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In 1983, Michel Foucault was immersed
in the life of Saint Anthony, the early
Christian desert hermit whose regimen

of rigorous self-denial had so mov^ the
youthful Augustine that he gave up his
lusting ways andconverted toChristianity.
At the same time, Foucault, perhaps the
most influential thinker ofhis era, wasalso
luxuriating in the leather scene of San
Francisco. Paradoxical? No, postmodern
ist. Through drugs and sadomasochistic
eroticism, Foucault was concluding his
Nietzschean quest for self-transcendence

cool detachment, dissected institutions—
hospitals, prisons and sanitariums—argu
ingthat it issociety, notindividuals, that is
sick, mad and guilty. Like other French
critics, he insisted that the individual,
himself included, had been erased by post-
Enlightenment culture. Butunlike hisin
tellectual peers, Foucault regarded his
philosophic probes into thedestructive use
of power, moral surveillance and sexual
codesasnecessarystepsin thereleaseofhis
own bodyanditsDionysian desires. Not the
leastofMiller's many important insights is
that Foucault's display ofimpersonal eru
ditionwasa pose. AsFoucaulthimselfonce
asserted in a typical gnomic utterance, one
writesto "get free ofoneself."

Mystical aura: Freeofwhat? As we learn
from Miller's doggedly American insist-
enceoninterpretingthephilosopher'swrit
ing in light of his private life, Foucault
hated his authoritarian father and resent-

I ed the Roman Catholicschool he was sent to
as a youth. Several times as a

• I university student in Paris he
attempted suicide. As Miller,
director of Liberal Studies at

"vjHlv New York's New School for So-
BkS cial Research, notes, a preoccu-

pationwithdeathasthe door to
true selfhood hovers like a mys-
tical aura around all Foucault's
philosophical investigations. In
middle age, he privately deter-

/zion. of his own embodied
"truth" as a homosexual. "To
die for the love ofboys," he once
told a friend. "What could be

Through sex, Foucault had/
\. longed to achieve an epiphapy

Oi^ll, beyond thedichotpimes
DON-MAGNUM flnH madTigssT good
' and evil, body and mind. His

gateway experience was an
acid tripduringa 1975 overnight excursion
to California's Death Valley. There fol
lowed the clandestine rounds of the gay
baths. In a literally painstakinghermeneu-
tics of S&M techniques, Miller explains
howFoucault's fatal flirtation with death
during bouts ofalternatingpainandpleas-

• ure offeredhim the estatic experience that
had become his Nietzschean holy grail.
Miller's argumentis persuasive: Foucault

i scripted hisown death asthephilosophical
f conclusion to a life of intellectual and mor-
'r alrisk.Thatheignored theriskofinfecting
3 others to achieve his own ends calls for
3 stringentre-evaluation ofhisentire philo-
, sophical project. ButtheFrench, stillloath
f to admit that their intellectual idoldied of
- AIDS, willprobably find thisbio-degrading
5 biographydifficult to accept.
ir Kenneth L. Woodward
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Areckless will to power: Foucault in 1978

in a form that mimickedthe saint's equally
tortured discipline of the flesh. Hence the
religious connotation of Miller's title. A
yearlaterFoucault died ofAIDS at theage
of 57. The moral question that drives
Miller's bold and brilliant reconstruction
of Foucault's life and thought is this: did
thephilosopher deliberately risk hislif^
and others'—in a terminal demonstration
of his own insatiable " will to power"?

Foucault's untimely death shocked his
fellow Parisians. In France, and among
many American academics, he was widely
regarded as the most dazzling mind ofhis
generation. Like Roland Barthes, Jacques
Derrida and other celebrated thinkers,
Foucault exploded the pretensions of
Enlightenment humanism and rationali
ty. But where others deconstructed the
printed page, Foucault, with seemingly
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