
 
 

PHIL 4050/5050 (and x-lists), Fall 2013: 

FOUCAULT 
 

From the early 1960s until his death in 1984, Michel 

Foucault was one of the most innovative and influential 

figures in French philosophy.  Known most fundamentally 

for the thesis that our most basic categories of thought are 

inescapably the products of their social and institutional 

environments, Foucault wrote about such topics as the 

emergence of a clinical understanding of insanity, the change 

in punishment theory from the dungeon to intensive 

surveillance; the emergence of power as a force for fostering 

life and managing populations; the emergence of “sexuality” 

as a marker of identity; and the transformation of economic 

thought from classical, laissez faire liberalism to the 

intensely interventionist theory of today’s neoliberalism.  

Not surprisingly, given the range of his thought, Foucault’s 

influence today extends into such diverse fields as 

philosophy, sociology, criminal justice, literary theory, and 

queer and feminist theory.  In this course, we will read a 

number of Foucault’s most important works, with attention 

both to the questions they enable us to ask and to prominent 

criticisms of his work. 
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