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Abstract

his paper consists of three parts. The first part is an experimental approach

to “homosexual ascesis”, the second part retraces the shaping of Foucault’s
notion of ascesis(ascése) by focusing on the relation between arts of existence
(techne tou biou) and hermeneutics of the subject, the third part deals with
Foucault’s interpretation of Cynicism and the idea of radical philosophical life.

In the first place, I want to clarify the theoretical background of Foucault’s

his claim for “homosexual ascesis” and his understanding of certain sexual
practices like S/M as creation of new pleasure, eroticization of power or as a
game in which strategic relations are transformed into a source of pleasure. This
perspective serves as entrance into Foucault’s reflections on the subject of desire
and the hermeneutics of the subject which have gradually lead him to turn away
from a Christian notion of “ascesis” as repression of desire or renunciation of
the self and towards the elaboration of its contemporary significance. I try to
show that the understanding of ascetic practices within Christianity as “counter-
conduct” has been crucial for the move from the analysis of power to the arts of
existence and philosophical life. Main reference of the third part are Foucault’s
lectures at the Collége de France on The Courage of Truth(1984) in which he
explores philosophical life in Cynicism and what he calls Cynic ascesis. His
understanding of Cynic ascesis as a radical and critical form of philosophical life
makes it, finally, possible to understand the correspondence between Foucault’s
historical research into Greco-Roman philosophy and his quest for alternative
practices of the self. In his discussion of Cynicism Foucault relates critique and
ascesis in an innovative way which convincingly breaks with spiritual cultivation
and the metaphysics of the soul.

Keywords: Michel Foucault, subjectivity, arts of existence, askesis,
Cynicism
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