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Parrésia and the Construction of the Ideal Self—
An Interpretation of Foucault’s Late Thoughts on the
Subject in the View of Existential Semiotics

Yan Xiaofang

Abstract:In the “shadow of death”, Foucault’s final lectures showed a deep
affection and admiration for life when compared with the coldly rational
critique of the subject that characterised his earlier work. In these
lectures, life and the self were the issues of greatest concern to Foucault,
rather than power. Looking back upon his whole life, Foucault wanted to
find out how early Europeans lived. Returning to Socrates, he recovered

Cynicism, which had almost disappeared from the history of European
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thought, and found that it resonated with his own life. Starting with
Parrésiazesthai , he put forward the ethical dimension of “truth-telling ”.
From there, Foucault dug into Europe’s buried tradition of practical
philosophy, and claimed that it revealed an aesthetics of life that
contributed new meaning to the construction of an “ideal self” and left
the world an extremely precious set of beliefs and hopes for life that go
beyond the heritage of thought.
Keywords: Parrésiazesthai , Foucault, aesthetics of life, ideal self
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