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It has been criticized that Foucault did not explain resistance and that his subject is
imprisoned within itself and subjugated by language. The present research
understands Foucault’s subject, in most of his works, not as a subject but as a
subjugated-subject; however, it claims that he also spoke of a subject that has
existential aspects—this subject is no longer subjugated, and without this subject,
Foucault’s intellectual framework remains incomplete. The idea of resistance is
always present throughout the expanse of his works, and this concept has an
ontological correspondence with the concept of the subject. In reality, Foucault
speaks of two subjects: first, a subjugated subject that emerges within discourse and
the practices of power and self-techniques. This subject bears a clear resemblance to
the subjects of Lacan and Althusser. Second, a subject capable of re-creation and
self-creation, which can disrupt the knowledge-power game and create, not discover,
a new identity. This subject is close to Nietzsche’s envisioned Ubermensch. The
present study will first provide a brief overview of Foucault’s archacological-
genealogical thought and its emancipatory aspects, then address the issue of the
subject. The main emphasis is on Foucault’s second subject, which, despite its
considerable importance, has received less attention due to the dense discourses
surrounding the first subject.
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Extended Abstract

Michel Foucault is often criticized for the fact that despite the frequent recurrence of
the concept of “resistance” in his works, he never adequately elucidates it. This is
particularly notable because the subject Foucault describes is one imprisoned within
itself and subjugated by language. The domination of language, discourse, and power
relations leaves no room for the “self” to emerge, except for a self that is entirely
determined from the outside. Through discourses, power mechanisms, and the actions
the self performs upon itself, the individual is led to the very position demanded of
them. While the subject actively participates in the process of self-fashioning through
practices such as asceticism or confession, these actions are not aimed at creative re-
invention. Instead, the goal is for the individual to reach a state of “perfection”—
already latent within them—that conforms to external demands, such as those of the
modern state, religion, culture, or specialized systems of knowledge. Consequently, the
notion of a “resisting subject” becomes an impossibility. In reality, the concept of
resistance depends entirely on a subject capable of rearranging themselves not along the
path requested of them, but along a path they define for themselves. Such a subject
must not only be able to disrupt power mechanisms but also transcend discursive
formations—a feat beyond the capacity of a subject imprisoned within the self and
language.

Many believe that in his final works, where the discussion of “technologies of the
self” is frequent, Foucault allowed for a form of liberation for the subject. This
liberation stems from these very technologies, where the individual introduces
transformations within their own trajectory. Foucault begins this inquiry in Ancient
Greece, follows the formulated beliefs and practices under Christianity, and finally
addresses the modern world. Despite such interpretations of liberation, the present
writing aligns with Foucault’s major commentators who argue that technologies of the
self do not free the subject from discursive constraints and relations of dominance;
rather, they consolidate those mechanisms. In the process of technologies of the self,
the individual, by renouncing their own freedom, becomes an accomplice to the Greek
mentor, the Christian priest, the psychoanalyst, and the modern state.

Foucault’s subject resembles the subjects of Lacan and Althusser—subjects
dissolved in language and ideology. Foucault’s subject is captive within epistemes* and
systems with no way out; these systems, especially in their modern mechanisms, operate
in a way that colonizes the subject's mind. However, in the final years of his intellectual
life, Foucault discovered a more authentic form of subjectivity. He sought this mode in
Western history and found a form of liberation and a “saying no” to the world in the
lifestyle of the *Cynics*. This “no” offered them a different identity—one outside the
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identity arranged for them by discourse. They produced themselves, and it was not the
surrounding linguistic and social world that shaped them. One of the central concepts
of Foucault’s thought is “truth,” which he pursues not as absolute truth but as “games
of truth”—the way discourses present their propositions as truth. But in the Cynic way
of life, Foucault saw a different kind of truth; they did not locate truth in their speech,
but rather defined it through their “mode of being.” This is a pivotal moment in
Foucault’s thought, where truth exits the realm of utterance and resides in the “way of
being.” They presented their truth in the most naked and “scandalous” (shameful) form
possible. Indeed, their mode of being was hazardous to themselves and reproachful
toward culture, society, and especially power. Their life was “scandalous” in the sense
that it inverted all the respected and affirmed rules of the established culture. It is
important to note that Foucault does not speak of a “mode of being” only regarding
the Cynics; he uses the same term when discussing disciplinary procedures in prisons,
asylums, and religious asceticism. In all these procedures, the issue is the mode of being,
but as mentioned, the goal there is to realize the individual's potentials under the
supervision of established power systems within the accepted frameworks of language.
However, in the Cynic “mode of being” and its connection to truth, the issue is a form
of resistance against power, through which a subject is created—created by their own
hand.

Foucault never finds such a truth again after the Cynics until he reaches *Modern
Art. He considers modern art the heir to Cynicism—an entity that presents itself in its
nakedness and scandal. Modern art also takes risks and brings reproach upon the
cultural world. With its emphasis on its own materiality, modern art distances itself from
Plato and his notions of essences and perceptible. Its primary function is no longer the
representation of the external world; modern art knows its own boundaries and limits
and stands right there. Its goal, instead of representing things, is to complicate and
problematize identities. These qualities are more related to the “form” of this art than
its content. Undoubtedly, Foucault’s favorite medium in art is painting, noting that
painting reduces itself to its primary material elements: line and color. Here, modern art
also presents itself in its nakedness.

In any case, this perception of truth leads Foucault to a “second subject” who is no
longer trapped in language. Foucault explicitly speaks of a subject who resists the world
and manifests their own unique existential dignity. Through this portal, Foucault’s
subject approaches Nietzsche’s “Ubermensch”—a subject who, indifferent to the
hierarchies of discourse and power relations, achieves a “game of freedom.” This is a
subject who can realize themselves anew and outside those hierarchies. Thus, Foucault's
idea of resistance becomes meaningful. While Foucault spoke extensively of resistance
without ever adequately explaining it—and while resistance is impossible in his initial
depiction of the subject—he eventually finds a way out. Foucault often defines the



Shenakht, University of shahid Beheshti, Volume 19, 2026. pp. 49-71 52

subject within the discursive system as a self-imprisoned entity, similar to the subjects
of Lacan and Althusser. However, to make his concepts like “resistance” possible and
to save the subject from language, he necessitates another subject. He finds this subject
in the life of the Cynics and in Modern Art. This subject is made possible not through
the theoretical system of post-structuralism, but through existentialism, and in this
regard, Michel Foucault is profoundly indebted to Nietzsche.
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