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Truth Telling 
in Michel Foucault
The Courage of the Truth & Fearless 

Speech



Alethia and Parrhesia
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Outline: First Hour, Feb 1
Epistemological structures and Alethurgic forms 

Genealogy of the study of parrhesia: practices of truth-
telling about oneself 

The mastery of existence through care of the self 

Its main defining feature: Parrhesia 

Reminder of the political origin of the notion. 

Double value of parrhesia 

Structural features: truth, commitment, and risk 

The parrhesiastic pact (entanglement) 

Parrhesia vs. rhetoric 

Parrhesia as a specific modality of truth-telling 

Differential study of two other kinds of truth-telling in 
ancient culture: prophecy and wisdom 

Heraclitus and Socrates
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Epistemological structures 
and Alethurgic forms

2 Parrhesia (παρρησια) is a mode of truth-telling 

I introduce these themes from Foucault 
because of a probable easy recognition of the 
Christian ethos of truth telling and because 
of Evangel’s motto: TRUTH 

Epistemology: definition 

2 Analyzing the discourses of truth-telling 
would be an epistemology. (he does some of 
this in the book “Fearless Speech”) 

3 Rather, Foucault wishes to analyze the “act by 
which truth is manifested.”

page number in The Courage of Truth
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Epistemological structures 
and Alethurgic forms

Alethurgic act: the act by which truth is 
manifested. 

from alethia (αλεθια): the river lethe in the 
underworld is the river of forgetfulness. 

alethia is then, un-forgetting or revealing. 

Platonic epistemology…
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Genealogy of the study of parrhesia: 
practices of truth-telling about oneself

The relations between the subject and truth are 
important. 

How does one tell the truth about oneself. 

In Greco-Roman society there are many examples 
of this… 

4 The examination of conscience in 
Pythagoreans, Stoics, Seneca, Marcus 
Aurelius, and spiritual guidance in writings to 
each other, etc.
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The mastery of existence in 
the domain of care of the self

4 Care of the self (epimeleia heautou) is the 
general principle under which the knowledge of 
the self (gnothi seauton) has application. 

Socrates and the oracle at Delphi. 

To care for oneself, one must know oneself.
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Its main defining feature: 
Parrhesia

5 The practice of the confession is already in 
place long before Christianity. 

Telling the truth about oneself required a 
listener. 

In Christian culture telling the truth about 
oneself is institutionalized. 

6 The qualification of the listener in ancient 
Greco-Roman cultures of the self, is that one 
speak freely, with parrhesia. 

The listener trains the one who confesses to 
speak with parrhesia.
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Its main defining feature: 
Parrhesia

7 There are many instances where parrhesia is 
the central topic:  

Plutarch: “How to Distinguish the Flatterer 
from a Friend.” 

Galen: the one qualified to be a parrhesiastes 
is capable of listening and moving the 
confessee toward free-speaking in themselves. 

One must be a free speaker to listen, to judge 
and require free speech in the speaker.
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Its main defining feature: 
Parrhesia

One form of parrhesia: “I Think You’re Fat” 

Radical honesty: what it costs, how liberating it 
is. (language warning) 

http://www.esquire.com/features/honesty0707 
(pay wall) 

or http://radicalhonesty.com
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Reminder of the political 
origin of the notion

Parrhesia is not fundamentally a spiritual 
notion, but a political one. 

Statement of purpose: 

8 “Connecting together modes of veridiction, 
techniques of governmentality, and practices 
of the self is basically what I have always 
been trying to do.” 

Veridiction: True speech (break the word down 
to its parts: veri: truth; diction: speech.) 

You already know how to read these things.
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Reminder of the political 
origin of the notion

Foucault is trying to connect true speech with 
practices of government and techniques of self 
development.
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Double value of parrhesia

9-10 The first value is the one who tells all the 
truth. 

Paul said that he was sharing the whole 
counsel of God. 

The second, negative, value is that of speaking 
all that is on one’s mind, (which, according to 
proverbs, is what a fool does.) 

This is also the beginning of the radical 
honesty effort.
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Structural features: truth, 
commitment, and risk

The parrhesiastes (truth speaker) must be a 
person whose words agree with his life. 

This is not the truth of a grammarian, but of one 
who lives a commitment to the truth they speak.  

That truth may be in conflict with the interest 
of the person spoken to, there is therefore, some 
risk in speaking. 

Whistleblower… 

Plato with Dionysius… 
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The parrhesiastic pact

12 Foucault speaks of a parrhesiastic game. 

The rules consist of: 

the plea by the parrhesiastes not to be held 
accountable by the interlocutor, and 

the agreement by the interlocutor not to 
punish the parrhesiastes for speaking the 
truth. 

The Court Jester of Medieval Europe, an 
example of a parrhesiastes.
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Parrhesia vs. rhetoric

I will speak of two senses of rhetoric, ancient, 
and modern (not Aristotelian). 

Rhetoric in the ancient world implies the 
ability to convince anyone of anything 
irrespective of its truth. (Plato Phaedrus) 

The Sophists, like Protagoras, were teachers 
who instructed their pupils to win an 
argument at any cost. (Plato’s Republic) 

14 “A rhetorician is […] an effective liar who 
constrains others.”
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Parrhesia vs. rhetoric

Modern rhetoric takes the sense of being a 
parrhesiastes into account by means of: 

Ethos: The agreement of one’s life with one’s 
speech, a courageous character, speaking the 
truth, knowing the risk. 

Pathos: The ability to make common cause with 
the listener, also empathetic. 

Logos: The truth, however constituted, as part 
of a relationship with the listener. 

14 Parrhesia is a “way of being which is akin to a 
virtue, a mode of action.” (derived from 
Aristotle)
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Parrhesia as a specific 
modality of truth-telling

14 “Parrhesia should be regarded as a modality 
of truth-telling, rather than [as a] technique 
[like] rhetoric.”
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Differential study of two other kinds of 
truth-telling in ancient culture: prophecy 
and wisdom

15 Prophets do not speak in their own name like a 
parrhesiastes does. 

They speak in the name of another, say, God. 

The posture, therefore, of a prophet is one of 
mediation between the people and God. 

Prophecy then, does not give a “univocal and 
clear prescription. It does not bluntly speak the 
pure, transparent truth.” (Is this true?) 

It is true that the prophet is different from the 
parrhesiastes in that he does not speak for 
himself.
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Differential study of two other kinds of 
truth-telling in ancient culture: prophecy 
and wisdom

16 The parrhesiastes does not foretell the 
future like the prophet does. 

~But doesn’t the prophet also speak what is 
true? 

There is a question of multiple roles and how 
one fulfills them. 

Can a prophet also be a parrhesiastes? 

The parrhesiastes does not speak in riddles like 
the prophet does. 

~But does the prophet always speak in riddles? 

Still, try to distinguish the roles of prophet 
and parrhesiastes.
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Differential study of two other kinds of 
truth-telling in ancient culture: prophecy 
and wisdom

Wise persons, or sages, withhold, or restrain 
themselves. 

They do not engage the issue with the powers 
that be. 

They stand aloof, and only offer advice when 
queried. 

Like the parrhesiastes, the sage speaks in their 
own name, but makes no move to speak unasked 
for, and often speaks in riddles. 

The sage speaks in general principles. 

Kongzi, mozi, Ptah-Hotep, Solomon…
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Heraclitus and Socrates

17 Heraclitus is Foucault’s example of a sage. 

He retreats to riddles instead of speaking 
fearlessly with courage. 

“One can’t step into the same river twice.” 

18 Socrates, on the other hand speaks with 
plainness that people should take on the burden 
of caring for themselves, and not be overtaken 
by evil. (Plato’s Apology) 

Socrates dies at the hands of those he has 
offended by saying this.
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The four modalities

19 “The third modality of truth-telling […] 
contrasted with the parrhesiast’s truth-
telling is that of the professor, the 
technician, [the teacher]” 

The four modalities of veridiction: 

The parrhesiastes 

The prophet 

The sage 

the professor
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Review of terms…

Parrhesia 

Veridiction 

Alethia <—> Truth 

Care of the self :: Knowledge of the self 

Parrhesiastic game 

Rhetoric: ancient and modern 

other Modes of veridiction: prophet, sage, 
teacher 

Relation between oneself and one’s speech: 
integrity

25


