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(epimeleia heautou)
This phrase was brought to prominence in the work of Michel Foucault and
is usually translated into English as ‘care of/for the self’. This translation is,
arguably, misleading in an age of enthusiasm for predominantly narcissistic
practices of ‘self-care’.
(epimeleia) translates as ‘care bestowed
upon a thing’ or ‘attention paid to something; it has a sense of ‘attending
with diligence’, of ‘employment upon a matter’.
(heautou) is a third
possible translation of the phrase epimeleia heautou can be ‘care of what is of
oneself’ or ‘care for what is one’s own’. The Hiberno-English ‘it’s himself’
comes to mind. In light of the discussion in Jean Allouch’s paper of das Ding
and the Freudian thing the translation ‘attending to one’s thing’ suggests
itself. Foucault translated the Greek with soucie pour le soi and argued that
it referred to practices whereby the subject is engaged in his or her own quesprofound reorganisation’ of earlier practices concerned with the self. Foucault
Alcibiades, 127e. He proposes that involved in any
use of the term are two questions:
‘… what is this thing, this object, this self to which one must attend? Secondly, there is the care in “care of the self”. What form should this care take,
in what must it consist, given that what is at stake in the dialogue is that I

1

The two principal sources for these notes have been the Greek-English Lexicon, Liddel, Scott, Jones,
Oxford University Press, 1968 (hereafter LSJ) and a very cursory gleaning of remarks on these Greek
terms from Michel Foucault’s The Hermeneutics of the Subject
2005 (Foucault 2005).
Two other important and relevant texts referred to by Jean Allouch are Foucault’s The Courage of
Truth: The Government of Oneself and Others II, Lectures at the Collège de France 1983 – 1984,
Heraclitus Seminar, translated by C.H. Seibert, in ‘Studies in
Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy’, Northwestern University Press. 1993.
At this point I have not had the opportunity to consult these two documents of teaching years.
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must be concerned about myself so as to be able to govern others and the
city-state?’2
Foucault argues that these questions address the problem of a practice of livtechné
(techné tou biou)
gravity … its objective’ from the fourth century BCE onwards.3 It cannot but
remind us of Freud’s phrase die Technik der Lebensführung (the technique
for the conduct of life).4 epimeleia heautou, therefore, refers to a practice
agency that handles the body, the sense of self, the relation to others; not ‘an
instrumental relationship of the souls to the rest of the world or to the body,
but rather the subject’s singular, transcendent position, as it were, with regard
to what surrounds him, to the objects available to him, but also to other people
Foucault also distinguishes the practitioner of the care of the soul, of epimeleia heautou, from ‘the activities of the doctor, the head of the household, and
the lover.’5
(

)6

pas) all and
) saying
or speech. It is translated by LSJ as ‘outspokenness, frankness, freedom of
speech’ with the comment that this last was ‘claimed by the Athenians as their
privilege’; it could have a slightly pejorative sense of licence of tongue. The
Latin equivalent is libertas
) is translated by
)
7

sense for the Epicureans as it was applied to the practice of spiritual direction:
‘
is opening the heart, the need for the two partners to conceal nothing of what they think from each other and to speak to each other frankly.’8
tech2

Foucault, M. The Hermeneutics of the Subject, Lectures at the Collège de France 1981 – 1982, edited

3

ibid. p. 178-9.
Freud, S. Civilisation and its Discontents (1922). Standard Edition XXI, London, Hogarth Press.
p.80, n.1.

4

5

parrêsia in French but

6
7
8

See footnote 22
Foucault, M. op.cit. p. 137.
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né
master to make a proper use, from the true things he knows, of that which
is useful or effective for his disciple’s work of transformation, change and
improvement.’9 Later again he will argue that
must be distinguished
technai) such as those involved in rhetoric:
disciple’s obligation of silence. Just as the disciple must keep quiet
in order to bring about the subjectivication of his discourse, so the
of his action and guidance, he wants the truth of what he says to bemust be this other thing, which is both a technique and an ethics, an
art and a morality. … It must not be a discourse of seduction. It must
be a discourse that the disciple’s subjectivity can appropriate and by
which, by appropriating it, the disciple can reach his own objective,
namely himself.10
morosophes
ria) folly
The wise folly or wise fools suggests itself as the sense of this creation attributed to Rabelais and Erasmus.
(ta de panta oiakizei keraunos), Diels fragment 64
This is a fragment from the work of the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus
ta de
panta oiakizei keraunos
lightning steers the all things.
Thunderbolt steers all
11
things.
oiakizei

oiax
thunder-

9
10

11

ibid. p. 242.

in The
Hermeneutics of the Subject, to which these notes cannot do justice, but have, hopefully,
captured his drift.
The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd Edition, Cam-

43

Notes On The Greek Expressions In ‘Fragilities Of Analysis’

to sophon) mentioned in a fragment which Kahn argues should precede this one.12
(ta panta)
everything

all kinds

of things
the universe
panta

(ta

kairos)
For
opportunity
of

exact or critical time, season,

(kairos
13

(panta rhei)
-

axunetoi

(panta rhei

12

Kahn, C. The Art and Thought of Heraclitus, Cambridge University Press, 1979. p. 271 ff.

13

Pindar. The Odes, translated by Bowra, C.M. Penguin, 1969. p. 203.
The relationship between Logos
survive from Heraclitus. KRS write of the Logos as ‘an expression’ of the ‘rule of measure in
change which inheres in the world process’ (KRS, p. 199)

14
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Cratylus

(panta

rhei

The Cratylus
Early Greek Thinking
Logos

16

17

[panta rhei] as a
Hiatus irrationalis

-

e-mail address: jbarry.odonnell@eircom.net

, [menei

comparing the things that are

De E
apud Delphos (On the E at Delphi
Cratylus

Theaetetus

Sophist
Metaphysics

16

17

Lacan, J. ‘Traduction d’un texte de Martin Heidegger « Logos »’ in La psychanalyse , 1956 n° 1,
pp. 59-79. For a discussion of Lacan’s interlocution with Heidegger see Richardson, W.J. ‘Heidegger and Psychoanalysis?’ in Natureza humana v.5 n.1 São Paulo jun. 2003 available at http://
pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?pid=S1517-24302003000100001&script=sci_arttext
Melman. C. Returning to Schreber, Seminar 1994 – 1995, Hôpital Henri-Rousselle, translated by
Cormac Gallagher, Editions de l’Association Freudienne Internationale, 1999.

45

