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Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault remain two central figures in the 
history of Western philosophy. Often a favorite to compare with Eastern 
thinkers like Zhuangzi, Nietzsche is an evasive thinker who encourages a 
play of interpretation through various linguistic tactics meant to evoke 
creative, passionate thinking and transformation. Similarly, Michel Foucault 
prides himself on his evasiveness, centralizes the transformative power 
involved in self-fashioning, and poses questions entangled in a play of 
interpretation and grounded in the “history of systems of thought.” Foucault’s 
encounter with Nietzsche undoubtedly had a profound effect on his work. 

Yet, while few would contest this influence, the relationship between these 
two thinkers has remained almost chimerical, with various imagined 
occasions of their encounter stitched together under Foucault’s exclamation 
that he is “simply Nietzschean” (3). With ample scholarship surrounding their 
work respectively, it is quite timely that Alan Rosenberg and Joseph Westfall 
offer us an edited volume thoroughly exploring the complex and nuanced 
relationship between these two monumental thinkers of the 19th and 20th 
centuries.  

This first of its kind collection of essays brings together scholarship 
addressing the underexplored relationship between Friedrich Nietzsche and 
Michel Foucault on topics related, but not limited to, a confrontation between 
their methodologies and the methodology of critical theory, 
self-transformation, the ontological priority of power, the will to truth 
inherent in knowledge, and the rhetorical tactics of each’s respective use of 
“genealogy.” While the book does seek to weave the threads of these two 
thinkers’ thought together, it would not, as many of the authors themselves 
point out, take these thinkers seriously if it did not simultaneously seek to 
move beyond them. As such, the themes underlying the investigations in 
these articles foreground a kind of ongoing critique meant for us to overcome 
the limits of our own readings of Foucault and Nietzsche, opening up a more 
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translucent horizon for thinking beyond them. As the editors point out, 
Nietzsche reminds us that “one repays a teacher badly if one always remains 
nothing but a pupil” (4).  

The anthology begins by diving into a sustained treatment of the will to 
knowledge and its layered significance for both Nietzsche and Foucault. Paul 
Patton, our first author, takes a decidedly Foucauldian approach in his chapter. 
He integrates Nietzsche into Foucault’s project of “the will to know,” 
indicating how the relationship between truth and knowledge emerges 
through configurations or “events of knowledge (savoir)” where the “effects 
of knowledge (connaisance)” and certain assertions of truth are 
performatively revealed in discourse and through the kinds of subjects that 
come to be through such relations (39). Following Patton, Alan Schrift, a 
scholar well known for his work on Nietzsche, structures his approach 
through Foucault’s lectures on “The Will to Know,” but expertly balances his 
treatment of both thinkers, allowing the readers to develop their own sense of 
the importance of reading them together in order to understand both more 
significantly. In particular, Schrift offers a reading of the origin and 
development of Foucault’s advancement of the history of the subject (which 
Foucault ultimately held to be his central concern throughout his work) 
through Nietzsche’s own revelation of the history of the subject within the 
history of reason: the birth of both of their use of genealogy through the will 
to know. With Patton and Schrift embedding their inquiries in Foucault’s 
Lectures on the Will to Know, they undoubtedly share the Foucauldian and 
Nietzschean question: What configurations of knowledge arise and how are 
they upheld; what are the assertions of truth (will to truth) operative in 
configurations of knowledge and what kinds of subjects emerge through 
these relations? Their novel approaches to the formation of this question and 
potential answers provide much needed voices in an otherwise quiet, 
unfocused space of thinking between Nietzsche and Foucault.  

Where the anthology opens through a focused engagement with and 
through Foucault’s Lectures on the Will to Know, it is arguably stitched 
together by the paper written by Alan Milchman and Alan Rosenberg. 
Crucially, Milchman and Rosenberg capture the spirit of beginning to ask 
about the relationship between Nietzsche and Foucault. The spirit of this 
inquiry starts with the fascination of both Nietzsche’s and Foucault’s ability 
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to shake things up and to utilize reading and writing as tools meant to 
demonstrate and subvert the “precariousness of the truths that we—in any 
epoch—take to be self-evident; the practices we never question” (102). What 
calls us to continue reading both, our authors point out, is not curiosity as 
much as it is a deeply personal engagement and passionate suspicion—which 
doubly carries over when being tasked with reading these thinkers together. 
Reading Foucault and Nietzsche takes both in tandem. Their texts force one 
to come up short with oneself, confronting one with a task to make something 
of oneself. This chapter foregrounds the question of what their texts can make 
of us—what they induce in their readers is self-transformation. As such, the 
article’s primary concern is illuminating the shared project of “self-fashioning 
linked to an art of living” (99). Milchman and Rosenberg precisely 
demonstrate the rhetorical tactics embedded in the fabric of each thinkers’ 
work, showing that when overlaid we clearly see a polysemic writing of 
self-provocation; a maieutic, transformative engagement with readers. In 
privileging self-experimentation, the authors performatively engage, in 
writing, both Foucault’s and Nietzsche’s projects to “never consent to be 
completely comfortable with your own certainties”1 and to take up being that 
new species of philosophers—“to be called attempters.”2 In short, this 
chapter gives considerable expression to the aim of the anthology. The 
reading of it successfully invigorates a philosophical passion in its reader that 
is unmatched in its ability to encourage the transformative effects of reading. 

Most of the second half of the anthology proceeds beyond an investigation 
of the significance of being “attempters” by questioning what we can do with 
Nietzsche and Foucault. That is, after Foucault and Nietzsche, what must be 
written and thought about? Jill E. Hargis calls Nietzsche and Foucault into 
question. While she concedes that both Foucault and Nietzsche clearly offer 
us the site of resistance and freedom in the individual through their respective 
critiques, she simultaneously questions if the recommendations that are born 
out of these critiques take us far enough to sufficiently address the broader 
regimes of truth and power that determine our everyday lives. Is the reversal 

                                                               
1 Michel Foucault, The Politics of Truth, translated by Lysa Hochroth and Catherine Porter, 
edited by Sylvère Lotringer, 144 (Los Angeles: Semiotext[e], 1997).  
2 Nietzsche, Friedrich. Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, 
translated by Walter Kaufmann, 242 (New York: Random House, Inc., 1989). 
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of being governed to consciously governing ourselves really possible?  
Jim Urpeth seeks to expose a religion uniquely available to us through the 

hybridization of Nietzsche’s and Foucault’s dynamic and metaphysical 
foregrounding of power. Through these thinkers, Urpeth conceives of an 
immanent religion of power that is neither the “higher power” of a 
transcendent deity nor the socio-political power of existing religious 
institutions (without denying the existing power relations that have already 
disseminated from these two). According to Urpeth, Nietzsche and Foucault 
show that power is so sufficiently ontological that it simultaneously provides 
a hailing critique of transcendent religion and reveals an immanent religion 
that operates on a substrate of libidinal power relations, giving rise to ways of 
being as well as the very “source” of being’s appearance at all.  

Finally, João Constâncio and Marta Faustino insert themselves into the 
existing scholarship surrounding Foucault’s and Nietzsche’s relationship with 
critical theory, seeking to respond to the mislaid criticisms that they are 
reductionist thinkers of power with no productive role to play in critical 
theory. Beginning with Axel Honneth’s truncated interpretation of Foucault’s 
Nietzschean conception of power, these authors systematically respond to 
each of Honneth’s criticisms, showing that the point of contention lies instead 
on metaphysical disagreements. Critical theorists often demand that Foucault 
and Nietzsche respond to a set of problems born out of a Hegelian “criterion 
for evaluating moral progress” (217). Yet these are not conceptual issues for 
either Foucault or Nietzsche (because both morality and progress for these 
thinkers are themselves subjects of critique). Constâncio and Faustino seem 
to contend that there exists a space to reconcile these thinkers with the 
tradition of critical theory by reconceiving what it means to do critical theory. 
For now, as these authors point out through Nietzsche and Foucault, critical 
theory remains troublingly Hegelian, precluding the possibility of such a 
conversation.  

As with any anthology that presents a fair account of the academic field 
and subsequent conceptual debate, the book is rife with interpretive disputes. 
Yet, given the interpretive pluralism encouraged by both Nietzsche and 
Foucault, this should come as no surprise. Each chapter begins with a slightly 
different interpretive standpoint. Whereas Michael Ure and Federico Testa, 
for instance, begin with the consideration of Nietzsche and Foucault as 



Book Review 334

physicians, diagnosing the symptoms of an epoch, the previously mentioned 
Urpeth starts from serious consideration of a potential shared metaphysical 
ground between both thinkers. Considering these thinkers as physicians as 
opposed to metaphysicians yields different results. Due to their varied 
assumptions about these thinkers, these authors often come to different 
interpretive conclusions about what continued work can and should be done. 
While this anthology demonstrates the interpretive plurality consistent with 
the scholarly work surrounding both Nietzsche and Foucault, it still suffers at 
times from its fundamental disagreements among the contributors. Often 
times, this can be productive, as is the case between the competing authors 
discussed above, but it tends to fall short critically and substantially in other 
places. In Brian Lightbody’s article, for instance, Foucault is surprisingly 
criticized as a “vague social constructivist” (175) and a “discursive idealist” 
(176), while both Nietzsche and Foucault are considered “incoherent” (172). 
Statements like these seem dismissive and out of place in this anthology, 
which otherwise offers a productive engagement between Foucault and 
Nietzsche. In particular, Lightbody, in seeking to reveal the potential 
shortcomings of these thinkers’ uses of Tgenealogy, inadvertently reduces 
them. His proposed Lamarkian solutions thus tend to act as a digression 
rather than a conclusion to his article. The proposed solutions especially feel 
so starkly removed because his article’s main concern is forcing Nietzsche’s 
and Foucault’s thought into conceptual squares (that they may not fit in) to 
achieve an unclear goal. Returning to his thesis unfortunately offers little 
guidance as it too is not entirely confident with what it offers: “I articulate 
what these problems are and offer a partial solution of sorts” (168). Overall, 
the article’s thrust is articulating problems, but it is not altogether convincing 
that the problems articulated are identified rather than created.  
  This anthology achieves its goal of bringing together thoughtful 
scholarship on an underexplored relationship. It meaningfully contributes in a 
variety of ways. For one, this is a conversation that has been desperately 
needed in philosophy. Foucault and Nietzsche both left strands of thought for 
us to pick up and if we think of each philosopher as tools in our conceptual 
tool box, it is important that we break open their thought to see what can be 
made of the concepts they allow us to create (e.g. reconceiving metaphysics 
and practices of self-fashioning). Importantly, this anthology offers developed 
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encounters between Nietzsche and Foucault through political, religious, 
metaphysical, and existential considerations. While each article can be 
commended on its particular significance to the scholarship, the anthology as 
a whole is meant to be collaborative. It privileges a central question through 
each consideration: What can we do after Nietzsche and Foucault? This 
question precisely allows the anthology to utilize Foucault’s and Nietzsche’s 
work on power to propose an immanent religion of power as Urpeth does, or 
to reveal the rhetorical tactics of self-transformation involved in Foucault’s 
and Nietzsche’s performative work as both Milchman and Rosenberg show. 
This anthology principally allows us to ask the questions: What do we make 
of ourselves, what new problems arise, and in what ways can we approach 
them after putting these thinkers into conversation? As a whole, this book 
does not close such matters but rather opens them up for further questioning, 
which is a rare gift for a critical reader. 

 
 

Joshua Avery Dawson ( ) 
Loyola Marymount University 
E-mail: jdawso10@gmail.com   
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