
54  OCTOBER 2018  THE MEDICAL POST

PMHx

Foucault’s father
A brief personal history of the French 

philosopher whose ideas reshaped how we 
think about medicine  BY TRISTAN BRONCA

Ge
tty

 Im
ag

es

Of all the 20th century philosophers, 
Michel Foucault may be one of the 
very few whose work can be said to be 
required reading for physicians. 

In the Birth of the Clinic, published in 
1963, Foucault introduced the “medical 
gaze,” a theory that suggested the way 
doctors view their patients is, by the 
very virtue of their work, dehumanizing. 
In order to be treated, patients must 
be defined by their biological parts. 
They become their gall bladders, bum 
knees, clogged arteries; features of their 
physical bodies which may be diseased 
or manipulated.

It was exactly this kind of biological 
reductionism that allowed medical 
science to flourish as it did in the age 
of the first modern doctors. But that 
was exactly the point Foucault was 

trying to make: We accepted these 
changes as unambiguously good for 
humankind, an improvement over 
the time when “medicine” was more 
of a spiritual endeavour, subject to 
the whims and doctrines of priests. 
Foucault questioned what the cost of 
that advancement was. We had created 
a highly respected institution with a 
significant degree of power over people, 
whose members—he argued—saw those 
people as less than fully human. It was 
an institution of which Foucault was, to 
put it charitably, suspicious.  

For this idea and many, many others, 
Foucault remains high on the list of 
the most radical intellectuals in the 
Western world. (If you’ve seen people 
like Jordan Peterson rail about the rise 
of “postmodernism” and “neomarxism” 

you should know that Foucault was the 
mac daddy of postmodern neomarxists.) 
Foucault’s qualms with medicine and 
other modern institutions also had a 
personal dimension, which he went to 
great lengths to conceal from the curious 
public as his celebrity grew.

Foucault’s father, Dr. Paul Foucault, 
was a highly respected surgeon, as 
was his grandfather. His mother, 
Anne Malapert, would have liked 
to be a doctor but it was prohibited 
at the time. His brother, Denys, also 
became a surgeon. His family was not 
only wealthy, but well-respected. But 
Foucault himself never really fit in. As 
he resisted pressure to become a doctor 
himself, he came to view his father—who 
abused him—as the personification 
of everything he would come to hate 
about the bourgeoisie. Years before he 
ever wrote Madness and Civilization, a 
groundbreaking historical examination 
of madness from the Renaissance 
through the modern medicalized age, 
Foucault’s father forced him against 
his will to see France’s most famous 
psychiatrist, Dr. Jean Delay, to figure out 
what so troubled him.  

Foucault was indeed troubled. As an 
adolescent he had begun self-harming. 
He had developed a preoccupation with 
torture, decorating his university dorm 
with images by Goya. At 22, he tried to 
commit suicide. Dr. Delay suggested that 
Foucault’s distress was the result of his 
having to repress his homosexuality and 
his interest in extreme sadomasochism 
in a society that simply couldn’t abide 
such things. People like Foucault were 
particularly unwelcome in the stratum 
of society that his family happened to 
occupy, and eventually he fled to other 
parts of Europe, including Germany and 
Italy, which he felt were more liberated. 

Madness and Civilization and his 
treatment under Dr. Delay made 
psychiatry the stone on which Foucault 
sharpened his critique of the other state 
institutions, such as the courts, prisons 
and the police. The irony was that 
despite Foucault’s distrust of psychiatry, 
Dr. Delay’s diagnosis, in a way, validated 
his ideas about the mechanics of 
power—ideas that would later shock the 
institutions he studied. MP
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At the end of May, we announced some big news: Scotiabank will be the new owner of MD Financial Management. 
In the months since, we’ve spoken with and, more importantly, listened to MD clients across the country.

We’ve heard cautious optimism, and also deep concern. Will MD still be for physicians? Will it still put your interests, 
and your needs, above everything else?

Our answer to you is: Yes.

We believe the relationship between MD and Canada’s physicians is sacred. It is based on half a century of 
experience and expertise. Protecting that relationship is MD’s and Scotiabank’s top priority.

Today we are making four specifi c commitments that you can hold us accountable to, as we move forward together.

(1)  We commit that MD will continue to give you the objective, expert and physician-centred advice you have 
always trusted.

  That means MD’s leadership team and its staff  remain in place; these are the people who know and understand 
physicians’ fi nances best. The way we compensate Advisors has not changed–they remain salaried (not 
commissioned) and focused, as always, on what’s in your best interest. We do not require or reward Advisors 
for selling you specifi c banking or investment products (including Scotiabank’s). Meeting your unique fi nancial 
needs is their sole purpose. 

(2) Your fees will not increase.  

 Our objective for MD clients is: the same service or better. We are aiming for better. 

(3) Physicians will continue to have a strong voice at MD.  

  Physicians provide an invaluable perspective that strengthens who we are and what we do. We will continue to 
actively seek your input and feedback on the products and services we off er.

(4) We will give you broader and more innovative choices.

  Right now, we’re crafting new, physician-centred banking and investment off erings. We’re excited to engage you 
directly in helping to shape these options.

The job ahead of us is clear: to prove these words with action. You are a part of our DNA. And for as long as MD has 
the honour of serving you, that will never change.

Sincerely,

Brian Peters
President and CEO
MD Financial Management

Alex Besharat 
Senior Vice President and Head, Canadian Wealth Management
Scotiabank

P.S. MD’s doors are always open. If you have any questions or concerns, your Advisor is ready to help.
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