
THE WILL TO KNOWLEDGE 

Lis yea,'s cou"e begins a secies of analyses that attempt to piece 
together, fragment by fragment, a "morphology of the will to knowl-
edge." Sometimes this theme of the will to knowledge will be invested 
in specific historical inquiries; sometimes it will be treated for itself and 
in its theoretical implications. 

The aim this year was to determine its place and define its role in a 
history of systems of thought; to decide, at least provisionally, upon an 
initial model of analysis, and to test its effectiveness on a first batch 
of examples. 

1. Previous research had made it possible to recognize a peculiar level 
among all those which enable one to analyze systems of thought-that 
of discursive practices. There one finds a type of systematicity which 
is neither logical nor linguistic. Discursive practices are characterized 
by the demarcation of a field of objects, by the definition of a legiti-
mate perspective for a subject of knowledge, by the setting of norms 
for elaborating concepts and theories. Hence, each of them presupposes 
a play of prescriptions that govern exclusions and selections. 

Now, these sets of regularities do not coincide with individual works. 
Even if they are manifested through the latter, even if they happen to 
stand out, for the first time, in one of them, they extend well beyond 
such works and often group together a considerable number of them. 
But neither do they coincide necessarily with what are usually called 
"sciences" or "disciplines," although their boundaries may sometimes 
be provisionally the same. More often, it happens that a discursive prac-
tice brings together various disciplines or sciences, or it passes through 
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a number of them and gathers several of their areas into a sometimes-
inconspicuous cluster. 

Discursive practices are not purely and simply modes of manufacture 
of discourse. They take shape in technical ensembles, in institutions, 
in behavioral schemes, in types of transmission and dissemination, in 
pedagogical forms that both impose and maintain them. 

Finally, they have specific modes of transformation. One cannot 
reduce these transformations to a precise individual discovery; and 
yet one cannot merely characterize them as an overall change of out-
look [mentaliti], of collective attitude or state of mind. The transfor-
mation of a discursive practice is tied to a whole, often quite complex 
set of modifications which may occur either outside it (in the forms of 
production, in the social relations, in the political institutions), or 
within it (in the techniques for determining objects, in the refinement 
and adjustment of concepts, in the accumulation of data), or along-
side it (in other discursive practices). And it is linked to them in the 
form not simply of an outcome but of an effect that maintains its own 
autonomy and a set of precise functions relative to what determines 
the transformation. 

These principles of exclusion and selection-whose presence is mul-
tifarious, whose efficacy is concretely demonstrated in practices, and 
whose transformations are relatively autonomous-do not refer to a 
(historical or transcendental) subject of knowledge that would invent 
them one after another or would found them at an original level; they 
point, rather, to an anonymous and polymorphous will to knowledge, 
capable of regular transformations and caught up in an identifiable 
play of dependence. 

Empirical studies, dealing with psychopathology, with clinical medi-
cine, with natural history, and so on, had made it possible to isolate 
the level of discursive practices. The general features of these practices 
and the appropriate methods for analyzing them had been inventoried 
under the name of archaeology. Research concerning the will to knowl-
edge should now be able to give a theoretical justification to this en-
semble. For the moment, one can indicate in a very general way the 
directions in which it will need to advance, involving the distinction 
between knowledge [savoir] and learning [connazSsance]; the difference 
between the will to knowledge [savoir] and the will to truth [verite']; 
the position of the subject, or subjects, with respect to that will. 

2. Few conceptual tools for analyzing the will to knowledge have 
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been developed up to now. Most of the time, rather crude notions are 
used. "Anthropological" or psychological notions: curiosity, the need 
to master or appropriate through learning [connaissance], anguish in 
the face of the unknown, reactions to the threats of the undifferenti-
ated. Historical generalities, like the spirit of an epoch, its sensibility, 
its types of interest, its conception of the world, its system of values, 
its basic needs. Philosophical themes such as that of a horizon of ration-
ality which becomes explicit through time. Nothing, finally, allows one 
to think that the still quite rudimentary formulations of psychoanaly-
sis on the position of the subject and the object in desire and knowl-
edge might be imported unaltered into the field of historical studies. 
No doubt, it must be admitted that the instruments enabling us to ana-
lyze the will to knowledge will have to be made up and defined as we go 
along, according to the requirements and possibilities that are revealed 
by concrete studies. 

The history of philosophy offers theoretical models of this will 
to knowledge, and analysis of them may enable us to get our bear-
ings. Among all those who will need to be studied and tested (Plato, 
Spinoza, Schopenhauer, Aristotle, Nietzsche, and so on), the last two 
were selected first and studied this year, seeing that they constitute two 
extreme and opposite forms. 

The Aristotelian model has been analyzed essentially on the basis of 
the texts of the Metaphysics, the Nichomachean Ethics, and De Anima. 1 

It is brought to bear starting at the level of sensation. It establishes: 

• a link between sensation and pleasure; 

• the independence of this link with regard to the vital usefulness 
sensation can entail; 

• a direct ratio between the intensity of pleasure and the quantity of 
knowledge delivered by the sensation; 

• the incompatibility between the truth of pleasure and the error of 
sensation. 

Visual perception, as a remote sensing of multiple objects which 
are given simultaneously and are not immediately related to the use-
fulness of the body, manifests the link between knowledge, pleasure, 
and truth in the satisfaction it carries. This same relationship is found 
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again, transposed to the other extreme, in the happiness of theoretical 
contemplation. The desire to know, which the first lines of the Meta-
physics posit as both universal and natural, is based on that primary 
belonging which sensation already manifests. 2 And it is this desire 
which ensures the continuous passage from that first type of knowl-
edge to the ultimate type expressed in philosophy. In Aristotle, the 
desire to know presupposes and transposes the prior relationship of 
knowledge, truth, and pleasure. 

In The Gay Science, Nietzsche defines an altogether different set of 
relations: 

• knowledge is an "invention"3 behind which there is something quite 
distinct from it: an interplay of instincts, impulses, desires, fear, 
will to appropriation. It is on the stage where they clash that knowl-
edge comes into being; 

• it arises not as an effect of their harmony, of their successful equi-
librium, but of their hatred, of their dubious and provisional com-
promise, of a fragile pact they are always prepared to betray. It is 
not a permanent faculty; it is an event or at least a series of events; 

• it is always servile, dependent, alert to advantages (not to its own, 
but to what might interest the instinct or instincts that dominate it); 

• and if it professes to be a knowledge of the truth, this is because it 
produces the truth through the action of a primordial and renewed 
falsification that establishes the distinction between the true and 
the untrue. 

Interest is thus posited radically prior to the knowledge that it sub-
ordinates as a mere instrument; the dissociated knowledge of pleasure 
and happiness is linked to strife, aversion, and malevolence exerted 
against themselves to the point of renouncing themselves through a 
supplement of strife, aversion, and malevolence; its original link to 
truth is undone, since in it truth is only an effect-an effect, moreover, 
of a falsification that calls itself opposition of the true and the untrue. 
This model of a fundamentally interested knowledge, produced as an 
event of the will and determining the effect of truth through falsifica-
tion, is doubtless as far as it could be from the postulates of classical 
metaphysics. It is the one that has been freely adapted and used, in this 
year's course, with regard to a series of examples. 
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3. This series of examples was borrowed from archaic Greek history 
and institutions. They all belong to the domain of justice. It was a mat-
ter of following a development that occurred from the seventh to the 
fifth centuries. This transformation concerns the administration of jus-
tice, the concept of the just, and social reactions to crime. 

Studied in turn were: 

• the practice of the oath in judicial disputes and the evolution that 
goes from the defiance oath of litigants exposing themselves to the 
vengeance of the gods to the assertoric oath of the witness who is 
supposed to affirm what is true from having seen it and been pres-
ent to it; 

• the search for a just measure not only in commercial exchanges 
but in social relations inside the city-state, through the institution 
of money; 

• the search for a nomos, a just law of distribution ensuring the order 
of the city-state by making an order reign therein which is the order 
of the world. 

• the rituals of purification after killings. 

During the whole period under consideration, the distribution of jus-
tice was the focus of significant political struggles. They ultimately gave 
rise to a form of justice linked to a knowledge [savoir] in which truth 
was posited as visible, easily established, obedient to laws like those 
governing the order of the world, and whose discovery holds a purifi-
catory value for oneself. This type of affirmation of truth was to be deci-
sive in the history of Western knowledge. 

This year's seminar was generally confined to the study of penality in 
France in the nineteenth century. It dealt this year with the first devel-
opments of a penal psychiatry in the period of the Restoration. The 
material used was largely the text of the medico-legal experts' opin-
ions submitted by the contemporaries and disciples of Esquirol. 
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