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Michel Foucault Study Guide
Power, knowledge, discourse, discipline, biopower and the self

Use this guide to: get the big picture fast, learn the key terms with everyday examples, choose what to read first,
and test yourself. Full articles are at agnostickind.github.io/philosophy-website/michel-foucault.html.

1. Foucault at a glance
Fact Detail

Full name Paul-Michel Foucault

Born / died 15 October 1926, Poitiers, France / 25 June 1984, Paris

Training École Normale Supérieure (entered 1946); agrégation in philosophy (1951)

Main post Chair in the History of Systems of Thought, Collège de France (1970 until his death)

Methods Archaeology (rules of knowledge in an era) and genealogy (how present practices came to be)

Best known for Power/knowledge, discourse, disciplinary power, the Panopticon, biopower, governmentality

Start reading with Discipline and Punish (1975) or The History of Sexuality, Vol. I (1976)

2. The big idea in 60 words
Modern power does not work only by forbidding and punishing from above. It also works by producing
knowledge about people (records, exams, diagnoses, statistics) and by setting norms people then apply to
themselves. Knowledge and power therefore support each other. Foucault asks how categories that seem natural,
such as normal, sane or criminal, were historically made.

3. Three phases of his work
Scholars often divide his career into three overlapping phases. This is a helpful simplification, not a strict rule.

Phase Core question Key works Key concepts

Archaeology
(1960s)

What unwritten rules decide
which statements count as
knowledge in a given era?

Madness and Civilization; The Birth of
the Clinic; The Order of Things; The
Archaeology of Knowledge

Discourse, episteme,
discursive formation

Genealogy and
power
(1970s)

How did present institutions and
practices come to exist, and how
does power operate through
them?

Discipline and Punish; The History of
Sexuality, Vol. I; lectures Society Must Be
Defended and Security, Territory,
Population

Power/knowledge, discipline,
normalization, biopower,
governmentality

Ethics and the
self
(c. 1980-1984)

How do people form themselves
as ethical subjects?

The Use of Pleasure; The Care of the
Self; lectures The Hermeneutics of the
Subject, The Courage of Truth

Technologies of the self, care
of the self, parrhesia
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4. Key terms with everyday examples
Term Plain-English meaning Everyday example

Discourse A system of statements, rules and practices that
makes a topic thinkable and speakable, and decides
who may speak with authority.

How medicine, law and media each talk about
"mental illness" and so shape how people are
treated.

Episteme The underlying framework of an era that sets the
conditions for what counts as knowledge (used
mainly in The Order of Things).

An age that classifies living things by visible
resemblance versus one that explains them by
internal biological function.

Archaeology Analysing the rules that organise a body of
knowledge in a period, without treating history as
steady progress.

Asking why a medical category could exist in 1850
but not in 1650.

Genealogy Tracing how a practice or institution arose from
contingent struggles and accidents, not from a plan or
necessity.

Why do schools use bells, grades and timetables?
Trace their history.

Power/knowledge Power produces knowledge and knowledge enables
power; the two are intertwined.

Medical records let hospitals classify patients and
also decide how to treat them.

Disciplinary power Power that shapes individuals through routine,
observation, examination and training.

School timetables, exams, barracks drills,
workplace performance reviews.

Panopticon Bentham's prison design, used by Foucault as a
model of power through possible observation.

Knowing CCTV or monitoring software might be
watching changes how you act.

Normalization Judging people against a norm or average rather than
just against explicit rules.

Growth charts, grading curves, performance
benchmarks.

Biopower Power aimed at managing life: bodies, health, birth
and death rates, populations.

Censuses, public-health campaigns, vaccination
records.

Biopolitics The political strategies and knowledge used to
manage populations as biological groups.

Policies on birth rates, sanitation, epidemics.

Governmentality The rationalities and techniques by which conduct is
guided, by states and in other settings.

Tax incentives or default options that steer choices
without direct commands.

Subjectification The processes through which people become
particular kinds of subjects.

Coming to see yourself through a diagnosis, a test
score or a category.

Technologies of the
self

Practices by which people work on themselves to
change how they live.

Journaling, meditation, examining one's conscience.

Parrhesia Frank, risky truth-telling (a theme of his last
lectures).

Criticizing a superior despite the personal cost.
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5. The Panopticon in one picture
Jeremy Bentham proposed the Panopticon in 1791: a ring of cells around a central tower. Prisoners can be seen at
all times but never know whether the guard is looking. In Discipline and Punish (1975), Foucault uses it as a
model of disciplinary power that works through visibility and uncertainty, and that can appear in schools,
hospitals, factories and barracks, not only prisons. The book opens by contrasting the 1757 public execution of
Damiens with a prison timetable from the 1830s, to show a shift from spectacular punishment to routine
discipline.

Tower

Watch tower
Observer is hidden from the inmates.

Cells in a ring
Each prisoner is alone and visible.

Backlit windows
Light makes prisoners show as silhouettes.

Dashed lines
Lines of sight, running one way only.

Being seen, never seeing:
uncertainty makes people
police their own behavior.



Michel Foucault Study Guide  |  The Great Library of Philosophy  |  agnostickind.github.io/philosophy-website Page 4

6. Timeline
Year Event

1926 Born in Poitiers, France

1946 Enters the École Normale Supérieure

1951 Passes the agrégation in philosophy

1961 History of Madness (abridged in English as Madness and Civilization)

1963 The Birth of the Clinic

1966 The Order of Things

1969 The Archaeology of Knowledge

1970 Takes the chair at the Collège de France

1975 Discipline and Punish

1976 The History of Sexuality, Vol. I: The Will to Knowledge

1977-78 Lectures: Security, Territory, Population

1984 The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self published; dies 25 June

2018 Confessions of the Flesh published posthumously

7. Where to start reading
Order Book Why read it Difficulty

1 Discipline and Punish His clearest account of disciplinary power and the
Panopticon.

Moderate

2 The History of Sexuality, Vol. I Short; introduces the repressive hypothesis and biopower. Moderate

3 Madness and Civilization His early historical critique of psychiatry and confinement. Moderate

4 The Order of Things Episteme and the human sciences; dense and ambitious. Hard

5 The Archaeology of Knowledge His most explicit statement of method. Hard

6 Collège de France lectures Governmentality and biopolitics in a more spoken style. Moderate

7 The Use of Pleasure; The Care of the
Self

Ancient ethics and self-formation. Moderate

8. Common misconceptions
• "Foucault said truth does not exist." He studied how truth claims are produced and authorized in practice.

He did not simply deny truth.

• "Power only means oppression." He stressed that power is also productive: it produces knowledge,
categories and ways of being a person.

• "The Panopticon is about cameras." It is a model of visibility and self-regulation. Modern monitoring can
be analysed with it, but the concept is broader.
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• "He was a postmodernist or structuralist." Others used these labels, but he rejected them.

• "There is no resistance." Where there are power relations, he argued, resistance is always possible.

9. Main criticisms
Critics such as Jürgen Habermas and Nancy Fraser argue that his account of power leaves unclear what standards
justify criticizing domination. Some historians dispute his use of evidence on madness, punishment and sexuality.
Defenders reply that his aim was to question the historical conditions of truth and freedom, not to abolish them.

10. Test yourself
• In your own words, what is power/knowledge? Give one example.

• How does Foucault's view of power differ from the idea that power is something rulers possess?

• Explain why the Panopticon works even if nobody is watching.

• Compare archaeology and genealogy as methods.

• What is the difference between disciplinary power and biopower?

• What is the repressive hypothesis, and why does Foucault challenge it?

• Why might a student of Foucault be cautious about calling him a postmodernist?

• Choose one modern institution and analyse it with a Foucauldian concept.

Answer hints
1. Knowledge and power reinforce each other; e.g., medical records classify patients and guide treatment. 2.
Power is relational and exercised through practices and institutions, not only held by rulers. 3. Possible
observation makes people regulate themselves. 4. Archaeology analyses the rules of knowledge in an era;
genealogy traces the contingent history and power relations behind practices. 5. Discipline targets individual
bodies; biopower targets populations and life processes. 6. The view that modern society simply silenced sex; he
argues society produced more discourse about it. 7. He rejected the label and his work develops specific historical
analyses. 8. Answers vary; ground them in examination, norms, records or population management.

Sources and further reading
• Foucault, M. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975; Vintage, trans. Alan Sheridan).

• Foucault, M. The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: The Will to Knowledge (1976).

• Foucault, M. Collège de France lecture courses, including Security, Territory, Population (1977-78).

• Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Michel Foucault": plato.stanford.edu/entries/foucault/

• Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, "Michel Foucault": iep.utm.edu/foucault/

Cite this guide: The Great Library of Philosophy. "Michel Foucault Study Guide." agnostickind.github.io/philosophy-website/. Updated
October 1, 2026. Free for personal and classroom use with attribution. Educational summary; consult the primary texts for full
arguments.


