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Abstract 

Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault have been controversial with their radical position on their 

conception of truth. With the rise of post-truth politics, scholars argue that Hannah Arendt and 

Michel Foucault have contributed to the rise of post-truth politics. In this thesis, the author 

defends both Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault. The author argue Arendt’s and Foucault’s 

alternative readings on truth have provided significant insights in the post-truth age.  

Abstrakt 

Hannah Arendtová a Michela Foucaulta byli s jejich postojem k jejich pojetí pravdy 

kontroverzní. Se vzestupem postpravdové politiky vědci tvrdí, že právě Hannah Arendtová a 

Michela Foucaulta přispěli k jejímu vzniku. V této práci autor obhajuje Hannah Arendtovou i 

Michela Foucaulta. Autor tvrdí, že alternativní čtení Arendta a Foucaulta o pravdě poskytly 

významné postřehy o postpravdovém období. 
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Bachelor Thesis Proposal 

Justification and Motivation for the Thesis   

With the rise of post-truth politics, it becomes more demanding for the truth-tellers, for they are 

not only required to tell truth but also make truth acceptable for the general public across 

different political spectrums. According to Hannah Arendt, truthfulness has never been 

considered as political virtues by politicians, and political lies have always been regarded as 

justifiable tools even in democratic societies. She emphasized on the ability to make political 

judgments rather than defending the existence of objective truth. As for Foucault, being 

considered as an anti-foundationalist, truth has even been considered as supplementarity, 

unprofitability, and subjective efficacy, which opens the narrow discussions on truth as 

unnecessary and historically rare for democracy with primarily subjectivizing effects. 

In this thesis, the author chooses to defend both Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault. The author 

argues that both Arendt and Foucault did not dismiss truth from political realm. The author shows 

that both Arendt and Foucault have provided alternative readings to the problem of truth in politics, 

which are different from the mainstream intellectuals. The author argues that Arendt and Foucault 

have provided valuable insights in the post-truth age.  

Preliminary Research Scope 

The aim of the thesis is twofold. Firstly, by connecting the empirical facts on post-truth political 

events with Arendt and Foucault's observations on truth, the author argues that post-truth politics 

demand more than merely telling the truth but making the truth publicly acceptable. I hope to 

persuade the readers that post-truth politics are far more than simple political lyings but a more 

concerning social issue with an increasingly divided political spectrum. Secondly, by bridging 

Foucault and Arendt on truth-telling, the author wants to give reinterpretations on Arendt and 



Foucault's truth to show that their political thoughts are still relevant today. As contested by 

previous scholars, the author intends to show that their intention is not dismissing the 

significance of truth but acknowledging the importance of truth to a functioning democratic 

system.  

Key Words: Post-truth age, Truth-telling, Hannah Arendt, Michel Foucault 

Outline of Thesis Structure 

1. Introduction on Contemporary Issues on Post-truth Politics

2. Hannah Arendt: Lying, Opinion and Truth
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1. Introduction

This is the age of post-truth politics. News agencies broadcast fake news. Elected politicians lie 

on a daily basis. The technological giants that control social media platforms also define what is 

“true” in our age. Not all practices are utterly foreign to us, as truthfulness in politics has always 

been challenged not only by interest-seeking politicians but also irresponsible citizens. 

Nevertheless, there is something new in our age where the fine line between truth and falsehood 

has gradually faded. Put simply, the post-truth age is an age of alternative truth where truth is 

reduced to mere opinions (Bufacchi, 2021; Zerilli, 2020). While the definition of post-truth is 

still an ongoing scholarly debate, it should not prevent us from reflecting on how we, as citizens, 

should encounter the threats of post-truth politics. In this thesis, I adopt the following definition 

of “post-truth:” 

“Post-truth is a deliberate strategy aimed at creating an environment where objective 

facts are less influential in shaping public opinion, where theoretical 

frameworks are undermined in order to make it impossible for someone to make 

sense of a certain event, phenomenon, or experience, and where scientific truth is 

delegitimized (Bufacchi, 2021, p. 350).”

Various contemporary political philosophers have always been deeply concerned with truth 

in politics. Famously, Hannah Arendt has explained clearly that the emergence of totalitarianism has 

marked the death of truth in politics. She even suggests that truthfulness is never appreciated, and 

“political lies have always been considered as justifiable tools for political deals (Arendt, 1972, p. 

4).” Arendt’s narrow definition of truth, as well as her radical reconsideration of the role of truth in 

politics, has led some philosophers to accuse her of slandering truth to appreciate opinions for her 

own purposes (Beiner, 2008). Similarly, her radical critiques of the foundations of Platonic 

philosophy has led some scholars to argue that her antagonism between philosophy and politics has 
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put truth and politics fundamentally at odds (Beiner, 2008; Canovan, 1992; Habermas & McCarthy, 

1977). In addition, Arendt has also been criticized for her potential contribution to the rise of 

cultural relativism, as her radical reconsideration on opinions and truth has “opened a yawning 

abyss between knowledge and opinion that cannot be closed by arguments (Benhabib, 2003; 

Habermas & McCarthy, 1977, p. 23).  

Likewise, French philosopher Michel Foucault has faced charges of nihilism, anarchism, 

and anti-foundationalism in terms of his radical approach to liberating truth. Among all Foucault’s 

interpreters, Charles Taylor (1984), Nancy Fraser (1994) and Michael Waltzer (1986) remain the 

most critical philosophers to Foucault. As Taylor argues, Foucault’s acknowledgement of the 

freedom of truth has “dashed the hope of power and domination on disguise and illusion (p. 151).” 

Likewise, Fraser thinks that Foucault’s interpretation of truth ultimately fails to provide a positive 

alternative interpretations to his concepts such as “freedom” and “justice.” In addition, Waltzer 

(1986) asserts that Foucault’s theory is fundamentally fragmented without systematic theoretical 

formulations to sustain his approach to truth. Considering Foucault’s radical position by putting 

truth within power relations and subjectivity, scholars argue that Foucaultian philosophy is 

responsible for the rise of post-truth in politics today (Bevir, 2009). 

In this thesis, I aim to defend both Arendt and Foucault. I argue that neither Arendt nor 

Foucault has shown their indifference to truth in politics. Rather, I assert their politicization of truth 

has expressed, on the contrary, their extreme concerns of truth in politics. I further argue that 

Arendt’s and Foucault’s alternative readings on traditional Western philosophy are not to separate 

philosophical thinking of truth from politics altogether. Lastly, by bridging Arendt’s and Foucault’s 

theory of truth, I intend to show the methodological similarities in their philosophies to reinterpret 

their position on truth. I conclude that both Arendt and Foucault have implicitly developed different 

models of democracies that could be used to encourage citizens to confront the current post-truth 
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politics. I conclude that both Arendt and Foucault are highly relevant in our age who can help us 

understand our present predicament of democracy. 

The thesis is structured as follows. Firstly, I engage with Arendt’s thought on truth. I 

elaborate on her attempts to politicize truth from her early phenomenological observations to her 

late works on the crises of the American Republic. In addition, I consider her interpretation of 

Socrates’ Apology and her account of Kant’s theory of judgement as to the philosophical defence of 

truth in the political realm. Secondly, I turn to Foucault’s account of truth. Drawing mostly on the 

books and lectures from the middle and late stage of Foucault’s work, I analyze Foucault’s 

politicization of truth. In addition, I especially pay attention to late Foucault’s attempts to politicize 

ontology and to his aesthetics account on pharrēsia, which represents his final efforts to defend the 

truth in politics. Lastly, I compare the two philosophers together, and I show the implicit models of 

democracies they have developed. I conclude they are highly relevant philosophers in the post-truth 

age. 
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2. Hannah Arendt on Truth, Opinion and Judgment

Is truth important for Hannah Arendt’s phenomenological observations on political modernity? 

And what is Arendt’s position on truth in politics? Why is it Arendt who has received 

controversial criticism for her critiques in modernity? What are the effects of her radical 

reconsideration of the task of political philosophy founded by Plato? This chapter provides the 

first step in defending Arendt’s account of truth: it aims to give a coherent account of how Arendt 

has politicized truth in her phenomenological works and how Arendt has radically reconsidered 

the Platonic political philosophy in her philosophical works . 1

2.1 From Ideology to Image-making: Crises of Truth in Modernity 

I devote this section to Arendt’s attempts to politicize truth. Scholars have argued that her political 

phenomenological work has spelt out the death of truth in politics, thus, putting truth and politics at 

stake with each other (Beiner, 2008), as she asserts that facts, history and reality can be lied and 

manipulated; and the truth is neither a necessary component of political realm nor political virtues 

(Arendt, 1972, p. 4). Nevertheless, I assert that, through Arendt’s unique observations on truth from 

totalitarian regimes to the modern image-making and public relations techniques, Arendt has shown 

the terrible consequences of the loss of truth in the political realm. In the first part of the chapter, I 

argue her pessimistic views of truth in politics; on the contrary, she asserts her extreme concern over 

truth in politics. The section will be organized through three perspectives —- (1) truth under 

totalitarianism; (2) the rise of historicism; and (3) defactualization in the American Republic. 

Arendt has been a critical observer of a wide range of political phenomena, starting since 

her book Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt’s careful examination of truth in politics starts with 

her observations regarding the rise of totalitarianism in the twentieth century. She argues that 

totalitarianism is a new political phenomenon and an entirely new form of the political regime 
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based on the distinctive characteristics of ideology and terror. Arendt considers ideology and 

terror as the most novel characteristics of the totalitarian regime, constraining human freedom 

with logic abstraction and ideological terror. In other words, totalitarian regimes employ the 

techniques of terror to realize the implementation of ideologies, thus transforming ideologies into 

reality. Totalitarianism regimes ultimately strive “for a total domination of the total population of 

the earth, (and) the elimination of every competing nontotalitarian reality (Arendt, 1976a, p. 

392).” Action, which is considered a fundamental activity and the ultimate source of freedom, is 

systematically threatened and eliminated under totalitarian terror, eventually reducing individuals 

into mere biological existence (Arendt, 1976a, p. 458). Ultimately, what is really at stake is that 

the unique individuals are eventually reduced to replaceable and uniform carriers of historical 

process. “The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the dedicated 

communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of 

experience) and the distinction between true and false (i.e. the standards of thought), no longer 

exist (Arendt, 1976a, p. 474).” This distinction does not result from one single event but a series 

of systematic manipulations under totalitarianism. 

In her opinion, totalitarianism is a completely new type of political regime, whose 

emergence cannot be fully interpreted from Russian or German historical perspectives (Arendt, 

1976c, p. 347). Unlike tyranny, totalitarianism will ultimately “transform the human nature itself 

(Arendt, 1976a, p. 458)” and “fabricate something that does not exist, namely, a kind of human 

species resembling other animal species whose only 'freedom' would consists in ‘preserving the 

species’ (Arendt, 1976a, p. 462).”  The terror of totalitarian government has taken a more radical 

approach than tyranny to jeopardize interpersonal speeches. “By pressing men against each 

other,” Arendt argued, “total terror destroys the space between them; compared to the condition 

within its iron band, even the desert of tyranny, insofar as it is still some kind of space, appears 
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like a guarantee of freedom (Arendt, 1976a, p. 466).” Under the fear of totalitarianism, 

individuals are deprived of public speech and political action, which makes ideology the only 

compass for the public in terms of their beliefs and behaviours, smashing the public into masses. 

As totalitarianism regimes create total massification of the population, even the crevices of 

public speeches and political actions are taken away from individuals. Ideologies, abstract logic, 

and the deductive principle of actions have become the only true guidance for individual’s belief 

and behaviours. Ideologies and terror have worked hand in hand to jeopardize truth under its 

paradox with totalitarianism. The ideologies of the totalitarianism have offered perfect 

alternatives for the reality, which is destructive and hostile in nature. Nevertheless, totalitarian 

leaders obviously would demand more than ideological manipulation, rather, the ability to 

mobilize the whole population: a “lying world of consistency (of totalitarian ideology) which is 

more adequate to the needs of human mind than reality itself (Arendt, 1976a, p. 353).” Past 

beliefs, individualities and pluralism are eliminated to make way for the totalitarian ideologies, 

eventually resulting in a systematic modern nihilism, annihilation of reality and jeopardy of 

history. In addition, Arendt has also observed the the way totalitarianism jeopardies history, 

which contribute to the rise of historicism in the end: 

“The ideology promulgated by totalitarian rule projects a single perspective 

on the significance of political affairs, and while internally consistent totalitarian 

logic can be understood by ‘lonely’ individuals—those who have become 

deserted both by physical companions and by their own ‘two-in-one’ of the thinking 

activity—such individuals cannot disclose truths or perceive facts in ways that rely 

on shared experience (Arendt, 1976a, pp. 476-477). 

Arendt has made efforts to define the concept of truth in her works. In her late essay Truth 

and Politics in Between Past and the Future (2006d), Arendt has given a narrow definition, 
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or even a dichotomy of truth, with that of factuality and that of logics (or rationality): “truth is 

neither given to nor disclosed to but produced by the human mind… mathematical, scientific, 

and philosophical truths to the common species of rational truth as distinguished from factual 

truth (p. 226).” Essentially speaking, Arendt discerns logical truth as opposed to factual truth 

from political realm as she thinks truth is truth, truth precludes debates, and truth is coercive 

from within, which leaves no free room for deliberation as if truthfulness is of no significance in 

political life. Nevertheless, by reading Arendt’s later works, I have come to the conclusion that 

while she has difficulties maintaining her initial narrow definition of truth, she ultimately thinks 

factual truth is political in nature as opposed to logical truth.  

For Arendt, political power is constantly inflicting upon factual truth, and most factual 

truths are politically relevant, especially for the twentieth-century political events. Her discussion 

about truth as a problem, or her politicization of truth in the modern political context, is less the 

truth of rationality sought by Plato but rather the very destiny of factual truth in terms of 

historical events. In the essay Approaches to German Problems (1976b), Arendt has recognized 

that the phenomena of systematic mendacity, mass self-deception, and deliberate falsehood are 

common in the European society, not only from political elites in favour of the appeasement 

policy but also ordinary citizens, in the face of rising Nazism and the Germany’s national 

characters. All “reasonable”politicians and individuals contend themselves that the existence of 

Auschwitz is a lie, which is branded as propaganda or political exaggeration at best. These 

twentieth-century tragedies and lies, from Arendt’s perspective, are not formed merely by 

irresponsibilities, incompetencies, ill-wills or poor judgement but are based on systematic self-

deception and absurd “truths.” These lies are usually radically novel and unthinkable, which 

prevents individuals from reflecting on the moral and political dimensions of the historiography 
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of totalitarianism (Benhabib, 2003, p. 87). As Arendt notes in Approaches to German Problems 

(1976b): 

“These lies were psychologically efficient because they corresponded to certain 

fundamental experiences and even more to certain fundamental cravings. One can say 

that to some extent fascism has added a new variation to the old art of lying—the 

most devilish variation—that of lying the truth (p. 111).”  

As often being accused as her attempts to dismiss the necessity of truth from politics, Arendt 

asserts that history, facts or the reality can hardly escape from the manipulation of falsehood and 

lyings. The emergence of totalitarianism and the subsequent analysis have marked the roots of 

Arendt’s deep thinking of the ongoing crisis of political modernity, namely the modern nihilism to 

the historical factuality. Nevertheless, in Truth and Politics that earned her charges of being hostile 

to truthfulness in the political realm, I find that Arendt has actually expressed her concerns with the 

destruction of objective historical truth, memories and traditions brought by totalitarianism, while 

her idea of how to save truth in politics differs significantly from public intellectuals in her age.  

Putting aside her critical position on truth in politics, Arendt agrees with the urgent need 

to distinguish and preserve factual truths from subjective interpretation of historians as well as 

self-interested politicians and propagandists. Her phenomenological observations of truth and 

opinions have raised a question of historical value, “but do facts, independent of opinions and 

interpretation, exist at all (Arendt, 1961a, p. 234)?” And she answers: “even if we admit that 

every generation has the right to write its own history, we admit no more than that it has the right 

to rearrange the facts in accordance with its own perspective; we don’t admit the right to touch 

the factual matter itself (Arendt, 1961a, p. 234).” For instance, Arendt has given two examples of 

how history as factual truth can be twisted. In the Origins of Totalitarianism, she asserts that a 
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revised history of Russian Revolution has permanently erased the existence of a commander-in-

chief in the Red Army, Trotsky, from the public eye (Arendt, 1976a, pp. 353-354). In Truth and 

Politics, she observed how historians can revise the history with whims by saying that “German 

troops did not cross the frontier of Belgium for invasion on the night of August 4, 1914 (Arendt, 

2006d, p. 235).” She expressed her concerns over the elimination of factual truth and she wants 

to save history from historicism, as well as the pen of irresponsible historians. Therefore, I think 

her politicization of truth cannot be treated as an equivalence with historical nihilism or a denial 

of factual truth events in politics. Rather, she discerns antagonistic truth or half-truth from truth 

as if they were merely other opinions without full validity, which will be eventually extinguished 

among other opinions because of their inherent contingency and undesirability.  

The politicization of truth is at the very core of her analysis of totalitarianism no less than 

her subsequent reflections in the Human Condition (1998) and the Crises of the Republic (1972). 

In the Human Condition (1998), Arendt underlies the rapid development of science and 

technology as the central role of political modernity in the post-totalitarian age, whose 

transcendent control of mankind parallels with ideology. In the book, she asserts that the freedom 

is a defining aspects of human condition achieved by Vita Activa and political actions. “The 

raisin d’etre of politics is freedom and its field of experience is action (Arendt, 2006b, p. 145).” 

The exercise of human freedom, which consists in defining individuals into unique and distinct 

beings through freedom of deliberation, political participation and affirmation of human 

pluralities, contributes to the thriving of politics. Political communities, which are different from 

pre-political communities and human animals labours, are made up of the most distinguished and 

“unnatural” individuals to exercise their freedom through political actions. While Arendt has 

certain disputes over truth with other intellectuals at her age, I believe she has certainly observed 

the terrible consequences when truth is replaced with organized lyings and defactualization. 
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When Arendt completed Truth and Politics in the 1950s, she stated that “organized lying is a 

marginal phenomenon (Arendt, 2006d, p. 246),” she will not think that with the thriving of 

technology, organized lyings are not marginal, rather, this gradually became a common practice 

in politics in the post-War periods.  

Arendt argues that the primary motivation for the American Cold War foreign policy was 

ideology, which is inherently a totalitarian way of thinking and attempts to corrupt the factual 

reality. She considers McCarthyism, the anti-communism ideology, to be a solid proof that even 

America will not prevent itself from transcending ideologies (Arendt, 1972). In her essay on 

Lying and Politics, Arendt argues that the Republic of America has been eroded by the 

techniques of marketing and management and the very foundation of American government has 

been undermined, although its constitutional foundation and institutional balances have 

prevented the United States from being transformed into a totalitarian regime (Arendt, 1972, p. 

8). By examining the use of ideology techniques, Arendt asserts these techniques have largely led 

to systematic mendacity and public ignorance of the factual reality with novel techniques of 

lyings, namely the manipulation of public opinion through public relations, image-making, and 

pseudoscience, which “explains and predicts political and historical facts (Arendt, 1972, p. 11).”  

As the American Republic is founded on representative democracy, image-making and 

public relations techniques have become the centre of American political life, as well as other 

representative democracies. Instead of introducing party platforms and persuading voters about 

who they should vote for, politicians hire public relations professionals to manipulate public 

opinions, predict voting behaviours, and sell candidates’ images based on the best outcome of 

election results. 

11



While according to Arendt ideologies can only work with terror and the constitutional 

mechanism of American Republic has prevented it from sliding into totalitarianism, the current 

defactualization and post-truth politics have consistently undermined the mechanism of 

representative democracy by blinding the voters with campaign technologies. The process of 

defactualization, of course, does not take place over night but emerges through continuous efforts 

in making lies:  

“The result of a consistent and total substitution of lies for factual truth is not that the 

lies will now be accepted as truth, and the truth be defamed as lies, but that the 

sense by which we take our bearings in the real world - and the category of truth 

vs. falsehood is among the mental means to this end — is being destroyed (Arendt, 

2006d, p. 257).”  

That was the condition characterized by both the image-making professionals and 

totalitarians, and that condition did not stop it way in U.S. but to the anarchical realm of 

international relations.  

As Arendt notes at the beginning of Lying in Politics (1971), “truthfulness has never been 

counted among the political virtues, and lies have always been regarded as justifiable tools in 

political dealings (p. 4).” In her studies during the post-War America, she contemplates the 

Vietnam War and a case that the politicians have to combine mass political deceptions and brutal 

violence in order to sustain the war regimes, as well as their political careers. She suggests that 

Pentagon papers are featured with “deception, self-deception, image-making, ideologizing and 

defactualization (Arendt, 1972, p. 44).” During the Nixon administration, the combination of 

brute violence with public relations and management techniques was largely employed to 

deceive the American voters, mainstream press and the Congress of the United States (Arendt, 

1972, p. 14). The core of the campaign strategy is not about morally justifying the conduct of 
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war but about manipulating public opinions, deceiving the congress and above all image 

branding America as the only supreme power on earth. The more astonishing secret is that the 

campaign manager on national security, McMaster, was in his position perfectly aware of the 

terrible consequences of American military actions, but the White House officials decided to be 

completely indifferent and isolated from the reality. Instead, they implemented their policy based 

on game theory, system analysis and the imaginative domino theory, which is entirely 

contradictory to its own CIA intelligence reports that communism is unlikely to spread in 

Southeast Asia. However, the Nixon administration is certainly not the last White House 

administration engaging in mass deception.  

Similarly to the Vietnam War, the invasion of Iraq was launched at fault in the very first 

place as the Republican policy makers again based their policies confidently on the supposed 

possession of the weapons of mass destruction by Iraq government, which constituted a great 

threat to the United States and its allies. Yet, it turned out that the alleged possession of 

destructive weapons had been purely made up, and the justification of war thus shifted to the 

potential connection between Iraq regime and Al Qaeda. When the alleged connection with Al 

Qaeda was proved nonexistent, the moral justification of Iraq shifted to the liberation of Iraqi 

people from the oppression of totalitarian Iraqi regime and defending democracy on a global 

scale. Yet, this justification could not last long because Iraqi government was surely not a 

competent opponent to American force. Therefore, the justification of American presence in Iraq 

was once again linked to “domino theory (Arendt, 1972, p. 24),” which is not preventing 

spreading of communism but pushing through the process of democratization in the Middle East 

region. As a matter of fact, the U.S. presence in the region never installed democracy in the 

country but further destabilized the entire region by overthrowing Saddam’s regime, escalating 

ethnic conflicts and exploiting oil resources. The continuous presence of American force is 
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another strong proof that those policy makers are still actively engaged in socially disciplined 

self-deception and refuse to accept the truth, which is solely based on the discretion to maintain 

the national image of the United States as the sole supreme power. How could truth prevail if we 

just do not believe it or think the truth itself is too outrageous to believe? From the perspective of 

Arendt, these crucial atrocities should be seen as a thought-provoking reminder of the utmost 

possibility of the radicality of evil (Arendt, 1967, p. 459). The radical threats, insofar as the 

antagonism of totalitarian terror, self-deception and the sway of Madison-Avenue image-making 

have endangered even the democracy in America by manipulating public opinions, concealing 

unfavourable intelligence reports and replacing the reality with persuasion and pressure. The 

image-making and public relations techniques are not less damaging than totalitarian ideologies.   

Yet, while the anxiety over political lies in the twentieth century has pushed Arendt’s 

deep thinking into truth with politics, I am afraid that she might be dismayed to see the age of 

post-truth as the political lying has advanced into a distinctive pattern, for she optimistically 

stated that American citizenry would respond responsibly through “extraordinary strong, highly 

qualified, and well organized opposition” against the war (Arendt, 1972, p. 46). To much of the 

sitting administration’s disappointment, they should have discovered “that there are people with 

whom carrot-and-stick methods do not work either (Arendt, 1972, p. 8).” She believes that the 

real opportunities to conduct “adventurous and aggressive policies” can only be realized through 

“a decisive change in American people’s national character,” ultimately leading to a new 

transformation of the American Republic(Arendt, 1972, p. 46). Arendt is optimistic about the 

politics as she thinks that the brave, conscientious, and determined citizens will prevent “the 

halfhearted attempts of the government to circumvent Constitutional guarantees and intimidate 

those who have made up their minds not to be intimidated…(such attempts) will not be enough 

to destroy the Republic (Arendt, 1972, pp. 45-46).”  
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The very lesson that Arendt has learnt from the story of lying in the Vietnam War is that 

the (factual) truth eventually became visible in the end, that those attempts of the White House 

administration to deceive the general public did not work. The existence of the free press, 

responsible citizens, and the system of balances and checks have eventually limited the executive 

branch to abuse its power vis-à-vis US citizens and waging foreign wars. In today’s post-truth 

politics, there are fewer and fewer conscientious objectors who will be fighting against political 

lies and political violence, but, on the contrary, advocating violence and insurrection based on 

falsehood. While Arendt’s critiques of the political lyings and defactualization organized by the 

image-making specialists are insightful, they may be found limited for today’s post-truth politics 

where the fine lines between truthfulness and falsehood are gradually ceasing to exist, the 

democratic voters are polarized, and more advanced manipulation techniques are employed. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that Arendt’s insights into lyings in politics are irrelevant in the 

age of post-truth politics. Her mythological reflection on the analysis and identification of the 

“recent varieties,” “new genres,” or “the unthinkable novel phenomena (Arendt, 1972, pp. 7-9)” 

carries significance to recognize the unprecedented phenomena in the post-truth age. 

As I have discussed above, the emergence of totalitarianism has embarked on 

unprecedented threats to truth in politics. Along with her phenomenological works, I have argued 

that neither Arendt can be read as a truth denier in politics nor a radical political theorist to 

dismiss the significance of truth in politics. Instead, while she might have conflicts with logical 

truth, her eventual position has affirmed the political nature of factual truth, and she believes 

factual truth is essential in politics and history. Arendt's interpretations dismiss truth with politics 

appear to me as misreading (Beiner, 2008; Benhabib, 2003; Canovan, 1978; Habermas & 

McCarthy, 1977). Considering her experience of fleeing away from interwar Europe and her 

traumatic break-off with her professor Martin Heidegger, I believe her phenomenological 
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analysis should be read as her concerns for her new home —- the American Republic and her 

confidence in the democratic foundation and constitutional principles for the democratic 

Republic. Her pessimistic insights into the image-making techniques should be read as her 

decrying the falsehoods in modern politics. Despite her pessimistic insights into the image-

making techniques and other distortions of the functioning of contemporary representative 

democracy, Arendt firmly believes that a government based on checks and balances in the 

ultimate hope that the citizens will protect themselves from the abuse of power.  

Nevertheless, as Canovan (1999) points out, if one only reads the early work by Arendt or 

her work in politics, especially the analysis of totalitarianism, one could easily fit their prejudice 

of accusing her of being a truth denier or relativist. I suggest that we should also pay attention to 

her philosophical works.  

2.2 The Dignity of Doxa: Political Judgment as Aesthetics 

In the second part of the chapter, I devote myself to Arendt’s philosophical work in relation to truth. 

Based on the pessimistic views of modern politics discussed above, scholars have argued that 

Arendt is a nostalgist for the ancient Greek polis  (Benhabib, 2003; Canovan, 1978). I argue that 

such a view is a misreading in that Arendt only shares the concerns over political lyings in 

modernity, rather than honouring the lost Greek way of living. In addition, through her less famous 

work on philosophy and politics, Arendt has shown her scepticism about the traditional Platonic 

philosophy as she asserts that the Platonic truth is not even apolitical but anti-political in nature. 

Canovan (1978, 1999) argues that Arendt has left ambiguity in her interpretation of 

Socrates’  Apology  on the relations between philosophy and politics, which put philosophy and 

politics fundamentally at odds. Beiner (1997, 2008) argued that because of such ambiguity, Arendt 

has to slander truth in order to sustain her stance on truth and philosophy, which eventually makes 
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her theory of judgement unjustified. Based on her theory of judgment, Habermas and McCarthy 

(1977) that Arendt’s communicative model cannot be sustained and a normative procedure is 

missing for sustaining discourse ethics. 

I argue against such positions in combination with Villa’s (1998, 1999) and Zerilli’s (2005, 

2016a, 2016b) interpretations of Arendt’s philosophy. I argue that Arendt’s radical reconsideration 

of the tradition of philosophical thought should be read as her affirmation on human plurality, free 

exchange of opinions and human freedom, rather than an attempt to dismiss entire Western 

philosophical traditions. While she expressed her resistance to introducing a standard, or 

“yardstick”, to the political realm, it eventually pushed her to develop her political interpretation of 

Kant’s notion on aesthetic judgement in the face of the crisis of authority. I also show that Arendt’s 

theory of judgment underlies the process of intersubjectivity to form a public sphere that discourse 

ethics neglects. The section will proceed in three parts —- (1) conflicts between philosophy and 

politics, (2) the crisis of authority, and (3) Arendt on Kant’s judgement.

  

 In the Human Condition (1998), Arendt has criticized the traditional political philosophy 

especially when it comes to the relationship between philosophy and politics, for it has failed to 

adequately address the problem of human plurality, as it largely focuses on “the essence of man 

in the singular (p. 2).” A political action has been given exclusive attention and distinguished 

between the bios theoretikos and the bios politikos. Arendt has often been misread as a nostalgist 

for the Greek polis and the Greek way of living (Benhabib, 2003; Canovan, 1978), for she asserts 

that coercion and the relations of rulership were unknown in the Greek polis that is characterized 

by equal political participation from its citizens (Arendt & Canovan, 1998, pp. 26-27). The 

public sphere of Greek polis is well shaped by debate and persuasion, the free exchange of 

opinions, the assembly or the agora, and a collective decision making process. The very core 
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conception of Arendt’s Athenian politics, as what she considers the Greek understanding of 

politics, is that politics is defined by the free exchange of opinions and incessant public talk 

(Arendt, 1980, pp. 51-52).  

“To be political, to live in a polis, meant that everything was decided through words 

and persuasion and not through force and violence. In Greek self-understanding, 

to force people by violence, to command rather than persuade, were pre-political 

ways to deal with characters of life outside the polis …. (it was) a way of life in 

which speech and only speech made sense and where the central concern of all 

citizens was to talk to each other (Arendt, 1998, pp. 24-25).”  

Such a free exchange of opinions (doxa) and political conversations have affirmed the 

fundamental human conditions of plurality by realizing deliberation of speeches and political 

actions. By expressing doxa, citizens give dokei moi to formulate speeches.  

In Philosophy and Politics (1990) , Arendt has credited Socrates for his efforts to 2

convince the Athenians to discover their own doxa to improve their doxai: “to help others give 

birth to what they themselves thought anyhow, to find the truth in their doxa (Arendt, 1990, p. 

81).” Unlike Plato, Arendt considers the essential maieutic function of philosophy revealing truth 

among doxa; to search for doxa that exceeds its contingency with the art of “talking something 

through,” namely the techniques of dialogue and dialectic. What Arendt wants to deliver through 

Socrates is that there should be no wars between truth and opinions in the public realm; that the 

truth in human affairs, as she cites James Madison, is never absolute but is limited to the 

appearance of doxa (Arendt, 1990, pp. 84-85).” Socrates wants to be friends with the Athenians, 

or in Foucault’s words, he wants to treat fellow Athenians like his own fathers and brothers 

through a dialogue to create a common public realm, and to allow a free exchange of divergent 
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opinions for the fellow Athenians to participate in politics regardless of their contingencies and 

agonistic identities. As much as Socrates expects, by “talking something through,” the fellow 

Athenians will be rational enough to refrain themselves from the use of violence. One thing 

where Socrates differs significantly from Plato is that Socrates , too, wants to make the polis a 

safer place for the philosophers, but Socrates also wants to “make the city more truthful by 

delivering each of the citizens of their truth” and “educate the citizens so much as he wanted to 

improve their doxai, which constituted the political life in which he too took part (Arendt, 1990, 

p. 81).”

As is well known, Socrates’ project failed miserably. The Athenians did not become 

Socrates’ friends; rather, they resented Socrates and charged him with poisoning the young 

Athenians’ mind, eventually leading to Socrates’ last Apology and his death. Moreover, Plato was 

fundamentally skeptical about Socrates’ methods of persuasion. For Plato, truth is not the merely 

opinion  and neither can opinion eventually become truth. As Plato understands,  

“The political life aims at earthly immortality through the performance of great 

deeds in the public realm, while the philosophy life is founded upon the motionless 

contemplation of the eternal, which transcends the fleeting realm of human 

affairs (Villa, 1999, pp. 241-242).”

The ultimate task of Platonic political philosophy is to reveal the absolute standards, or 

the so-called “yardstick” of truth and justice, which are eternal, unchanged and absolute. These 

eternal standards are meant to serve as the ideal models or the only truths in the world of politics 

and our every experience with the surroundings. Departing from Platonic cave allegory, political 

philosophers are obliged to leave the cave, which is a metaphor for the political realm, and the 

environment we are living in, to seek the truth illusory experience by pure reasoning. Such 
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rational truth produced by Plato is considered anti-political in nature for Socratic Arendt. By 

witnessing the death of Socrates, Plato is fundamentally disdaining with human affairs by not 

caring about politics. Through Arendt’s account of Socrates, there is just simply no truth among 

opinions according to her initial narrow definitions of truth with factuality and logic. Neither will 

we be able to find “the hallmark which marks truth from opinion (Arendt, 1990, p. 78)” that 

Plato was anxiously seeking with pure reason. Simply, there is just no truth, or there are no 

common standards to fully distinguish opinions from truth according to Arendt (Zerilli, 2016a).  

This is where Arendt’s radical reconsideration of the task of traditional Platonic 

philosophy starts. As discussed above regarding the Platonic tradition, by by adopting reason as 

the primary bench mark of “truth” in Western political philosophy from Kant to Habermas, 

Arendt has shown her reluctance on such a coercive way of philosophical thinking as it 

eventually exterminates the human pluralities by impacting freedom that Arendt so anxiously 

wants to protect. Nevertheless, I think that neither was Arendt able to thoroughly refute Plato 

from philosophical tradition, nor did she successfully find an alternative to Platonism, nor did 

she want to dispute the tradition of metaphysics. As argued by Leo Strauss (1957), who also 

turns to Plato’s Socrates dialogues with the hope to find truth once we relinquish absolute 

stands , Strauss asserts that doxa is something that will be eventually replaced by knowledge for 3

Plato, while for Arendt, doxa functions as the ultimate bearer of truth. I believe that Arendt’s 

further interpretation of the death of Socrates and of Kant’s theory of judgement are in line with 

this argument. In the light of the rising historicism and cultural pluralism in representative 

democracies, the priority task for the contemporary political philosophers would be to overcome 

the obstacles to seek the grounds for the validity of judgment.  
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Before I address Arendt’s theory of judgement, I want to explain why Arendt feels the 

need to develop a theory of judgement. In Arendt’s essay What is Authority (2006a), in the 

aftermath of the death of Socrates, Arendt has credited both Plato and Aristotle for their attempts 

to make the polis a safer place for philosophers by introducing a “yardstick,” namely the 

principle of authority (Arendt, 1961a, pp. 108-109). “Such attempts are unfortunate,” as Arendt 

underlies, they are misleading and can be easily interpreted as “…(philosophical) attempts to 

find theoretical foundations and practical ways for an escape from politics altogether (Arendt, 

1998, p. 222).” It strikes me as a bit odd that Arendt will write an essay to find the existence of 

so-called “authority.” Nonetheless, Arendt’s purpose is not to introduce another “yardstick” into 

politics but to introduce a genealogy on “a very specific form which had been valid throughout 

the Western World over a long period of time (Arendt, 2006d, p. 91).” Nevertheless, ultimately 

Arendt argues that the concept of authority is originally a Roman concept, which is 

fundamentally political, while Plato’s success only came with Christian (Arendt, 2006d, pp. 

98-101).

Generally speaking, Arendt aims to discern authority not only from power, violence and 

coercion but also from persuasion (petisen): “Authority precludes the use of external means of 

coercion; where force is used, authority itself has failed. Authority, on the other hand, is 

incompatible with persuasion (Arendt, 2006d, p. 92).” As I have discussed above, Arendt is not 

satisfied with Plato’s solution in the aftermath of Socrates’ death to introduce a form of 

compulsion, even though it is not based on the use of force or persuasion. As Plato has realized 

how ineffective petisen is for the fellow Athenians, he bases his compulsion on logical 

demonstration, reason and rationality: 
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 “ …(Plato) must have discovered that truth, namely, the truths we call self-

evident, compels the mind, and that this coercion, though it needs no violence to 

be effective, is stronger than persuasion and argument (Arendt, 2006d, pp. 

107-108).”  

Contrary to Socrates, Plato has successfully implemented the idea that there are absolute 

truths in the realm of human affairs and even Socrates himself submitted his own doxa to the 

opinions made by Plato and irresponsible Athenian citizens. Not only did Plato implement the 

transcend models to fellow Athenians, but also every subsequent authoritative government and 

even Immanuel Kant, who has particularly profound influence on the Western tradition. Arendt 

sees Kant’s moral philosophy subsuming to determinate judgement. For her, Kant’s categorical 

imperatives are considered to be an absolute standard for human conduct above the sky without 

even touching the “fundamental relativity” in human affairs (Arendt, 1968, p. 27). 

Therefore, as I have discussed above, Arendt is not looking for an authority but she is 

hoping to witness the crisis of authority just as Nietzsche dreams so eagerly to see “the death of 

God.” Arendt wants us to think more in Socrates’ sense, and less in Plato’s sense, and to 

deliberate regardless of our agonistic spirits. Nonetheless, the inheritance of Platonism without 

further questions or judgement only to accept Platonism as universal truth strikes Arendt as a 

crisis of judgement when the standards of judgement prevail from its inner coercive power. Such 

a crisis went further with the emergence of totalitarianism when all standards of judgement are 

lost and ordinary people will naturally accept other sets of new codes as truths. For example, in 

Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt observes Eichmann not as stupid, corrupted, evil, wicked nor 

depraved, which is counter to the main Western metaphysical tradition that sees evil nature as a 

metaphysical issue. Instead, Arendt characterizes Adolf Eichmann as “thoughtlessness” and “a 

banality of evil (Arendt, 1961b).”  
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This is when Arendt turns her research to the philosophical account of judgement, or in 

Strauss’ words, “the validity of judgement (1957, p. 345),” during her last years. Arendt’s theory 

of judgement could be read in multiple ways either from the faculty of actor (the perspective of 

participant) or the faculty of spectator (from the perspective of story-teller). According to Beiner 

(1997) and Zerilli (2005, 2016b), Arendt focuses her main interests on judgement as a spectator 

by linking judgement from Kant’s notion of sensus communis, especially in her late lectures on 

Kant’s aesthetic judgement. Among many interpreters of Arendt, Habermas (1977) and Benhabib 

(2003) are the most sympathetic scholars towards Arendt’s theory of judgement, as they think 

Arendt’s theory of judgement is untenable in terms of her narrow definition of social and 

political realm, and her discussion on opinions and truth has fatally put her theory of judgement 

at fault for aestheticizing politics. My goal here is not to entirely refute such arguments as 

Arendt’s last work on judgement was unfortunately left unfinished. Rather, as I stated at the 

beginning of the section, I assert that Arendt has actually addressed the problem of validity for 

judgement through Kant’s aesthetic judgement, which affirms the priority of human freedom and 

value plurality over searching for eternal truth as a foundation of validity.  

The central question arising from Arendt’s interpretation of Kant’s political philosophy 

(1982) is the crucial relationship between political judgement and aesthetic judgement. Arendt is 

surely ambitious as she wants to evade appealing to truth standard or cognitive logic to ascertain 

judgement. She rediscovered the political relevance in Kant’s notion of reflective judgment as 

opposed to determinative judgement as the rule is not presupposed in making a judgment. By 

saying “a rose is beautiful,” individuals do not subsume to syllogism, for example,  “all roses are 

beautiful, this flower is a rose, hence this rose is beautiful (Arendt, 1982, pp. 13-14).” By saying 

“a rose is beautiful”, you are not producing your reflective judgment by appealing to universal 

flowers or universal roses, but this particular rose. Therefore, by making a reflective judgement 

23



to say a particular rose is beautiful, the judgement is fundamentally an expression of pleasure and 

feeling produced by the individuals without pre-agreed rules.  

Arendt’ account of political judgement is perceived like a judgement in art, in that what 

has to be judged is not a matter of cognition, objectivity or truth, but judgement on the meaning. 

While the meaning of the political cannot be proven by logic or reason, it can be validated by 

deliberation through intersubjectivity, which is more in the sense of Socrates by “talking 

something through.” The aim of the spectators is to persuade (petisen) others among different 

validities of judgement by their doxa rather than force or violence. Simply put, as she puts in her 

essay Crisis of Culture:  

“Culture and politics, then, belong together because it is not knowledge or truth 

which is at stake, but rather judgement and decision, the judicious exchange of 

opinion about the sphere of public life and the common world, and the decision 

what manner of action is to be taken in it, as well as how it is to look henceforth, 

what kind of things are to appear in it (Arendt, 2006c, pp. 219-220).”  

In Kateb’s (1999) notion, with “the right spirits , (political action) shares with phenomena 4

that are customarily identified as aesthetic (p. 136).” By the notion of “the right spirits,” Kateb 

means the spirits that refrain from our agonistic identities and promote deliberation. Politics, 

similarly to arts, can exist for its own purposes without referring to any exogenous standards and 

does not require any justifications for its existence but it helps to provide justification for the 

existence of human life.  

By making an analogy between politics and artworks, Arendt manifested the validity by 

asserting judgement as aesthetics, namely by appealing to the human freedom and plurality. She 
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believes that, by making an analogy between art and politics, political actions can be like art, 

evading to subordinate any universal standard, pursuing its own greatness without reference, and 

most important of all, possessing the freedom to choose the “greatness,” thus embracing 

plurality. By plurality, Arendt does not mean the shared human inter-subjectivity (reason) or 

shared experience (ethnicity) but she affirms a “political conception of plurality as something we 

need to take account in the shared world (Zerilli, 2005, p. 165).” In Kant’s Lectures, Arendt 

defines her political aestheticism as: “… what the actor is concerned with is doxa, fame - that is, 

the opinion of others ... For the actor, the decisive question is thus how he appears to others 

(Arendt, 1982, p. 55).” By the notion of “how he appears to others,” artworks have opened the 

analogy for individuals to express their own unique human capacity, creativity, freedom and 

pluralities. For Arendt, political actions are fundamental to Vita Activa and the key to achieving 

human freedom. In her essay What is freedom, she once again describes the Greek way of living 

as “being free and the capacity to begin something new coincide (Arendt, 2006b, p. 164).” By 

the ability to start something new, Arendt is not only distinguishing human from static objects 

but is seeking to restore human dignity with the medium of freedom. The freedom-centered and 

plurality-based practice of judgement has formed the precondition for Arendt’s public sphere.  

While some might argue that there is a great number of similarities between Habermas 

and Arendt especially for Arendt’s deliberate model of a free exchange of doxa (Mouffe, 2005, p. 

6), Habermas still remains one of philosophers the most critical of her aestheticization of politics, 

as he believes that the intersubjectivity process of validation is merely above subjectivity, and 

Arendt might be dismayed in the end as she might end up with someone like Eichmann for the 

so-called intersubjectivity process (Habermas & McCarthy 1977; Habermas, 1996). He believes 

that Arendt has failed to provide a standard normative procedure to distinguish what is legitimate 

and what is illegitimate, or in Habermas’ words “…(distinguish between illusionary and 
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nonillusionary convictions (Habermas & McCarthy, 1977, p. 22),” which prevents Arendt from 

fully justifying how individuals can form consensus based on rational discourses. The central 

theme of Habermas’ normative procedure of discourse ethics has allowed Habermas to assert that 

cognitive political statements can be treated as truth . Such a cognitive foundation for a public 5

sphere and a political debate, according to Habermas, is missing in her project, and he asserts 

that Arendt’s efforts in constructing such a public sphere are untenable and opened a debate on 

knowledge and opinion that cannot be simply closed by an argument. Also as a Neo-Kantian who 

is trying to “Habermasize” Arendt, Benhabib (2003) asserts that “what Arendt saw in Kant’s 

doctrine of aesthetic judgement was something else: in Kant’s conception of reflective judgement 

… Arendt discovered a procedure for ascertaining intersubjective agreement in the public realm 

… (the intersubjective agreement) is clearly transcended the expression of simple preference 

(Benhabib, 2003, pp. 188-189).” Once such normative assertions are made, Benhabib eventually 

found that Arendt’s turn to aestheticizing judgement is at odds with Kant.  

Nonetheless, as I have argued above, Arendt’s priority is not to find the normative 

procedure or the comprehensive moral doctrines but human freedom and plurality. As Zerilli 

(2005) asks, if the primary concern for Habermas is the cognitive foundation for a normative 

procedure, why would we discuss the form of validity in a subjective form anyway? Why would 

we turn to Socrates’ doxa rather than Aristotelian phronesis? I believe that the reason why Arendt 

breaks such a normative procedure is her realization of the deep human agonistic spirit that 

ultimately leads to compulsion, as in Habermas’ model of manipulation of opinions. Arendt’s 

concern over truth and judgement is not morality but politics. It never occurred to Habermas nor 

Benhabib that without disputing metaphysic account of truth nor appealing to objectivism, 

validity of judgement in democratic politics could, at least, exist by intersubjectivity, or by the 

application to particular conditions of humans. For Arendt, the question about the validity of 
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political judgement as aesthetics is clear and answered, because she does not think the validity in 

itself, the validity by appealing to certain standards, or the validity to truth is important, but 

human freedom is.  

If we turn back to Arendt’s Philosophy and Politics (1990), we shall see what Habermas 

has missed by merely adhering to discourse ethics . As argued by Beiner (1998) from Habermas’ 6

framework, he believes that Arendt has failed to provide a “necessary cognitive dimension” to 

distinguish uninformed judgment and good judgment. Nevertheless, I believe that Arendt has 

surely noticed the validity of judgment, but she pushes us to think the question “what we will 

become if we merely reduce our public sphere into making better arguments by adhering to the 

same normative procedures (Zerilli, 2005, p. 159)?” Arendt has her answers already back to her 

exploration in Greeks. It turns out a surprise for Arendt to find out “that not even the Greeks (not 

even the Athenians!) possessed a robust sense the public world (Villa, 1999, p. 246).” Obviously, 

not only do the Athenians need Socrates, but also they need philosophy, but not the Platonic 

philosophy as: 

“The commonness of the political world was constituted only by the walls of the 

city and the boundaries of its laws, (and) was no seen or experienced in the 

relationships between the Citizens, not in the world which lay between them, 

common to them all, even though  opening up in a different way to each man 

(Arendt, 1980, p. 82).” 

By introducing Socrates’ efforts, Arendt has discovered that by the spirits of “talking 

something though”; by the spirits of “judging from the spectators”; and by the spirits of “making 

friends with the citizens”, Arendt’s theory of political judgment has discovered the possibility of 

constructing public sphere as opposed to Habermas’ public sphere. Arendt’s intersubjectivity has 

opened the possibility for us to think from the spectators of others, and to embrace plurality within 
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the political communities. Without betraying Vita Activa, Arendt’s efforts in aestheticizing political 

judgment only refuses to provide common yardsticks for political actions, rather than dismissing the 

importance of informed judgement in politics. By not adhering to one single cognitive truth, 

political judgment as aesthetics provided intersubjective processes to construct a shared common 

world.  

Throughout this section, I have argued that Arendt’s seemingly difficult and reluctant 

stance on philosophy did not put Arendt’s philosophy and politics fundamentally at stake with 

each other. Rather, by affirming to dignity of doxa in the aftermath of Socrates, the Socratic 

Arendt has opened the possibility of allowing human freedom, plurality and free exchange of 

opinions to become the precondition for the formation of a valid judgement as well as the 

formation of a public sphere. By affirming a political judgement as aesthetics, Arendt invites us 

to judgement aesthetically to politics, not based on a cognitive procedure that commits to a set of 

pre-defined prospects (truth) but based on pleasure, freedom and the shared percepts to the 

common world. For Arendt, there is nothing necessary to “slander truth (Beiner, 2008),” or to 

“dismiss the truth (Canovan, 1978)” from politics or philosophical tradition altogether, but there 

is only a need to hold to the freedom while we form our doxa and judgement.  
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3. Michel Foucault on Truth, History and Reality

Like Arendt, Foucault is another philosopher who devotes much of his scholarly attention to the 

truth. Similarly, both Arendt and Foucault have politicized truth, leading to constant 

contestations and criticism. Is Foucault’s radical approach to truth dismissing the importance of 

truth from politics and philosophy? Is Foucault really accountable for the rising of post-truth 

politics? This chapter serves as the first step in defence of Foucault: I intend to give a clear 

notion of why Foucault has taken a seemingly radical approach to truth and how his late ethical 

turn has affirmed the importance of truth in politics. I argue that Foucault does not consider 

philosophy to be a discipline in pursuit of abstract “truth,” but as aesthetics, askēsis, as 

techniques of caring for one’s soul to exercise the self in the activities of thought.  

3.1 Problematized Truth: Truth as “Techniques of Self” 

In this section, I focus on late Foucault’s attempts for problematization  of truth, especially 7

through his middle and late work between 1975-1982. I further argue that his antiquity is not his 

turning away from politics but his unique methodological reflection on truth in politics.  By 

focusing on the concept of regime of truth and redundant discourses, I argue that Foucault’s 

problematization of truth has not dismissed truth in politics; rather, he is concerned with the fact 

that truth serves as “government of the living,” or “techniques of self” in the constant agonistic 

struggles within power relations. The section will advance through his concept of regimes of 

truth and the problems of redundant discourses on sexuality.  

Before I advance my argument into a more interesting aspect of Foucault’s research in the 

history of sexuality, I want to answer the question of “what is the regime of truth” from late 

Foucault’s essays. By explaining the concept of regime of truth, I believe it gives us a more 

general idea of how Foucault views truth. Foucault’s exploration of the concept of regime of 
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truth started in his Discipline and Punishment back in 1975, where he proposed that a new 

“regime of truth” had emerged in the new penal system during the 18th and 19th century when “a 

corpus of knowledge, techniques, ‘scientific’ discourses is formed and becomes entangled with 

the practice of the power to punish (Foucault, 1995, p. 23).” In Society Must Be 

Defended (1977), Foucault has explicitly expressed his scepticism towards universal truth and 

traps as he believes it will be a trap or illusion if philosophers are directing us to universal truth. 

For Foucault, truth is neither outside nor deprived of power but exists within the power relations, 

and truth, in turn, will ultimately strengthen the manifestation of the power. By the same token, 

each society or even each individual has its own truth or even its own regimes of truths, and each 

truth is thriving within particular truth regimes. Nevertheless, from the dominant philosophical 

view of truth in Foucault’s time, Foucault has dismissed the existence of absolute truth and 

potentially the Western philosophical tradition. From the traditional metaphysical point of view 

that truth is universally applicable, it looks odd even by putting “regime” and “truth” together, as 

the notion of the regime is already suggesting a sense of power, authority, and constraints, while 

the truth itself has the same coercion. Nonetheless, unlike Arendt, who affirms the doxa as the 

bearer of truth, Foucault has taken another approach towards truth, namely an agonistic 

approach, as he asserts the manifestation of truth can only be achieved by constant struggles over 

the self.  

In his 1980 lectures, Foucault started his antiquity to explain why the manifestation of 

truth can only be achieved through agonistic struggles in Greek mythology . Every tragedy is an 8

alethurgy  and it reveals the truth through the authentication of truth-telling (Foucault, 2014, p. 9

23). The Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, as a classical tragedy, has shown that the ultimate truths of 

Oedipus’ own identity are revealed through the law of halves, when the fragments of sumbolon 

were finally reunited to prove the authenticity of the story on Oedipus’ identity. The truth of 
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Oedipus’ birth and his role as patricide was silenced and blinded by tyranny and the ancient 

sovereign alethurgy of the divine (Foucault, 2014, pp. 35-40). The manifestation of truth, 

therefore, is not limited to merely showing that Oedipus is trapped between ancient and new 

alethurgy, or power, but also in constant struggles over the identity of Oedipus himself. 

Therefore, throughout the mythology, Foucault wants to emphasize the role of “I,” or the 

“autos,” in the process of the manifestation of truth. Foucault’s epistemic interest in that year’s 

lecture, substantially, is to show how the individuals are becoming obliged as actors in the 

manifestation of truth, and the first person of “I“ is not merely representing power relation, but 

the subject of the manifestation of truth. 

Nonetheless, the struggle over “I” is not the only concern Foucault has. Similarly to 

Arendt’s anxiety over Platonism, Foucault argues that truth is constrained not only by the explicit 

“I,” or the recognisable power relations, but something more implicit —- something that we 

might not even notice. To unravel the implicit, he interpreted Descartes’ explicit words: “I think, 

therefore, I am” as parallel to “it is true, therefore, I submit.” Foucault asserted that there is 

another implicit “therefore” under this explicit “therefore,” which is not the intrinsic 

characteristics from the regime of truth but certain acceptance of the game of truth. For example, 

science should be regarded as a family of games of truth and when mankind accepts science as 

the rules for the game of truth, science will manifest itself through the games of truth in 

particular regimes. Aside from science as one potential regime of truth, Foucault acknowledges 

that there are also other ways that are binding individuals to the manifestation of truth; there are 

also other games of truth rather than science, which should be considered to be autonomous or 

paralleling to science, such as Descartes’ self-indexation. Nevertheless, within one particular 

regime of truth, or within one specific game of truth (e.g. within science), the fine line between 
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what is truth and what is false is clearly defined and is not autonomous but is always connected 

to specific material, scientific, historical, social, cultural and ultimately political conditions. 

To put it bluntly, Foucault believes that individuals are the actors in the realm of the game of 

truth, and game of truth itself obliges individuals to find the truth behind the sets of games. 

Nevertheless, there are certain constrains to the manifestation of truth, no matter whether it is the 

agonistic “I,” or the presupposed cognitive thinking paradigms. In opposition to the affirmation 

of universal truth, Foucault asserts that there are pluralities of truth, which are paralleling to each 

other. Now we have to ask the question, why Foucault has “wasted” us too much time to invest 

in something that looks so dangerous, namely to acknowledge the existence of pluralities of 

truths?  

To fit the charges against Foucault, by asserting the existence of plurality of truth and 

liberating truth, Foucault has created a “profound illusion (Taylors, 1984, p. 152)” by providing 

justification and freedom for so-called illegitimate conducts against traditional values. One can 

easily assert that today’s violence caused by post-truth politics can be simply justified by citing 

Foucault’s pluralities of truth. Nevertheless, many scholars have not given Foucault a fair 

reading citing only his radical position on the dismissal of the existence of single truth. Rather, as 

I will argue Foucault’s concerns over truth are political in nature as he is concerned with the 

potentiality that truth functions as “government of the living.” On the contrary, Foucault’s 

plurality of truth aims to disclose the very cause of the violence today, which is a result of using 

truth as governmentality and techniques. 

In 1981 lectures Truth and Subjectivity (2017) and History of Sexuality: the Use of 

Pleasure (1990), Foucault proposed a phenomenon of problematization of truth, especially in the 

discourses of history of sexuality. The ancient Greek moral reflection on marriage was based on 
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asymmetrical relationships between men and women, where the determinant of marriage is not 

bound by idealistic relationship or affection, but by Aristotalian conception of family to bond for 

production (oikos). Based on the asymmetrical relationship between men and women, the use of 

aphrodisia was towards the man instead of the wife. Such a bond of marriage starts to shift 

significantly in the process, and the conception of marriage in ancient Greece largely differs from 

the Christian marriage. The Christian marriage maintains the components of marriages and 

family as basic social institutions by the national constitutions, which are considered to be the 

basic structure for the society. The rights to marriage in the Christian age have been monopolised 

by the rulership as it is considered essential to the regime. Nevertheless, such monopoly control 

of marriage did not even existin the asymmetrical relationship back in the ancient Greece. 

Foucault found that Greek men even considered “the boy as an object of pleasure” and this was 

well tolerated in the Greek polis. The Greeks “feel free to select, adapt, develop and - above all - 

innovate (Foucault, 1990, p. 252),” and their problematization of rules was pursed based on the 

individual situation rather than a publicly fixed set of games. While the Greek is engaged in 

aphrodisia in the name of a moderate power practice and a tempered existence, the Christians, on 

the other hand, have to purify everything related to sexual activities in order to have access to 

truth (Foucault, 2017, p. 157). For Foucault, the Greeks led a stylized life that balanced their 

agonistic relationship with the self through the techniques of self-control (enkrateria). The 

agonistic relation in the ancient Greek, rather than directed at enemies, aims to engage with 

oneself as well as limiting oneself to the correct strength in order to develop the right spirit of 

“… (an) ethical attitude of the individual vis-à-vis desires and pleasures (Foucault, 1990, p. 68).” 

In other words, for the Greeks, to lead a life of the truthful is not to look for the illusionary but to 

live in a truthful style.  
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Nonetheless, primarily in the 1981 lectures, Foucault found that such discourses passed to 

the Christian Era on sexuality had shifted significantly, which he viewed as the phenomenon of 

redundant discourses. He believes that, by the introduction of power relations into the formation 

of discourses, Foucault has asserted that the discourses of the sexual ethics in the ancient Greek 

have been juxtaposed; in other words, the discourses of the sexual ethics do not correspond to the 

actual sexual practices. To begin with, Foucault has pointed out that the principle that determined 

what is permitted and what is prohibited from Stoics has passed “the bag and baggage into 

Christianity (Foucault, 2017, p. 230).” He continued to argue that while the ethical framework 

stays the same the surroundings of the reality will be considerably different from the previous 

age: 

“In a history of sexual ethics can we regard the codification as a sufficiently 

important element on its own, the transfer, transpositions, and modifications of 

which can simply be followed without taking account of the discourse that 

accompanies it, or regarding the accompanying discourse as only its theoretical, 

philosophical, and conceptual logistics, its surroundings, clothing, or 

transcription as it were within a theoretical system that actually is not really 

important for knowing in what sexual experience strictly speaking consists 

(Foucault, 2017, p. 231)?”  

To unravel the problem, Foucault has already rejected the notion that the discourse of 

truth is what speaks about the reality but a reality “to which a discourse refers, whatever it may 

be, cannot be the raison d'être of that discourse itself (Foucault, 2017, p. 220).”  The discourse 

serves not only as the theoretical clothing for the ethical frameworks, but also as an 

accompanying discourse as “by-product”. In addition, the relationship between the 
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transformation of the sexual ethics, or the process of the codification of ethical sexual conducts, 

and subjectivity has eventually established the relationship between truth and subjectivity: 

“Subjectivity, truth, and codification of conduct appear, not when one looks 

simply at the main theme of the codification and its transformations, but 

when, along with this framework of codifications, one takes account of the 

discourse that accompanies it (Foucault, 2017, p. 232).” 

These codifying ethical frameworks, however similar or identical, are presented within 

which certain discourses possess clearly considerably different purposes. For example, different 

practices are found among Musonius Rufus and the Stoics and those of Saint Augustine across 

different centuries. While Foucault believes that the philosophers are not always speaking for the 

general public, and they do speak for a small group of social elites at times, he asserts that we 

should be able to find that a “peasant style of models of matrimonial behaviour have been 

gradually imposed by an upsurge from below … even before the first and second century BCE 

(Foucault, 2017, p. 233).” As we cannot accurately hold the philosophical texts at their origins 

and how they are formed for the practice of new sexual behaviours, Foucault has eventually 

come to the conclusion that in the formation of ethical discourses about sexualities, the 

redundant discourses exist and they exist in quite a normal manner. The discourses aim at 

reproducing a set of ethical practices and codifications that adhere to the power relations. Thus, 

the historical discourses do not necessarily reflect the reality, but sometimes, they create reality. 

By creating reality, Foucault considers it a technique to govern the living as opposed to the 

Greek way of stylized living.  

Aside from the fact that a discourse does not necessarily reflect the reality, the 

subjectivity effect of truth is also Foucault’s significant theoretical contribution, which serves as 
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an extension to the previous year’s lecture on the government of the living. Essentially speaking, 

Subjectivity and Truth studies ancient technologies of self, “which is situated between model of 

behaviour and a system of valorization (Foucault, 2017, p. 270),” through the evolvement of the 

practice of marriage and sexuality. By showing the existence of the redundancy of discourses, 

Foucault has shown that a discourse belongs more to the category of “techniques of the self,” or 

the techniques of the living (tekhnai or peri ton bion), rather than reflecting the marriage-related 

ethical standards, theoretical reflections or ideological invasions on the treaties of family 

institutions (Foucault, 2017, p. 251). Foucault asserts that these techniques of the living did not 

show an entire break-up with the traditional Hellenistic code of behaviours that showed a 

reconciliation with the valorized Greek practice and values of aphrodisia and inequality between 

husband and wife in conjugal life. Through this new code of matrimonial aphrodisia and the 

asymmetric principle of activity, there is divergence and incompatibility in the newly valorized 

practice that “there is no longer any socio-sexual isomorphism in the new code (Foucault, 2017, 

p. 258).” Instead of adopting the newly formed code or systems of values, Stoic philosophers

tend to radicalize the techniques of self, putting conjugal sexuality as a privileged domain that: 

“Enabled subjectivation of a code, permitted valorization of a self-enclosed 

conjugality, constituting it as the highest possible purpose to be found in 

the social field, and valorization of the relation of equality or at any rate 

reciprocity between man and wife as the highest form of activity that the 

individual could exercise on himself (Foucault, 2017, p. 275).”

In other words, the valorization of sexual activities, in this case sexual activities, was 

eventually converted into an exercise of domination to oneself. Therefore, Foucault is able to 

reach the conclusion that the Stoic philosophy on the history of sexuality neither imposed a new 

ethical code nor constructed a system of values but opened the possibility for the subject to be 
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transformed in conformity with the principle of activity and socio-sexual traditions (Flynn, 1985, 

p. 534).

Foucault concludes such redundant discourses with four characteristics —- 

supplementary, unprofitability, polymorphous, and efficacy (Foucault, 2017, pp. 236-237). 

Supplementary suggests it is improbable to view the discourse of truth as necessary as the truth it 

represents is not necessarily entailed in reality but has been “through a series of encounters and 

conjunctions that one has to determine each time (Foucault, 2017, p. 236n).” Unprofitability 

means that games of truth cannot be deduced from a utilitarian or economic perspective. For 

example, Socrates’ truth-telling costs him life but earned little reputation or wealth for him. 

Polymorphous implies the existence of pluralities of truth paralleling Foucault’s argument in 

previous lectures, which suggests that people live in different sets of verifications with different 

truths. The last characteristic is efficacy, which affirms that the discourse of truth could have 

solid effects on reality by disciplining human’s conducts through techniques.  

As I have discussed above, I believe we can see that Foucault does not dismiss the 

existence of truth tout court by problematizing truth. Given Foucault’s long methodological 

reflections on both the regime of truth and the existence of redundant discourse along with the 

subjectivity effects of truth, it is now clear why Foucault has proposed a seemingly radical 

position on the existence of a plurality of truth. The reason is obvious. Foucault is concerned 

with the tyrannical truth blinded by power, with the arbitrariness of truth itself and most 

importantly, truth as an art of governmentality to the living. By turning to Greek antiquity, 

Foucault has praised that the Greek sovereign moral subject in relation to the self is based on the 

ethics of moderate power practice and a form of temporary existence. The Greek way of life was 

thriving on the art of existence, which affirmed the foundation of the sovereign is the body itself, 
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and it requires the development of dietetics as a practice of moderate power. The Greeks invite us 

to know ourselves, to know our physical limits, to know the better way of stylizing one’s life 

around ourselves, which gives an opportunity for the form of life itself to shine. Therefore, 

through the plurality of regimes of truths, Foucault has built a theory of truth as a critical force 

for us to reflect and build ourselves, as he expressed his doubts on individuals’ obligation to 

accept any scientific, epistemological or traditional regime of truth. Instead, he affirms the 

philosophy that individuals should infrastructure their souls (Foucault, 2014, p. 124) and 

identities. On the contrary, the idea that truth, as a specific technique of governmentality, or an 

existence of metaphysics, forcing us to accept what is universal truth with truth’s coercion itself, 

would push us into extremely dangerous hegemonic positions in a political sphere, which is what 

both Foucault and Arendt wish to avoid. 

Now we have to ask the question, why Foucault’s antiquity is relevant to politics and how 

Foucault’s theory is not purely ethical? It will not give Foucault a fair reading if we do not look at 

Foucault’s political activities and what he did while giving his lectures. I believe Foucault’s reading 

in antiquity should be read as his renewed engagement in politics rather than turning away from 

politics to ethics. With the beginning of the 1979 Ronald Regan’s neoliberal presidency, Foucault 

became more alarmed at the discipline and governmentality effects brought by the neoliberalism 

doctrines as biopower. He is concerned with biopolitics and advocates civil resistance by forming 

distance with the government. Foucault, as a philosopher, believes it will not be his job to instruct 

citizens on whom to vote for in democracy as it is not the job of the philosopher  per se. The 

philosopher  d’après  Foucault, forming himself as a  parrhēsiast, aims to introduce subjugated 

knowledge into the public sphere, thus creating a space of resistance towards the government that 

seeks to discipline the citizens. In 1981, Foucault refused to support Francois Mitterrand as 

president and advocated the right of international intervention in the name of the “right of the 
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governed (Foucault, 2017, p. 315),” which shows in every way that his antiquity cannot be fully 

read as ethics but advocacy for the living to question the “governing” as a stylized life. 

In sum, in this section, I have argued that Foucault has politicized truth through a series of 

works. Nevertheless, his politicization of truth does not serve as a justification for dismissing truth 

from politics and philosophy altogether but serves as his philosophical concern over weaponized 

truth imposed upon us. He is concerned with the existence of absolute truth as the potential 

biopower and techniques exercised upon us. As citizens with agonistic spirits, Foucault encourages 

us to reflect upon the various regimes of truths instead of merely subsuming to it. 

3.2 Politicized Ontology: Philosophical Pharrēsia as Aesthetics 

It is obvious that by the notion of “stylized life” in the ancient Greek, Foucault has implicitly 

expressed his aesthetic turn in his late years of research. In this section, I show that in late 

Foucault’s writings, under his knowledge of his health condition, Foucault has politicized 

ontology in his Greek antiquity on the notion of parrhēsia as his response to the nihilism charges 

(Fraser, 1985; Taylor, 1984; Walzer, 1986). I argue that while Foucault is neither a nostalgist for 

Greek polis nor offers clear solutions to the current post-truth predicament, his aesthetic notion 

of the moral practice of parrhēsia has offered an alternative for the current struggles in search for 

political truth — by taking care of one’s soul to confront power. The first part of this section will 

be devoted to Foucault’s politicization of ontology and the second part will be focused on the 

practice of parrhēsia.  

Before I address Foucault’s introduction to the practice of parrhēsia, I want to give a 

brief account of his notion of ontology in order to show his politicization of ontology in his 

construction of an agonistic theory on truth. I believe his politicization of ontology is crucial to 
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the understanding of the practice of truth-telling in Greece. Foucault’s politicization of ontology 

starts with his engagement with Kant. In the famous text “Was ist Aufklärung,” Kant (1784) has 

famously suggested that the Enlightenment (Aufklärung) is a process for the mankind to escape 

the status of immaturity, where the human beings lack the ability to think for themselves. For 

Kant, institutional conditions have given the preconditions for mankind to escape from the 

conditions of immaturity, especially with the establishment of institutions. He believes the 

establishment of institutions can safeguard the free use of reason and the right to criticize 

political institutions. He asserts that the use of reason is the responsibility of individuals, and 

individuals must have their own courage to use their reason. The task of philosophers is to 

encourage men to escape from the status of immaturity by examining the boundaries of reason 

and logic. By taking reason and logic as the universal truth for the Enlightenment, Kant believes 

that the Enlightenment has prevented people from submitting to unwarranted beliefs and 

prejudice by the power of reason.  

Foucault has been evasive about ontology in his theoretical formation, as he holds similar 

positions with Arendt when distancing himself from ontology by not appealing to any universal 

truth. He believes the task of political philosophy is to make us aware of the contingency of 

ourselves. In Foucault’s response to Kant’s work “Was ist Aufklärung,”  Foucault has identified 

Kant’s approach to Western philosophy as “an ontology of present reality, an ontology of 

modernity, an ontology of ourselves (Foucault, 2010, pp. 20-21).” Kant’s critiques on the 

Enlightenment aim at a historical interrogation to seek the universal conditions as well as 

limitations for the establishment of subjectivity. As Foucault argues, Kant’s approach has been 

implicitly and preexistingly linking the Enlightenment to the “will, authority, and the use of 

reason (Foucault, 2007b, p. 100).” Essentially, by affirming an “ontology of ourselves,” we must 

escape from the blackmail to be in favour or against the Enlightenment; rather we should, as 
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individuals, affirm the private use of reason and open up ourselves to the possibilities of 

thinking, doing, being and even becoming that had been under-appreciated by the past traditions 

(Foucault, 1997, pp. 314-315).    

In “What is Critique,” Foucault has raised an opposition to Kant’s definition of critiques 

in relation to his “Was ist Aufklärung.” From Kant’s perspective, critiques will be in the same 

sense with his account of knowledge, which will assert the critiques as our “limit of knowledge” 

by inherently appealing to the use of reason (Foucault, 2007a, p. 49). Such critical methodology 

has put Foucault’s philosophy has given a deep scepticism towards Kant’ use of reason, as one 

will have to obey the use of reason and the use of reason will eventually find its own way among 

us. By waging criticism towards Kant, Foucault has oriented his philosophy around an “implicit 

ontology” and asserts that the ontological use of reason that Kant provides has, on the contrary, 

discontinued the “ontology of ourselves (Flynn, 1989, pp. 188-189)..”    

Therefore, by politicizing ontology, Foucault has asserted a clear agonistic interpretation 

of human identities, as our epistemological consciousness of morality and knowledge can only 

emerge through constant struggles against the domination of whatever doctrines served as truth 

The origins and the existence of ourselves are generated through constant social-historical 

struggles where randomly, certain paradigms for thinking and acting have become the 

mainstream, while others have been abandoned throughout history. Foucault considers these 

constant struggles to be necessary preconditions for the human life as he thinks the struggles 

within power relations are endless. But he does not accept an ontological notion of struggles as 

preconditions for human existence. He asserts that such struggles are merely within power 

relations instead of something that can be separated from our body (e.g. Soul). The agonistic 

views have precluded the possibilities to end such struggles, but to root the condition of human 
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existence into conflictive response to other sets of games of truth - namely morality, knowledge 

and ethics.  

Foucault’s politicization of ontology has underpinned his project of parrhēsia. His project 

of parrhēsia is largely drawing on his previous year’s lecture The Courage of Truth. 

Etymologically speaking, parrhēsiast is “to say everything” and the person who uses parrhēsia

is someone who says all that is on his mind (Foucault, 2001, p. 12). The word parrhēsia has 

involved specific social situations and power relations that might put the parrhēsiast in danger 

and risks. There are two types of parrhēsia which are used in negative and positive connotations 

respectively (Foucault, 2001, p. 13). There is a pejorative sense of the word that occurred in 

Plato, which means “saying everything, saying anything, saying whatever comes to mind without 

reference to any principle of reason or truth (Foucault, 2011, p. 10).” The positive sense of the 

word consists of “telling the truth without concealment, reserve, empty manner of speech, or 

rhetorical ornament which might encode or hide it (Foucault, 2011, p. 10).” In order to qualify to 

be a parrhēsiast, despite the sense of a positive parrhēsia, one must express his personal opinion 

and say what he really thinks without any reluctance, and one must pose a challenge to the bond 

between the person who speaks the truth and the person who witnesses the truth. In this way, the 

practice of parrhēsia involves “risks undermining that relationship which is the condition of 

possibility of his discourse (Foucault, 2011, p. 11).” Thus, it is clear that Foucault sees parrhēsia 

as an agonistic spiritual guidance and it requires certain courage to face the dangers of truth-

telling.  

For Foucault, Socrates is the parrhēsiast, whose mission is to “question the citizens and 

to teach the virtue and knowledge required to live well or to govern the city state properly 

(Foucault, 2011, p. 27).”  Politically, one of the most painful consequences of exile, according to 
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Euripides, is the loss of the right to parrhēsia (to speak one’s mind). Nevertheless, the 

democratic form of parrhēsia is heavily criticized as a “dangerous practice with ambiguous 

effects (Foucault, 2011, p. 35)” by aristocrats in the fourth-century Athens. Foucault points out 

the central of the issue for criticism is the system of democracy itself, as a regime of democracy 

is too idealized and the practice of truth-telling is increasingly impossible and even dangerous in 

Athenian polis.  

The reason for such distrust in democracy is obvious and agonistic in nature. Here we 

have to introduce the principle of isogoria, which ensures that citizens have the equal right to 

speak and their speech should be respected regardless of their rankings, origins or wealth 

(Foucault, 2010, pp. 149–151, pp. 156–158). Nonetheless, such a principle made the practice of 

parrhēsia more difficult to achieve as citizens naturally will be fond of rhetorics, or “bad 

parrhēsia” other than true parrhēsia. The practice of parrhēsia has enabled individuals to speak 

out their own opinions and private will, leaving opportunities for self-motivated interests. On the 

other hand, parrhēsia makes the city more dangerous for truth-tellers as their courage to tell the 

truth might not be respected due to agonistic spirits from other citizens. If we see the democratic 

city as a running boat, a truth-teller, by speaking out truth to touch the agonistic spirits of others 

on the boat, will be simply pushed into the water.  

One can also recognize such dangers from the plight of Socrates before the demos as 

Plato has set it as the dangers of false parrhēsi. Plato’s position towards parrhēsia lies in his 

long-lasting admiration for parrhēsia as an attribute to personal character despite the distrust of 

the form of democratic parrhēsia. For Plato, the practice of parrhēsi is possible under the 

regimes of tyranny or monarchy. For instance, while the representation of tyranny as a form of 

government is incompatible with the practice of parrhēsia, parrhēsiastic relationship can exist 
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between the Prince and his counsellors on recognized occasions. Thus, for Plato, the question is 

no longer concerning how to change the institutional practices of democracy nor the citizens nor 

even the politeia, but the soul (psyché), especially when we consider the individual soul is 

capable of making ethical differentiation for the truth discourse. In the case of a tyrant, or a 

monarchy, parrhēsia can produce positive impacts in  the art of governmentality through the 

Prince’s ēthos, while in democracy, parrhēsia will not be acknowledged or honoured but 

eliminated (Foucault, 2011, p. 64). The objective of parrhēsia, thus, is the formation of a certain 

way of acting, both in conformity with an ēthos of individuals. Foucault’s focus on the class has 

shifted “from the polis from the psukhē as the essential correlation to parrhēsia (Foucault, 2011, 

p. 64).”

While Foucault is well-known for his anti-Platonism stance, Foucault has acknowledged 

the pivotal role of Plato for his contribution to the practice of parrhēsia as ethics and his 

contributions to the subjectivization of philosophy questions (Flynn, 1985, 1987). Nevertheless, 

like Arendt, Foucault does not reject Plato altogether, Foucault eventually turns to interpret 

Plato’s contributions to the moral philosophical turn of parrhēsia, where he draws “the 

distinction between Socrato-Platonic care of the soul (intellectualist and ontological) and the 

experience of life (atheistic and ethical) (Flynn, 1985, p. 537).” 

Socrates argues as a parrhēsiast, speaking at the cost of his life but not as a political 

parrhēsiast similar to Solon confronting Pisistratus, but as a philosophical parrhēsiast in the 

form of another establishment of truth-telling to which the divine voice calls him: “you will not 

be Solon, you must be Socrates (Foucault, 2011, p. 81).” By the notion of being Socrates, 

Socrates’ practice of parrhēsia is meant to protect the Anthenian citizens from the false 
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veridiction of games and urge them to take care of their souls. Nonetheless, Socrates’ efforts only 

attracted hostility from the citizens, which makes him only intervene in the city affairs 

occasionally while mostly remaining silent in his wisdom. Foucault has assigned Socrates a 

mission with a specific aim - watching over his fellow citizens continuously, caring for them as if 

he were their father and brother, and in the end encouraging the citizens to take care of their 

reason, truth and soul (phronēsis, alētheia, psukhē)  (Foucault, 2011, p. 86). Together, reason, 10

truth, and soul have formed the basis of ethics, which comports oneself with the truth. Firstly, 

through practical reason or reason in practice (phronēsis), one can distinguish good decisions 

from bad opinions. Secondly, in case we have good  phronēsis and good decisions, we have 

discovered “particular relationship to truth which is founded ontologically in the nature of the 

soul (Foucault, 2011, p. 86).” In this way, Foucault considers Socrates’ divine and daemonic 

prohibition to engage in politics as drawing a distinction between the political and the ethical. 

Throughout the Apology, Socrates is not interested in the metaphysical aspects of the 

world, namely “being of the beings of things and order of the word (Foucault, 2011, p. 89),” but 

he is only concerned with the examination of souls and caring for the souls. By the notion of 

examination of the souls, Socrates does not intend to discover universal and ontological truth and 

metaphysical nature of the human souls, but he emphasized the ability to make judgements, no 

matter whether political or ethical, to distinguish bad opinions from good opinions to make 

decisions under specific circumstances (does this sound similar to Arendt’s judgement and 

doxa?). Thus, the truth concerned Socrates in his parrhēsiastic philosophy would be quite 

different from the truth in ethics. The difference and the aim of taking caring of one’s souls 

become the major vehicle for Foucault’s analysis of other two dialogues, the Alcibiades Major 

and the Lanches. 
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Both of the dialogues, according to Foucault’s interpretation, have initiated some primary 

arguments into the foundations of Western political philosophy. While Alcibiades Major is still 

concerned with political parrhēsia, the dialogue has shown the ontological needs for the soul to 

contemplate itself by discussing a young man’s education based on the principle of caring for his 

soul. This metaphysics of psyché has drawn a fine line between the ontological foundation of 

souls and the changing circumstances in the polis. Socrates enjoins his fellow Athenians later 

based on the ontological grounds for caring for the souls to urge them to care for their souls in 

the face of changing politics, namely, the contemplation of the soul as a unique reality. In 

Lanches, however, Foucault has emerged with another mode of games of veridiction concerned 

with life (bios) and has described the souls as an ontological entity that needs to be taken care of, 

which “Plato himself offers evidence for a stylistic of life even as he argues for a metaphysics of 

the soul (Flynn, 1987, p. 537).” By the metaphysics of the souls, Socrates does not want to 

deprive souls from body, but based on the harmony perceived in both logos and bios, “Socrates’ 

account of 'rendering an account of oneself’  composes a dominant theme in Western 

metaphysics (Flynn, 1987, p. 537).” In sum, in these two different dialogues, Socrates has 

proposed two distinct approaches to parrhēsia, with the former focusing on the metaphysics of 

souls and later focusing on the stylistic of life, namely an aesthetic of existence: 

“Socratic philosophical parrhēsia, as Foucault construes it, is not just a particular 

approach to philosophy, a particular philosophical style; it is at the same time a way 

of life or a style of aesthetics of existence (Franêk, 2006, pp. 128-129).”  

Now we have seen that Foucault has proposed a politicization of ontology as an agonistic 

spirit for the struggles of truth. We have also seen that the practice of parrhēsia is agonistic in 

nature and is so dangerous in democracy that the practice of parrhēsia eventually began 

disappearing in both ancient Greek democracy and in modern politics. The practice of parrhēsia 
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has eventually become an existence of aesthetics as philosophical parrhēsia or, a type of living 

style of taking care of one’s soul. By bridging the two projects together, I would like to answer 

two questions at the end of this section. Firstly, the politicization of ontology has opened 

potential contestation of parrhēsia to generate new truths from Foucault’s perspectives. 

Secondly, Foucault’s project of parrhēsia is, still, not ethical in nature but political in nature. 

Some scholars argue that Foucault’s project of political philosophy has no ontological 

ground (Brown, 2001, p. 120),  while others argue that Foucault’s politicization of ontology has 11

closed the possibility for contestations and communications as his project is solely grounded on 

an implicit ontology that is immune to any revision (Habermas, 1998). Nevertheless, my 

interpretation disagrees/agrees with both as I believe that Foucault’s politicization of ontology 

has actually invited agonistic struggles to constantly generate new truths. In Foucault’s History of 

Sexuality I, Foucault (1978) asserts that: “At the very heart of the power relationship, and 

constantly provoking it, are the recalcitrance of the will and the intransigence of freedom. Rather 

than speaking of an essential ‘antagonism,’ it would be better to speak of an ‘!agonism’!of a 

relationship that is at the same time mutual incitement and struggle; less of a face-to-face 

confrontation that paralyzes both sides than a permanent provocation (p. 344).”  

For Foucault, power relations represent an agonistic existence and struggles, because “the 

right of the governed” has the right to contest and transform whatever power is exercised upon 

them. The existence of such rights does not appeal to any universal standard, nor is grounded in 

the individuals themselves but exists within the power relations itself. In other words, when there 

are power relations, there is “a whole field of responses, reactions, results, and possible 

interventions (Foucault, 1978, p. 340)” that has opened the very possibility for the subject’s 
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struggles, contestations, critiques and eventually transformation of the power relations to the 

point of “an ontology of ourselves.” For Foucault himself, this constant struggles against the 

nihilism charges that inflicted upon him. Foucault cannot simply ignore such accusations but he 

need to engage in power struggles to anxiously guard for his own truth (Franêk, 2006, p. 129).  

Nevertheless, Foucault is perfectly aware that his theory is not perfect as he cannot 

guarantee that everyone has so-called “ontological” agonistic spirits to fight against the power 

relations imposed upon him. Therefore, unlike Plato who will appeal to an eternal truth, Foucault 

will suggest that the ultimate task for the contemporary political philosophers is to ensure the 

possibility for the potential agonistic struggles over power by creating resistance towards the 

government. By the notion of government, Foucault does not only mean the administrative 

bodies but also disciplines and governmentality imposed upon us.  

Therefore, how could Foucault ensure that there is such a constant contestation over 

power relations while Arendt has already proved that there are hundreds of “Eichmann” just 

among us? Foucault does not want to give his hope to institutions like Kant as he thinks 

institutions are techniques within power relations as well, and this is when his philosophical 

parrhēsia should be introduced. By practicing parrhēsia or by speaking truth to the power, it 

provides continuous balances and checks on the power relations to prevent power from 

“foolishness, madness, and blindness (Foucault, 1978, p. 161).” Nonetheless, the ultimate effects 

of the practice of parrhēsia remain unclear, or far from satisfactory as even Socrates had failed 

miserably. Therefore, by turning parrhēsia as an existence of aesthetics, Foucault wants us, as 

citizens, to preserve the spirits of parrhēsia, to take care of our souls and to distinguish different 

games of truth. Foucault’s alternative reading to the practice of parrhēsia does not offer any 

concrete solutions to the current politics since the real practice of parrhēsia is constantly 
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undermined in modern democratic politics. Nonetheless, Foucault has indeed given us, as 

citizens, a more demanding moral or ethical task to take care of our souls. Foucault invites us, as 

citizens, to develop the spirits of parrhēsia as a stylized way of life in order to develop our own 

courage to speak truth against power. By speaking truth against power, Foucault has used his 

“implicit ontology” to ensure that citizens could develop the necessary skills for contestations to 

confront power and to reveal the necessity for a political debate. 

While in the end, Foucault has turned his philosophy and antiquity into the study of 

aesthetics and ethics, it does not impact the political nature of his philosophy, as the agonistic 

spirits and his notion of power relations have ensured a stable “implicit ontology” in his ethical 

inquiries. Quite opposite to the belief from Brown (2001), Foucault has actually grounded his 

philosophy in an “implicit ontology” that ensured his agonistic struggles to protect himself from 

various regimes of truth. On the other hand, opposite to Habermas’ assertion (1998), Foucault’s 

“implicit ontology” is welcoming potential contestations instead of being immune to any 

potential challenges. I believe that I have answered the research questions sufficiently, as 

Foucault’s inquiries in parrhēsia should be read as his assertion on the agonistic struggles over 

the nihilism, anarchism and anti-foundationalism charges. 
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4. Why Truth Matters: Judgment, Pharrēsia and Democracy

In the preceding chapters, I have argued that the statements about Arendt and Foucault being 

indifferent to truth are untenable and can only be justified on a biased reading of their work. 

What about the contemporary puzzle that both Arendt and Foucault are potentially contributing 

to the rise of post-truth politics because of their obsession with human freedom, pluralities, and 

identities? Why should Arendt and Foucault be the very philosophers who we should turn to in 

the post-truth age? As Habermas might have suggested, if we really want to study truth in 

politics, why would we turn to the two philosophers who deeply disdain the cognitive demand 

for truth? Why not ask for Plato to introduce a better version of “reason”? What exactly would 

Arendt and Foucault suggest that we should do? In the last chapter, I intend to answer these 

questions by bridging the two philosophers together. I argue by comparing their convergences 

and divergences, Arendt and Foucault have both given answers to the questions that they fail to 

solve themselves. Moreover, I believe that both Arendt and Foucault have implicitly developed 

different models of democracies, as Mouffe (2005) argues in her book On Politics:  

“Hannah Arendt envisage the political as a space of freedom and public 

deliberation, while others see it as a space of power, conflict and antagonism (p. 6).”   

Firstly, contrary to the most frequent misunderstandings, neither Arendt nor Foucault denies 

the existence of truth. If we look more closely, Arendt only affirms that the nature of logical truth is 

not political, but doxa is. Arendt’s concerns over human freedom and pluralities cannot be used to 

justify her indifference and the nonexistence of truth. Arendt’s reluctance over Platonism is the 

extension of her extreme concerns over ideology and image-making in politics, as she is concerned 

with the thoughtfulness of ordinary people. The same goes for Foucault. Foucault has never sought 

to deny the existence of truth but has affirmed the pluralities of regimes of truths. On the contrary, 
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Foucault clearly acknowledges the existence of truth, and he thinks that truth cannot be reduced to 

opinions or language games. While Foucault is sceptical about the discourse of truth, it does give 

him credit for the ability of judges to discern true discourses from discourses as techniques. While 

cultural relativism and the rising of post-truth have both confirmed the nonexistence of truth as a 

necessary precondition, both Arendt and Foucault have only acknowledged that there are occasions 

that truth is unnecessary in politics. In addition to the apparent affirmation of truth in both Arendt’s 

and Foucault’s accounts, another point worth mentioning is their genius sympathies towards 

Socrates. In Truth and Politics, Arendt asserts Socrates position as: “It is better to suffer wrong than 

to do wrong (2006d, p. 243).” The Socratic Arendt has affirmed the importance of free 

exchange doxa  to form the commonly shared world among citizens by making the polis  a more 

truthful place, regardless of the dangers that one might face. For the Socratic Foucault, because 

of  isogoria  in the polis, the parrhēsiast  is obliged to speak the truth to confront the power and to 

transform unreasonable power relations that have been imposed upon him. Both Arendt and 

Foucault have shown their reluctance to accept the blackmail of Plato to use “reason” as the only 

truth in Western philosophy. By not appealing to metaphysics or ontology without disputing 

metaphysics or ontology, Arendt and Foucault have given us alternative ways of thinking about the 

very concept of “truth” in the Western philosophical traditions. 

Secondly, I believe that the communicative model of democracy proposed by Arendt has 

offered one solution for us to think about how to make truth acceptable and tenable in our 

democratic societies. In the age of alternative truth, we cannot simply make truth acceptable by 

redeeming truth with science or introducing another principle of authority. For Arendt, affirming 

truth without the recognition of human relativity and human contingency would sacrifice pluralities 

and human freedom. If we return to Arendt’s analysis of the U.S. image-making as a global foreign 

policy during the Iraqi War, Arendt has observed some similar phenomena that we would likewise 

witness in the age of post-truth politics. Everyone knows that Iraq does not possess weapons of 
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mass destruction; the government of the American Republic has paid its own intelligence sources 

confirming its nonexistence, but everyone refuses to acknowledge the truth. This is not merely 

caused by “thoughtlessness” people like Eichmann, but caused by complicated conflicts of interests, 

which is a common problem in a democracy. What worries Arendt most is not the advancement of 

techniques of deception but the very disdaining human affairs like Plato. With the polarization of a 

political spectrum, facts and truth can hardly be accepted by people from the other side of the 

political spectrum, which cannot be solved merely by science or redeeming truth with a new 

introduction of authority, or with a normative procedure of discourse ethics. Rather, Arendt’s 

political judgement as aesthetics has affirmed the advantages to judge from the faculty of the 

spectators, which means to see from the perspectives of others. By thinking from other perspectives, 

Arendt encourages us to form opinions from other people’s standpoints rather than merely forming 

judgement from one’s own political spectrums. By thinking and judging from the perspective of 

others, Arendt has solved the situation where Habermas’ discourse ethics cannot attend, where all 

opinions are equally exchanged under the acceptable normative procedures, but no consensuses or 

“truths” are eventually found. By judging from the perspective of others in an aesthetic way, 

Arendt’s communicative model has served as an opportunity for us to heal the wounds caused by 

violence and to generate new truths corresponding to our shared common world. 

Thirdly, I believe the agonistic model of democracy implicitly proposed by Foucault has 

suggested to us, as citizens, to respond to the rising of post-truth politics. Foucault has provided a 

paradox of ancient Greek democracy that is still highly relevant today. Foucault believes that 

democracy holds on to the principle of  isogoria and parrhēsia by encouraging everyone to speak 

and demand from the listeners to respect the speakers. Nevertheless, the actual functioning of 

democracy has deteriorated the idealized principles by ignoring the agonistic spirits that everyone 

possesses. The actual practice of parrhēsia  can only be found in authoritarian regimes as in the 

consoler relationship between the tyrannies and their consolers. Nevertheless, the problem in the 
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post-truth constellation is not simply a disappearance of truth but a devaluation of truth to mere 

opinions. In Foucault’s words, it is a democratic  isogoria  triumphing over democratic parrhēsia. 

Post-truth politics is not utterly new for Foucault as he has already seen the discourse of truth can 

rarely reflect reality, brings more risks than benefits and uses truth as self-technologies. Therefore, 

“we must not only be wary about truth denialism as a threat to democracy but also attentive to the 

way we venture to resist it (Prozorov, 2019, p. 12).” For post-truth politics, cultural relativism and 

the cynicism towards truth cannot be simply defeated by restoring the authority of truth as the very 

truth entrusted by us will be undermined by the same contestations that have affirmed it. The 

agonistic Foucault’s model of democracy can solve the paradox brought by post-truth politics: we 

know, as “the right of the governed,” we have the right and obligation to question and confront the 

discourse of truth upon power, and we always know there is a plurality of truths that takes place in a 

similar contingent manner. Truth, as the “ontologies of ourselves,” can only be sought by the 

constant struggles over our own contingency. 

Nevertheless, neither Arendt and Foucault gives a perfect account, and I believe reading 

Arendt in the light of Foucault can give a new robust reinterpretation of her philosophy, and vice 

versa. As Arendt has recognized, the disdain with which Plato has regarded the realm of politics 

eventually led him to seek the truth above the sky under the ground that is undisturbed by human 

contingency and politics. While Arendt is consistent in developing a theory of judgement in politics 

to affirm human freedom and pluralities, she fails to give a coherent account of how the validity of 

intersubjectivity can be achieved in cultural pluralism and democracy, especially when we are 

facing polarization of politics in the post-truth age. While I do not think Habermas has given a 

concrete justification of how Arendt’s intersubjectivity can be rare in democracy, nor can Habermas 

be used to argue against Arendt as they are emphasizing different aspects of communication, I argue 

that Foucault’s aesthetics parrhēsia can be used to redeem Arendt’s intersubjectivity in democracy. 

If we go back to Arendt’s Civil Disobedience  (1972), we will see that she has something totally 
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different from Foucault. While Foucault asserts that the Socratic existence of caring for ones’ soul is 

an aesthetic existence, Arendt argues that Socratic caring for his own soul is sinful, 

disdaining polis affairs and not caring for the world but only himself (Arendt, 1972, pp. 63-64). By 

withdrawing Socrates’ own duties from polis, Arendt thinks Socrates has jeopardized his own inner 

harmonies by failing to maintain his own intellectual responsibilities. Nevertheless, as Foucault 

argues, by taking care of ones’ souls, Foucault has given Arendt’s intersubjectivity a powerful 

ethical foundation, namely by ascertaining the individualistic validity of subjective judgement while 

not appealing to an absolute cognitive-communication standard. Arendt’s account of 

intersubjectivity seems to lose its grace in the face of the age of alternative facts, as people are not 

debating based on facts any more but simply “registering opinions (Zerilli, 2020)” that are merely 

reflecting our agonistic spirits and subjectivity. By the fact that “I am a Democrat while you are a 

Republican,” how can there be anything that we can continue to endlessly dispute? In Thinking and 

Moral Consideration  (1971), Arendt asserts that the activity of thinking is invisible while it can 

only be manifested through the activity of speech (p. 32) to again affirm the significance of speech 

towards human plurality. By encouraging citizens to take care of their souls, citizens can form their 

own doxa, not as the doxa under Isogoria, but as the very doxa carrying Socratic Arendt’s truth with 

a visible “hallmark (1990, p. 78)” in the shared common world. 

By reading Foucault in the light of Arendt, we can see that Foucault’s account of truth-

telling is not flawless. Foucault asserts the obligation and necessity of the practice of parrhēsia even 

when one’s life is threatened, but aside from the brevity of truth-telling, Foucault has not come up 

with any possible ways how to make the truth more acceptable, nor did he give any account of how 

to preserve the practice of  parrhēsia  in democracy, and eventually turning to an account of 

aesthetics as a stylized way of living. While Foucault has realized there is more than one truth in his 

“truth analytics,” I believe he fails to recognize the co-existence of multiple regimes of truths under 

one power relations. The contemporary societies do not merely consist with the blackmail of the 
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Enlightenment but are characterized by multiple historical truths with complexities in even 

paralleling power relations. Foucault’s account did not shed light on how individuals should deal 

with the co-existence with multiple regimes of truths or the reluctance for agonistic struggles. 

Foucault’s agonistic account of truth or the constant struggles over self-contingency in power 

relations fails to recognize the intersubjectivity process in democratic societies. In the rising of post-

truth politics, what we need to do is not simply to confront power by speaking the truth with naive 

brevity, which is the main reason why the practice of parrhēsia is diminishing today. By applying 

Arendt’ account of political judgement as aesthetics, the faculty of judgement as a spectator has 

allowed Foucault not only to act as a fearless speaker but also as a responsible fact-checker, a kind 

communicator and ultimately a truth defender by applying the intersubjectivity process. By thinking 

from the perspectives of spectators, Arendt has opened the possibility to acknowledge the 

harmonious co-existence of multiple Enlightenment or multiple regimes of truths without the 

necessity for constant agonistic struggles.

As I have suggested above, the wider accusation against both Arendt and Foucault of the rise 

of post-truth politics is untenable and cannot be justified if we consider their high relevance for 

today’s post-truth politics. As I have shown above, both Arendt and Foucault have implicitly 

proposed different models of democracy, and their philosophies can be read to supplement each 

other’s theory. While Arendt and Foucault fail to give concrete solutions to how we should tackle 

the current post-truth politics, I believe the obvious relevance of their philosophies should not be 

ignored in front of untenable denialism charges.
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5. Conclusion

In conclusion, throughout this thesis, I have explored various aspects of Arendt’s and Foucault’s 

political philosophy, focusing on what I consider most highly relevant to today’s post-truth 

politics. As I have discussed in the introduction, my interpretation aims to defend both Arendt 

and Foucault from conventional readings, which portrays Arendt and Foucault as being both 

radical deniers of truth in politics, whose thoughts can hardly be related to the current rise of 

post-truth politics.  

I have argued that, through Arendt’s phenomenological works from ideologies in 

totalitarianism, deception in historicism and image-making in political modernity, Arendt has 

shown the terrible consequences that we have to face once truth is dismissed from the realm of 

politics. I have also argued that, through Arendt’s radical considerations of the task of traditional 

political philosophy founded by Plato, the Socratic Arendt affirms the dignity of doxa without 

appealing to an eternal and absolute truth endorsed by Plato. Instead, Arendt has pushed to think 

a political theory of judgement through Kant’s notion of judgement as aesthetics by appealing to 

the process of intersubjectivity, human plurality and freedoms. I have also argued that a 

conventional reading that accuses Arendt’s political theory of judgement of lacking foundation of 

normative procedures is unjustified as Arendt’s political theory judgement cannot be read as a 

theory of cognitive communication. Arendt’s notion of the political judgement as aesthetics has 

pushed her to develop an implicit model of democracy, which, as for today’s post-truth politics, 

serves as an ideal model to make truth more acceptable by various men.  

I have also argued that, through Foucault’ antiquity and analytics of truth, Foucault has 

identified the existence of pluralities of regimes of truths and the phenomena of redundant 
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discourses. Foucault uses the terms regimes of truth to show the power relations that individuals 

face in the game of truth. We, as individuals in the games of truth, are obliged to participate in 

the game and the truth can only be manifested through agonistic struggles. In addition, I have 

also argued, discourse of truth can be manipulated as techniques of self to discipline our 

conducts rather than merely reflecting the reality. I have shown that Foucault’s radical position 

on truth has expressed his concerns over the arbitrariness of other truths inflicted upon us by 

power relations. Moreover, I have argued that the politicization of ontology in Foucault’s 

political philosophy, as his skepticism of the Enlightenment, has underpinned his project of 

parrhēsia, which eventually turns his project of parrhēsia into an existence of aesthetics. 

Foucault’s aesthetic account of parrhēsia affirms our citizens’ contingency and encourages us to 

confront and transform the blackmailed “truth” imposed upon us.  

I have also argued that by bridging Arendt’s philosophy and Foucault’s philosophy 

together, I have shown their divergence and convergence. In reading Arendt through Foucault, I 

have argued that Foucault’s aesthetic notion of parrhēsia gives Arendt’s process of 

intersubjectivity a powerful moral foundation. In reading Foucault through Arendt, I have argued 

that Foucault’s agonistic model of democracy and regimes of truth can be improved by Arendt’s 

judging from spectators to judge from other perspectives to avoid unnecessary struggles.  

Therefore, I conclude that the conventional reading to consider them to be truth denials or 

radical nihilism is untenable and can only be justified on biased readings. The inevitability of the 

post-truth politics is, according to Arendt’s analysis, a sign of the very thoughtlessness and 

conformism endangered by the current crisis in modernity. For Foucault, the rising of post-truth 

politics is nothing utterly foreign but new games of truth that we have to go through. Arendt’s 

and Foucault’s insights and inspiration for political philosophy have given us valuable alternative 

57



readings for the traditional Western philosophy, which offers unique insights into how we, as 

citizens, should encounter the current post-truth politics. Nevertheless, I think that neither Arendt 

nor Foucault can give concrete solutions to the current post-truth politics. Rather, I believe the 

politics of truth would demand from us to seek to alter the inherited traditions, from Socrates to 

Arendt and Foucault, that shape us who will be counted as parrhēsiast. 
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6. Endnotes

1. To categorize her work in phenomenology and philosophy is not juxtapozing her work into two
categories. As conventional readings suggest, her phenomenological works have often been misread
as denial of truth in politics. Rather, her most important philosophical works are mostly published
posthumously. See Villa, R. D. (1999), p. 242. Also see https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/arendthtml/
chron.html .
2. While this work was finished back in 1950s, it only has had a chance to publish in the 1980s,
which I believe shows the most important parts of her philosophical thinking with regard to
Platonism.
3. Leo Strauss is quite enigmatic as he is not consistent with himself all the time. See Strauss, L.
(1957). What is Political Philosophy? The Journal of Politics, 19(3): “One does not understand
them as what they are, as political things, if one does not take seriously their explicit or implicit
claim to be judged in terms of goodness or badness, of justice or injustice, i.e., if one does not
measure them by some standard of goodness or justice. To judge soundly one must know the true
standards. If political philosophy wishes to do justice to its subject matter, it must strive for genuine
knowledge of these standards. Political philosophy is the attempt truly to know both the nature of
political things and the right, or the good, political order (pp. 344-345).” Also see Villa, D. (1998)
The Philosopher Versus the Citizen:Arendt, Strauss, and Socrates. Political Theory, 26(2), pp.
163-164. Villa has criticized Leo Strauss for not being consistent himself all the time with Arendt’s
attempts to reconcile the relationship between philosophy and politics. Nevertheless, I do not think
Leo Strauss’ challenge to Arendt’s position can be ignored, as the question of the validity of
judgment while not appealing to objectivism.
4. See Kateb, G. (1999). The Judgement of Arendt. Revue Internationale De Philosophie, 53(208
(2)). “What is Freedom?, her most extreme writing, we can say that for Arendt political actors show
the right spirit when they act for the sake of exemplifying a passion (Arendt calls in a principle (p.
134).” See also What is Freedom (2006b), pp. 152-153.
5. See Habermas, J. (1996). Between Facts and Norms: Contribution to a Discourse Theory of Law
and Democracy. In this book, Habermas has asserted that he must establish a specific mechanism
that could contribute to forming a rationally motivated agreement based on a condition of
acceptability, which could be claimed as “truth” under Habermas. “We understand a speech act
when we know the kinds of reasons that a speaker could provide in order to convince a hearer that
he is entitled in the given circumstances to claim validity for his utterance - in short, when we know
what makes it acceptable (p. 232).” In other words, Habermas strives to find a normative process
that aims to arrive at democracy agreement, in which a better argument is at the very core of the
concepts.
6. Again, by comparing Habermas with Arendt is not simply dismissing his discourse ethics, as it is
almost impossible to simply deny the great contribution from discourse ethics. Rather, what I would
like to show is that Habermas’ normative procedure has missed potential opportunities to construct
a public sphere that can expand the so-called “limited plurality.”
7. Foucault brought the term “problematization” in his earlier work “The Archaeology of
Knowledge”and in his early essay “Prolemics, Politics and Problematizations,” see Foucault, M.
(1997b). Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations (pp. 111-120), in Essential Works of Foucault,
1954-1988 Volume 1, (Ed. P. Rainbow). England: Penguin Books.
8. See Foucault, M. (2014), On the Government of the Living. pp. 47-71. Foucault thinks the powers
from the servants and pastors have eventually blinded the king’s ability to recognize the identity of
himself, representing a constant struggles over “who I am.”
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9. See Foucault, M. (2014), On the Government of the Living. pp. 22-46. The word is invented by
Foucault himself. Alethurgy: the word “alethurgy” is a fictive word created by Foucault, and it is
defined as “the set of possible verbal and non-verbal procedures by which one brings to light what
is laid down as true as opposed to false, hidden, inexpressible, unforseeable, or forgotten,” in order
to conclude that “there is no power without something like alethurgy.”
10. See Foucault, M. (2011). The Courage of Truth: Lectures at the College de France 1983–1984.
“The aim of this mission is, of course, to watch over the others continuously, to care for them as if
he were their father or brother. But to what end? To encourage them to take care, not of their wealth,
reputation, honors, and offices, but of themselves, that is to say, of their reason, of truth, and of their
soul (phronesis, aletheia, psukhe) (p.86).”
11. See Brown, W. (2001). Politics Out of History, “Ontology of the present does not confuse itself
with ontologically grounded politics. ... it doesn’t tell us what is to be done, or even what is to be
valued. It does not replace the truths and convictions it renders historically contingent and
discursively containing; rather, it questions whether truths and convictions make up the right ethos
for critical political consciousness (p. 120).”
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