the imago Dei perfectly, for in Him image and likeness coincide. Moreover, the Christian’s identity is no longer characterized as Adamic or “in Adam” but as Christotelic or in Christo. Although not at present fully what they will be, Christians have a positive telos for which to aim. Through divine assistance, obedience, spiritual disciplines both private and communal (sacraments), and a continual renunciation not of self per se, as Foucault at times seems to suggest, but of self-sufficiency and God-annulling autonomy, the Christian puts to death the Adamic-Evean old self as symbolized in baptism and strives to live ever more fully his or her “in Christ” identity. Given our present dislocated, disintegrated condition and our finitude—a finitude which is not eradicated in the final state—conformity to the image of Christ is an ongoing, unending process. Bernauer sums up this idea nicely—’[a]ll truth about the self is tied to the sacrifice of that same self, and the Christian experience of subjectivity declares itself most clearly in the sounds of a rupture with oneself,’56 in the affirmation I am not myself solely; I am myself when I live in conformity with the person of Christ, the ‘image [eikōn] of the invisible God’57 who has interpreted [exēgēsato] God to us.58 
Having discussed the first discourse of self-disclosure associated with early Christian practices, let us turn now to Foucault’s analyses of the second discourse, exagoreusis, which becomes prominent in the fourth and fifth centuries. In contrast with exomologesis, exagoreusis is verbal through and through; it is ‘an analytical and continual verbalization of thoughts carried on in the relation of complete obedience to someone else.’59 Although similar to Greco-Roman master/disciple relationships, several significant points of difference characterize the bond between spiritual director and monk. In contrast with the disciple’s partial and temporary relation to his master, the obedience required of the monk is total and permanent, entailing submission to the director’s will in all areas of life. Moreover, because undeviating contemplation of God is the goal of monastic life, one must scrutinize one’s thoughts to the utmost detail. Whereas Seneca and other Stoics focused their self-examinations on actions—that is, on conforming particular actions to various rules and principles—the Christian tradition as epitomized by John Cassian (ca. 359–435 A.D.) was concerned with deciphering one’s thoughts and desires to see whether they were pure and thus facilitated a more intimate union with God. 

With this systematic, ongoing, methodological attempt to discriminate between pure and impure thoughts and desires, ‘the Christian hermeneutics of the self’ comes to full fruition. ‘It implies that there is something hidden in ourselves and that we are always in a self-illusion that hides the secret.’60 Because this discriminatory activity is perpetual, coupled with the fact that the present human (postlapsarian) condition is characterized by a proclivity to self-deception and rationalizations, the monk needs the help of one wiser and more experienced; one who has himself lived a life of obedient submission to Christ. Thus, to test whether his thoughts and desires promote goodness and deeper intimacy with and knowledge of God, the monk must verbalize his thoughts to his spiritual director—to bring them out of the darkness and into the light. ‘In Cassian, self-examination is subordinated to obedience and the permanent verbalization of thoughts.’61 Here the Christian subjectivity becomes in Bernauer’s words, ‘an obscure text demanding permanent interpretation through ever more sophisticated practices of attentiveness, decipherment, and verbalization.’62 With the Christian confessional variant of self-technologies, a hermeneutical relation is established between the self and itself and between the self and one’s director.63 If exomologesis represents the ontological pole of Christian technologies of the self, exagoreusis is, again borrowing a phrase from Bernauer, ‘Christianity’s epistemological confession.’64 
Before highlighting an important commonality undergirding both exomologesis and exagoreusis, I want to make a few critical comments with respect to Foucault’s sources and in places one-sided emphases. As Halvor Moxnes and others have observed, Foucault’s descriptions of Christian confessional technologies are selective and seem at times overly dependent upon Cassian and later confessional developments. Although Foucault’s analyses of Cassian are illuminating and point to genuine differences between Greco-Roman and later Christian practices, one should take care not to view Christian asceticism and spiritual disciplines as a whole through this Cassian-focused grid. To illustrate, in John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), we have writings exhibiting strong similarities with the correspondence practices Foucault unearths. In his homily on Col 3:16–17, Chrysostom exhorts fellow believers—very much in line with correspondence practices and the corporate aims of St. Paul’s epistles—to holy living through spiritual disciplinary practices (here, studying and assimilating Scripture) in conjunction with divine grace. Commenting on Col 3:16–17, Chrysostom in his ninth homily says, 

[t]arry not, I entreat, for another to teach thee; thou hast the oracles of God. No man teacheth thee as they; for he indeed oft grudgeth much for vainglory’s sake and envy. Hearken, I entreat you, all ye that are careful for this life, and procure books that will be medicines for the soul. If ye will not any other, yet get you at least the New Testament, the Apostolic Epistles, the Acts, the Gospels, for your constant teachers. If grief befall thee, dive into them as into a chest of medicines; take thence comfort of thy trouble, be it loss, or death, or bereavement of relations; or rather dive not into them merely, but take them wholly to thee; keep them in thy mind. This is the cause of all evils, the not knowing the Scriptures. We go into battle without arms, and how ought we to come off safe?65 
Here Chrysostom encourages fellow Christians to take Scripture (the ‘already-said’) deep into their souls so that in whatever situation they may find themselves, they will be able to apply creatively and rightly God’s wisdom. Excluding the need for and cooperation with divine grace, Chrysostom’s correspondence with fellow believers (like St. Paul’s) shares much in common with Stoic practices. Having mentioned these critical caveats, let us return to Foucault’s discussion of exomologesis and exagoreusis.
Despite the differences between exomologesis and exagoreusis, one common element binds the two: self-renunciation. For Christian technologies of the self—whether through a dramatic ritual showing of one’s condition as sinner or through verbalizing continually one’s inner thoughts and desires to a spiritual adviser—self-disclosure requires self-renunciation.66 On Foucault’s reading, throughout the seventeenth century both exomologesis and exagoreusis remain closely tied to self-renunciation. However, beginning in the eighteenth century and continuing to this day, the practice of verbalization comes to predominate, while self-denial as expressed in Christian ascetical practices falls to the wayside. From the 1700s onward ‘the techniques of verbalization have been reinserted in a different context by the so-called human sciences in order to use them without renunciation of the self but to constitute, positively, a new self.’67 
Rather than move into a discussion of how—following the translation of Christian confessional technologies into a secular key—Foucault sees pastoral power turned biopower permeating the body politic via psychiatry, schools, prisons, and medical practices, I shall close with a suggestion as to how Christians might profit from modernity’s mistaken move to create a positive, transparent, curable self by appropriating some of Foucault’s genealogical and archaeological treasures.  As we have seen, Foucault values self-transformation, the ability to imagine and be otherwise than one is. Likewise, Foucault’s thematization of the contingent character of our constructed subjectivities, opens up a space for genuine hope—that is hope giving birth to transformation, movement, alternation, and emancipatory possibilities for those who find themselves confronting or confronted by oppressions of various sorts. In light of the Christian tradition’s emphasis on humans as social beings created in the image of God to live in intimate union with him and as well as with other humans and yet constantly damaging those relations due to our self-incurred immaturity, Foucault’s account of transformative and emancipatory potentialities and the hope of being otherwise than what we are presently is extremely consonant with the Christian narrative and thus offers itself as a valuable resource for the  Christian community. Of course the Christian narrative will want to say more. In particular, it will stress our need for divine grace in light of our present disordered human condition.  Even so, Christianity has for centuries argued for a contingent, freely-created universe over against all forms of Greek necessitarian accounts in which God or the gods create out of lack or compulsion.  Given the utter contingency of the created realm—which includes human beings—Christians can and should embrace wholeheartedly the notion of transformable subjectivities. In this sense, Foucault has helped us translate and make intelligible in our postmodern milieu St. Paul’s prayer for ongoing self-denial and renunciation of self-sufficiency, individualism, and autonomy and our ever-increasing transformation into what we are not but will be, namely, the image and likeness of Christ. 
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