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Radikal sein ist die Sache an der Wurzel fassen.  

Die Wurzel für den Menschen ist aber der Mensch selbst. 

 

Marx, Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie 

 

 

 

 

“…Présent, non — un présent n’existe pas…  

Faute que se déclare la Foule, faute — de tout. 

Mal informé celui qui se crierait son propre contemporain…” 

 

Mallarmé 

 

 

 
“Go, wondrous creature! mount where science guides, 

Go, measure earth, weigh air, and state the tides; 

Instruct the planets in what orbs to run, 

Correct old time, and regulate the sun; 

[…] 

Go, teach Eternal Wisdom how to rule— 

Then drop into thyself and be a fool!” 

 

Alexander Pope 
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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS  

 

The Politics of Autonomy in Kant and Foucault 
 
 

This thesis explores the question of autonomy in Kant and Foucault. It aims to provide 
an understanding of theoretical-political consequences implied in the relationship existing 
between Kant and Foucault. In particular, it seeks to explain why Foucault towards the end of 
his life returns to ethics in general and the notion of autonomy in particular, when this would 
appear to contradict almost his entire previous philosophical stance. On this basis, the thesis 
follows five problematics in the form of separate chapters which interrogate the relationship 
between these two philosophers, often challenging the doxa within dominant interpretations. 
These chapters are intended as at once as treating separate problems and functioning as 
chronological axis which follows the development of Foucault’s philosophy in relation to Kant.  

The aim is to reconstruct Foucault’s reading of the Enlightenment generally and of Kant 
specifically as both: real historical event/process and as particular philosophical position. The 
objective is not to discuss the Enlightenment in all its various national iterations and forms, but 
to try to understand the role of Kant, who after all comes at the very end as, so to speak, a 
closing figure of the Enlightenment. Although Foucault initially himself expressed negatively 
towards the Enlightenment as historical event and its proclamation of the autonomy of subject, 
in the end he endorsed it, attempting however to go beyond the Kantian separation between 
theoretical and practical reason.  

This is what this thesis proposes to call Foucault’s “politics of autonomy”. It is not just 
Kant, but also Foucault who developed his own philosophy of the subject “in the tension field 
between metaphysics and critique of knowledge, between practical and theoretical 
philosophy.” In order to understand the tensions and contradictions in the long and difficult 
philosophical encounter between Foucault and Kant, this thesis argues for historical, 
theoretical and political importance of the relation between the subject and autonomy 
throughout modernity. In Foucault’s interpretation, this relation conditioned modernity as a 
whole, and almost all of the issues we have inherited stem directly from the “long18th century” 
and the problems of normativity relating to the very form in which we relate to ourselves and 
to others.  

 

Key words: autonomy, politics, politics of autonomy, correlation, subject, object, critique, 

transcendental, psychology, anthropology, ethnology, physiology, positivity, man, structures, 

whole, humanity, observer, judgment, courage, ethos, parrhesia.  
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1 

Introduction: The Whole of Humanity, in the Present.  
 

 

Larvatus prodeo: strangely enough, this expression used by Descartes in his private diaries 

has famously and perhaps sometimes unjustly been applied to Michel Foucault. Always 

wearing a mask: this is Foucault’s strategy1 and his philosophical mode of being. Always at 

the limit and always at the centre, one could say.  Having in mind this metaphor, this thesis 

proposes an original reading of Foucault against the doxa of conventional scholarship: as a 

philosopher where the character behind the larvatus prodeo is in fact Kant. Of course, put this 

way, there are a number of obvious reactions on the part of the reader or critic: from those in 

agreement, because in the end it is Foucault himself who gives us, if not the right, then the 

motif to read him this way, to those claiming that it is an impossible reading in flagrant 

contradiction with certain programmatic texts, such as Nietzsche, Genealogy and History, 

which we have been taught to read in a certain way, and that Foucault himself would surely 

have disapproved.  

However, we should be careful of reducing the mask to either an origin, essence, or even 

worse a set of tactics. As if it were simply possible to remove the mask to discover the real 

man and exclaim, “ecce homo!” If, our judgment about his philosophical project is simply 

retrospective, looking at the beginning only in the light of its end, then we would inevitably 

fall into the common mistake and trap of either presenting the origin as an end or, vice versa, 

the end as origin, the mistake of storicismo and teleology. By contrast, once we apply the 

conceptual apparatus Foucault himself deploys in the later or final stages of his life, then it 

follows that it is perfectly legitimate to assume that Foucault is a philosopher who never ceases 

to wear (and lay aside) the mask of Kant.  

Taking my inspiration directly from Foucault and the considerations developed in detail 

in his text “What is an Author”2?, I propose a reading where Kant is placed at the centre of his 

philosophical inquiry, or better yet, where Kant is the point d’appui of certain contradictions 

and paradoxes. It is in this text that Foucault famously deconstructs the figure and function of 

the author in the philosophy of the subject:  

 
1 The examples are too many to count.  
2 Foucault, Michel, Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur ? In: DÉ I, pp. 817-849. English translation in: Marsh, J., Caputo, 
J.D. and Westphal, M. (ed.), Modernity and its Discontents. Fordham University Press, New York, 1992, 
pp. 299-314. 



 
 
 

2 

“The author explains the presence of certain events within a text, as well as their 
transformations, distortions, and their various modifications (and this through an author's 

biography or by reference to his particular point of view, in the analysis of his social 
preferences and his position within a class or by delineating his fundamental objectives). The 
author also constitutes a principle of unity in writing where any unevenness of production is 
ascribed to changes caused by evolution, maturation, or outside influence. In addition, the 

author serves to neutralize the contradictions that are found in a series of texts.  
Governing this function is the belief that there must be—at a particular level of an 

author's thought, of his conscious or unconscious desire—a point where contradictions are 
resolved, where the incompatible elements can be shown to relate to one another or to cohere 
around a fundamental and originating contradiction. Finally, the author is a particular source 

of expression who, in more or less finished forms, is manifested equally well, and with 
similar validity, in a text, in letters, fragments, drafts, and so forth”3 

 
 

The ‘author’ Michel Foucault presented in this thesis applies this very method to the ghost 

that is the name of his own philosophical contradictions and paradoxes, namely Immanuel 

Kant, and I am responsible or guilty of having applied this method to Foucault’s Kant. In this 

way, my aim is to deconstruct and thereby dispel à la Foucault the illusory unity of the author 

that is an effect of the philosophy of consciousness. As the great Perry Anderson reminds us in 

the reissue of his famous writings on the “Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci”, it is often we, the 

readers, as authors, who project unity on a thought, a unity which might have never existed, 

and which is entirely our projection:  

 

“this is the assumption—so common as to be virtually automatic—that the thought of 
any great mind must be as coherent as it is august, and that the highest task of commentary on 

it is to demonstrate its fundamental underlying unity. The reality is just the opposite: the 
thought of a genuinely original mind will typically exhibit—not randomly but intelligibly—

significant structural contradictions, inseparable from its creativity, on which attempts to 
impose or extract an artificial homogeneity can only end in simplification and distortion.”4 

 
 

Wary of the inveterate tendency of the scholarly literature to simplify and ‘save the 

appearances’ of the author ‘Foucault’, this thesis then, in following Foucault’s strategic 

deconstruction of the author, attempts to analyse the relationship existing between Michel 

Foucault and Immanuel Kant. There is no unity behind the mask, eccentric or intrinsic, neither 

origin, essence nor occasional tactics. The mask of Kant is the name I will give to set of 

contradictions and paradoxes that are put to work by the set of texts that we name Foucault, 

 
3 Ibid., DÉ I, p. 830, p. 308, English.  
4 Anderson, Perry, The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci, Verso, London, 2017. p. 13. 
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contradictions which are the effect of a philosophical struggle with and against Kant, a struggle 

in which there is no final victory or negation of the negation, but which instead is inseparable 

from the greatness of innovation in philosophy. Rousseau already challenged the unity of the 

author as beheld by the common doxa when he argued that it is better to reveal a paradox than 

find solace in a commonplace or prejudice.5 Put differently, the thesis offered to reader is 

precisely not about the question of influence, which is merely another way in which we ‘save 

the appearances’ and pursue the hunt for origins or essence.  

Rather than influences, I insist on the question of relationship or common problematics, 

diagnosis and contradictions I understand Foucault and Kant to share. Therefore, if there is a 

unity to this thesis it is a unity of contradictions, a set of traces and conflicts that accompany 

Foucault in his philosophical journeys and that enable productive displacements within his 

thought. This is why I would like to start with some of of the most important characteristics 

which in the course of this research have resulted as common traits: at the most general and 

hence most fundamental level, their philosophies are both comprised of a pars destruens and a 

pars construens.  

Although historically Kant is not the first to adopt this method (one might say at the very 

least that Spinoza preceded him), it is certain that after Kant it has been taken up by virtually 

all philosophers whilst they were masked.  In this sense, we are all, as Foucault reminded us, 

neo-Kantians. They destroy, not for the sake of destruction, but for the sake of later 

construction. If for Kant, the pars destruens consists in exposing the dogmatism of all previous 

metaphysics, for Foucault also one could speak of the criticism of the dogmatism of all those 

philosophies which insist on man as positivity and claim that the object is a valid basis for 

deducing or inferring conclusions or truths about the subject. In both, we find methodological, 

that is epistemological questions, which serve as the prelude to their concerns in practical 

philosophy. The difference is that whereas Kant kept the realm of theoretical and practical 

philosophy separated, and arguably wanted to maintain this separation, Foucault’s attempt is 

aimed at their unification. This unification however is to be sought in Kant’s project from the 

Opus Postumum. Whereas Kant aimed at formal separation between ethics and politics, 

Foucault wanted to institute ethics which would be political and politics which would already 

be ethics. Whereas Kant aimed at the will which would ultimately be obedient, Foucault 

ultimately aimed at actions which would amount to what Foucault defined as involuntary will, 

 
5 Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, Emile or On Education. Introduction, Translation and Notes by Alan Bloom. 
Basic Books, New York, 1979, p. 93. 
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or in his own famous rendering “involuntary servitude, reflected indocility”6  Already in 

Foucault’s early works, commonly referred to as his methodological works (Histoire de la folie 

à l'âge classique, Les Mots et les Choses and L’archéologie du savoir) we have the first 

contradiction of Kant and Kantianism. Following this first contradiction, this thesis argues that 

even, what Étienne Balibar has aptly called, the destitution of the subject in the “structuralist 

movement”, required an a priori in Foucault’s case.  

Even if structurally different to Kant’s, Foucault’s historical a priori has nonetheless, on 

the one hand, the function of displacing the question of the subject to the realm of history, and 

on the other, it enables him to probe the relationship whereby the subject posits itself as an 

object of displacements of and within history.  This is why one of the arguments that I propose 

in this thesis underlines the importance of what I have designated as Foucault’s attempt to write 

the Fourth, historical Critique. Like Kant, Foucault is interested in what are, on the one hand, 

genuinely epistemological questions and, on the other, genuinely practical questions. In both, 

we find the idea of the materialisation of the form, inseparable from the function of the a priori 

on and subject as function.  

But, if this question for Kant consists in asking or inquiring about the conditions of 

possibility of knowledge and the role of the subject, programmatically announced, but never 

fully thought historically, for Foucault it is not so much a question of the abstract and formal 

truth conditions, as it were, but rather the historical conditions which gave rise to certain 

materialisations of the forms of knowledge which for their part have conditioned and continue 

to condition what we are and how we came to be and understand ourselves as both subjects 

and objects. In other words, for Foucault the issue is to answer the question of what in a 

particular and given historical moment, under given circumstances, stands or can stand as 

evidence of truth, what he calls veridiction, that is, the relationship between “subject, truth and 

power.”  

Power, rendered somewhat freely, in Kant is conceived as an internal (but objective) Kraft 

(such as Denkkraft or Vorstellungskraft or Urteilskraft), whereas in Foucault it is broadened 

and deepened to invest the realm of both individual and social relations. From the Kantian 

“analytic of truth”, Foucault transposes this question onto the “ontology of the present, of 

present reality, an ontology of modernity, an ontology of ourselves.”7 That is, for Kant, or for 

philosophy after Kant, the Kantian question of theoretical philosophy is understood as an 

 
6 QC, p. 39 
7 GSA, p. 22, English p. 21.  
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epistemological question, whereas Foucault gives it an ontological meaning, taking however  

inspiration from Kant’s injunction that the fundamental relationship is the one with the present. 

This is where the question of the analytic of truth meets that of the ontology of the “present, 

modernity and ourselves.”  This is also, this thesis argues, why the relationship between Kant 

and Foucault is not the one of mere identity or pure rejection, but precisely an unstable 

equilibrium between an analytic of truth and the ontology of the “present, modernity and 

ourselves.” From the historical framework posited in the first and to an extent in the second 

chapter, it will become clear that Foucault in order to escape Hegel had to resort to Kant. This 

resort was however mediated by other interpretations and other philosophies, often quite 

disparate in their philosophical origins and outcomes.  

Despite inherent contradictions, it is interesting ask oneself why or how is it that both 

Foucault and Kant locate the “origin” of modern philosophy in Descartes, despite the fact that 

the internal motivation of their philosophies appears to be so different as to obscure this very 

question? Although their arguments are rather different and their interpretative strategies 

distant, Foucault without a doubt in his commentary of Kant’s Anthropologie in Pragmatischer 

Hinsicht and Opus Postumum understands and underlines the importance of Kant’s 

argumentation in the section on the Paralogisms of Pure Reason. These works and this 

particular section of the Critique of Pure Reason enabled Foucault to gradually develop his 

own argument, culminating in his criticism of the dogmatism of previous philosophies.  

“The Kantian lesson”, on which Foucault would not cease to insist throughout his work, 

led him to conclude that it was not Kant himself but rather post-Kantian philosophy that was 

dogmatic, precisely because it conflated the empirical and the transcendental, reduced the 

fundamental to the positive, and undersood power as mere authority, that is, it conflated or 

better identified power with a place, person, possession and substance. Hence, Foucault’s 

methodological and for that matter his most theoretical works, criticise in a Kantian vein 

virtually all previous philosophies for their dogmatism. This allows Foucault to, on the one 

hand, maintain the a priori by transforming it, and on the other, most importantly perhaps, to 

reserve for philosophy the a priori which he denied to all the other sciences.  

As I hope this thesis will demonstrate, philosophy for Foucault remains peculiar because 

it is the only “science” or the only “knowledge” which poses and maintains different 

relationship to the truth or the processes of veridiction. In fact, it could be said, that since its 

inception, philosophy is the only one that poses the question of truth at all. On the other hand, 

this thread enables Foucault to famously demand we “cut of the king’s head in political theory”, 
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which means precisely that power is to be understood not as substance, possession or person, 

but rather as a relation which at its centre poses not the sovereign as substance or the one 

possessing power, but rather all those small bodies presented for example on the frontespizio 

of Hobbes’s Leviathan. Only by working within this framework is Foucault able to arrive at a 

positive understanding of the subject, where it is no longer a question of the destitution of the 

subject, nor, it should be added, is it about the transcendental subject or the subject of 

consciousness. What Foucault has in mind is a more open and broader conception of the 

subject, at once singular and plural. From his usages of reflecting judgment to his conception 

of the philosopher as spectator and of the overall question of political imagination, Foucault 

appears to be at the limit, at the point of transgressing his mask. A conception of the subject or 

subjectivity capable of de-subjectivation, a virtual leap of faith in the subject in which the 

singular appears in its plurality and the plural in its singularity, culminates in Foucault’s and 

Kant’s shared commitment towards ethical universalism and humanity.  

Consequently, this thesis argues that their philosophical projects in their practical aspect 

are concerned not just with the question of individual, but also with that of humanity. In this 

sense, Foucault should be seen as giving his own, Cynic-inspired reformulation of the second 

formulation of Kant’s categorical imperative. This open reformulation, crucial for my reading 

of Foucault in the last instance, has escaped virtually all Foucault scholars all of whom, using 

different approaches, have written either single texts or dedicated entire works to his 

relationship to Kant, such as: Béatrice Han-Pile, Mariapaola Fimiani, Andrea Hemminger, 

Mark Bevir, Mark Djaballah, Amy Allen, Bob Robinson,  as well as the scholars gathered in 

one of the best volumes dedicated to the question of autonomy in Foucault, Foucault and the 

Making of Subjects.8   

Famously, Kant defines the so-called second formulation of the categorical imperative in 

the following way: “so act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person 

of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.”9  Foucault, for his 

part, in discussing the ancient ethical schools, particularly focusing on the Cynics, reclaims this 

formulation, claiming that the Cynic is ultimately “responsible for humanity.”10 This I believe 

suffices to understand the horizon which they share; not always or not necessarily in the same 

form, but always posing the question how the form can be materialised and what practical 

 
8 References to their works are to be found in the text of the thesis itself.  
9 GMS, p. 429, English p. 80.  
10 CV, p. 277, English, p. 302.  
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consequences such an act entails and implies. Foucault’s general attitude and the message he 

tries to convey is that the “long 18th century”, or the form it came to materialise, ending (rather 

than beginning) with Kant and his famous quest for openness, for the Ausgang, is in fact still, 

in part at least, our task. In order for us to be able to be “responsible for humanity” in the first 

place, we should understand that the Enlightenment still appears as part of those historical 

structures and conditions that determine what we are and what we came to be. Thus the problem 

of teleology is posed in Foucault in a twofold way: on the one hand, the rejection of any 

thinking based on teleology, and on the other, a certain responsibility towards oneself and 

humanity, which implies or encloses within itself the problem of the impossibility of separating 

the analytics of truth from the ontology of present. This calls for the rethinking of the 

problematics of ends and teleology in Foucault, often deemed as non-existent or contrary to 

the very habitus or, better yet, ethos of Foucault’s very way of philosophising. This thesis does 

not pretend to offer a solution to this problem, but is more modest in its intention: simply to 

point out that this problem exists and that it is open for discussion. Inspired by Rousseau, I 

have tried to treat it precisely in such a way as to propose a paradox in order to avoid falling 

into prejudice. The Enlightenment as the horizon of what we are and what we have come to be 

is ultimately a reigning model in Foucault. One to be surpassed for sure, but not before we have 

answered to it.  

 

“I think that the Enlightenment, as a set of political, economic, social, institutional, and 
cultural events on which we still depend in large part, constitutes a privileged domain for 

analysis. I also think that as an enterprise for linking the progress of truth and the history of 
liberty in a bond of direct relation, it formulated a philosophical question that remains for us 

to consider.”11 
 

Foucault’s judgment on the Enlightenment as something “for us to consider” is in fact best 

characterised by what Ernst Bloch had named “die Ungleichzeitigkeit”, that is the simultaneity 

of non-simultaneous, where the elements of the past are still present and alive in what 

constitutes our very own present. Far from wanting to escape this, Foucault is keen to grapple 

with this difficult issue. If the Enlightenment is not merely an event amongst others, if it has 

signalled the entire history which came after it, if it was the first period which understood itself 

as new, as an epoch which arrived at its own definition by distinguishing itself from all previous 

ones, this then has to be put into perspective for our own understanding not only of our recent 

 
11 WE, p. 42-43.  
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past, but of wider historical processes. In Foucault’s vision of the world and philosophy, this 

Ungleichzeitigkeit has a straightforward result: not to treat the Enlightenment as something in 

relation to which we ought to take positions, to be either “for or against”; nor does it imply 

adopting a “dialectical” position. In his own words, this means that:  

 

“We must try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are historically 
determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment. Such analysis implies a series of 

historical inquiries that are as precise as possible; and these inquiries will not be oriented 
retrospectively toward the "essential kernel of rationality" that can be found in the 

Enlightenment and that would have to be preserved in any event; they will be oriented toward 
the "contemporary limits of the necessary," that is, toward what is not or is no longer 

indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects.”12 
 
 

The refusal of the blackmail (positive or negative) of the Enlightenment and the rejection 

of dialectics, as this thesis aims to demonstrate, is what necessarily leads Foucault if not to 

posit then at least to problematize the relationship of Kant’s philosophy to the present, that is 

to any attempt to think how to escape the totalising effects of a philosophy of history which 

would either want to posit the end as the origin or see the origin in the end itself. Foucault 

wants to escape precisely these simplifications, which is why his method went through several 

important displacements (I think it is better to talk of displacements rather than changes): from 

archaeology, which as this thesis argues necessarily ends in what Agamben calls rovinologia, 

through genealogy, which for its part ends in the contradiction where the analytics of the truth 

meets the ontology of the present.  

Foucault’s reading of Kant’s text on the Enlightenment presents us with the image of a 

text that is an exception to the general Kantian rule, characterised, amongst other things, by its 

lack of finality and teleology. Foucault’s intention is precisely to question what is left after 

history itself is void of its internal teleology and finality: the issue he wants to deal with is that 

of contingency. But, not just contingency, but the necessity thereof. What are we left with after 

we admit that contingency is the only necessity as it were? What role does the subject then not 

only take, but perform? The answer Foucault gives, as this thesis claims, is implicitly related 

to the issue or problem of correlation. This notion of correlation, we could say, is introduced 

at the beginning (in particular Chapter 2) and the end of the thesis because Foucault begins and 

ends with it as well. Hence, If Introduction à l'Anthropologie de Kant opened with the problem 

of correlation, Courage de la vérité ends with it.  The notion of correlation inaugurates and 

 
12 Ibid., p. 43. Italics are mine.  



 
 
 

9 

ends Foucault’s intellectual path. Ultimately, for him, the idea underlying the relationship 

between different types of veridiction, different types of parrhesia (political and ethical) and 

that between the self-constitution of us as both moral subjects and subjects of morality is in 

fact that of correlation. The void left by the lack of teleology is in fact compensated or 

substituted by the idea that there is this correlation which is at once productive of and resulting 

from different ways of applying the historical a prioi, which for their part determine the types 

of relations the self establishes with the self and with others. This is fundamental in 

understanding the central stake of what this thesis proposes to do and that is to posit and analyse 

what I have called the politics of autonomy.   

If we are to think the politics of autonomy in Foucault as co-related to Kant, then we would 

benefit from understanding how both the methodological and conceptual threads that Foucault 

pursues are in fact placed on the level of persistent activation of critique as philosophical 

stance, principle and commitment. In this sense, this thesis proposes to fulfil the following 

philosophical and theoretical task: that of staging the ground common to Kant and Foucault in 

showing that is the whole (Ganzes) which is the place of correlation between various attempts 

at materialising the form and thus establishing relationships between “truth (veridiction), power 

(governmentality) and the subject (practices of the self).”13 This, if nothing else, is what 

Foucault’s historical reformulation of the second formulation of Kant’s categorical imperative 

is after, and consequently that is what the politics of autonomy is about.  

In order to pursue the argument outlined above, this thesis proposes a division into five 

separate chapters. The chapters undertake a chronological, theoretical and historical 

reconstruction of Foucault’s persistent, although not always consistent, engagement with Kant. 

They show that although Kant is not always in the foreground, he is in fact always part of 

Foucault’s intellectual framework. Whether Kant appears as the target or as a fellow traveller, 

his presence and importance for the development of Foucault’s own argument should not be 

underestimated or understated. Not underestimating simply means following it from its 

inception as it were, from the first chapter of this thesis calls a “Prelude to a (hi)story”, which 

begins right at the threshold of conceiving Michel Foucault more in line with classical problems 

of philosophy: which, grosso modo, can be summarised as comprising or entailing the 

fundamental philosophical question about the relationship between subject and object. I have 

traced Foucault’s engagement with Kant to show that Kant is not marginal to French 

philosophy in general or to Foucault’s own intellectual lineage in particular, specifically in 

 
13 CV, p. 10, English p. 9.  
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terms of its importance in his philosophical and intellectual formation through the works of his 

teachers and direct predecessors. Secondly, I show how specifically the problem of Hegel’s 

immense and totalising edifice imposed itself within the French academy at the end of 1930s, 

and spanning through to the 1950’s. If Hegel posed the problem, the solution, even if partial, 

almost without exception in French philosophy after WWII, was to be found, on the one hand 

in Kant, and on the other in Nietzsche. Kant, however, did not arrive alone. He arrived, as this 

thesis in its first, historical chapter demonstrates, on the coat tails of Heidegger’s famous 

interpretation presented in his 1929 Kantbuch. It is in the wake of this book that a host of other 

interpretations appear, first that of Gurvitch and later that of Kojève and Vuillemin, which have 

been important for generations of French philosophers. From here French philosophy opens 

towards what I have called a series of philosophical mediations on Kant. Foucault’s is but one 

of them.  

Accordingly, this thesis maps the specificity of the Kantian presuppositions of 

Foucauldian critique through the 1960s and beyond. Whilst it is certainly true that the role of 

Kant in Foucault’s project in the 1980s has been studied, to my knowledge none of the studies 

have offered a comprehensive overview of their complex relationship, starting from Kant’s 

explicit objections to physiology and psychology, which Foucault deals with in his readings of 

Kant’s Anthropologie in Pragmatischer Hinsicht  and Opus Postumum. It is Kant who first 

proposes an anthropology conceived as the critique of both physiological and psychological, 

and more broadly medical discourse, which Foucault’s project of ethnology pursues from IAK 

onwards, stretching through the works of the archaeological period: this is the subject of the 

chapters two and three.  

Chapters four and five analyse the relationship between Kant and Foucault beyond the 

usual focus on genealogy or the power-knowledge pair, or even power-resistance. My aim is 

to present this encounter, through a close reading, in its explicitly political elements, 

culminating in what I propose to call the ‘politics of autonomy’. In this I follow Foucault’s 

politico-ethical arguments and commitments, reading them with and against Kant, just as he 

did. To the extent that within these chapters the reader will also find problematised, although 

this is not all the primary concern or subject of this thesis, Foucault’s relationship to Nietzsche, 

my aim is simply to show the potential for a different reading. We have been taught to read 

Foucault in a certain way, but I believe that when it comes to great thinkers readings against 

the grain can be shown to be more productive than a blind recapitulation of doxa. Whether or 

not I have succeeded, it is up to readers of this thesis to judge.  
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1. FOUCAULT AND KANT: PRELUDE TO A (HI)STORY 
 

1.1. Une question du regard?  
 

 

This thesis departs from one simple assumption: Michel Foucault is more of a classical 

philosopher than either his followers or his critics usually admit. By this I mean that the themes 

he chose and treated are far from new in philosophical debates, while acknowledging that he 

reiterated and restated classical philosophical problems in a fundamentally new way. This, of 

course is far from insignificant, and is a mark of his incredible ability to push the hypothesis to 

its limits, to rewrite history and thereby the history of philosophy. At the same time though, 

this conception raises certain problems and difficulties in understanding his work. If he is a 

philosopher concerned with classical philosophical issues such as the relationship between 

subject and object, time and space, knowledge and power, constitution and becoming, history 

and man, truth and subject, state and society, self and society, knowledge and its limits, finitude 

and the infinite, the norm and its deviation, normativity and life, life and politics, virtue and 

politics etc., he then cannot be understood to be at the same time within and outside the 

framework of classical philosophical inquiry.  

Moreover, one of the peculiarities of his philosophical project is that he either deploys or 

explores many of the concepts or problems raised, but left unanswered, within Kant’s immense 

philosophical edifice. These concern not only questions raised by the Critique of Pure Reason 

but extend to those of the Second and Third Critique, and in particular to what are known as 

Kant’s Kleine Schriften. If there is a philosopher under whose shadow Foucault’s entire 

philosophical oeuvre labours, it is Kant. Questions inherited from Kant include the 

epistemological consequences of the (im)possibility of thinking the subject without the object, 

the relationship between the subject and the law14, those of the living being becoming 

simultaneously a subject and an object of the sciences, the role of history in the Enlightenment 

as expressed in the peculiar idea of progress, revolution and the figure of philosopher as 

observer (Zuschauer), and finally the possibility of constituting an autonomous self, a sort of 

non-residual residue.  We will borrow Habermas’s wording and say that what is at stake in 

 
14 And here I mean both, in Kantian terms, Recht and Gesetz.  
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Foucault’s reading of Kant is “modernity as a philosophical project”15. The task of writing 

about two philosophers who don’t seem to share much, and yet, as this thesis aims to show, 

who do share more than meets the eye, presents the one writing with a choice. Choosing here 

is no easy matter, as it is not about personal preference or whim, but about the very possibility 

of an internal coherence of an argument. For the sake of argument and even polemics, it means 

that one necessarily ought to limit oneself to certain conceptual pairs, ideas or notions. One is 

immediately invited to ask: how to limit oneself when the theme or the subject of interest is 

related to Kant and Foucault? What is there to stick to?  

Far from wanting or even pretending to write an exhaustive exegesis of their respective 

works, this thesis proposes to limit itself to what is internal and mutual to their respective 

philosophical positions or perspectives, common traits as it were, in order to arrive at its central 

point: what this thesis proposes to call the politics of autonomy. That, at least according to the 

author of these lines is what relates these two philosophers in a more profound manner than is 

usually recognised by the doxa of commentators. In other words, their respective understanding 

of politics makes their positions radically similar, and yet at the same time it is here that they 

diverge the most. It will be argued that it is precisely this political affinity that is responsible 

for Foucault’s progressive distancing from various (post)structuralist and postmodernist 

tendencies, and ultimately his final rupture with Nietzsche towards the end of the 1970s and 

into the 1980s. This affinity has affected Foucault’s open endorsement of modernity and 

defence of a very peculiar conception of autonomy.  

This rupture with Nietzsche consists primarily in their opposing view of Christianity, or 

better its historical role, as well as the importance of community, “une certain nous”,16 with 

Foucualt’s progressive acceptance of the Enlightenment (and thus modernity) as a paradigm to 

be read, understood and continued in both political and moral terms - is a not only a decisive 

but final inscription into Kantian tradition. To think their respective philosophies then requires 

us to think with them against them. To say that they are not absolutely opposite, that they are 

not absolutely other or extraneous one to another is to state a judgment already. It is precisely 

this not being extraneous one to another that gives us if not the reason, then at least the motif 

to explore their relationship in directions and paths not usually followed. On the one hand, we 

 
15 Habermas, Jürgen. Modernity, an Unfinished Project, in:  Passerin d’Entrèves, Maurizio and Benhabib, 
Seyla (Ed). Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity: Critical Essays on the Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity, MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1997. pp. 38-55; and Der Philosophische 
Diskurs der Moderne. Zwölf Vorlesungen. Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1985.  
16 Judith Revel had masterfully accentuated the “nous” Foucault speaks of. Cf.  Revel, Judith, Foucault avec 
Merleau-Ponty. Ontologie politique, présentisme et historie, Vrin, Paris, 2015. p. 45.  
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have Kant who is, (depending on the perspective) simultaneously the  “last truly old” 

philosopher -due to the fact that he still, to an extent at least, follows  Greek, in primis 

Aristotelian and secondly Hellenistic, i.e., Stoic tradition – and the “first truly new” 

philosopher whom Mendelssohn famously called “Alleszermahler”17 (the destroyer of 

everything, i.e. of classical, dogmatic metaphysics), and as such stands at the beginning of what 

Foucault designates as our modernity, at the very beginning of the formation of what we today 

call bourgeois or civil society, or in Foucault’s terms the one standing between  l’age classique 

and the nineteenth century.18  

On the other, we have Foucault who was equally called “the critic of the entire world”19, 

one of the “biggest critics of the Enlightenment”, “critic of the subject, progress…”, a thinker 

who brought into question the advances of biology and social sciences tout court, who showed 

the Other of reason (la raison c’est la torture20), a destroyer, certainly one of the greatest 

Alleszerhmahler of the 20th century. Their philosophies then converge at least on one central, 

focal point: destruction in order to construct.21 In both then, we have pars destruens and pars 

construens, exactly as portrayed in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.  

Given Kant’s historically distinctive position of being the last “truly old” and the first 

“truly new” philosopher, the one standing exactly on the threshold of two epochs, periods, two 

epistemes to express ourselves in Foucauldian terms, it then perhaps becomes more 

understandable as to why he is taken as a point of reference throughout Foucault’s œuvre. Kant, 

in a way, is neither/nor: neither a “classicist” nor the 19th century classifier.  It is precisely 

Kant’s liminal position, as the one standing between or better bridging two epochs or epistemes, 

that renders his philosophy particularly captivating for an inquiry into the nature of our 

modernity and subjectivity: arguably the very kernel of what Foucault as a philosopher is 

 
17 Cf. Mendelssohn, Moses, Morning Hours. Lectures on God’s Existence. Springer, Dordrecht, 2011. 
Introduction xix. The translators have rendered this as ‘all-quashing Kant’.   
18 According to the Foucault of Les Mots et les Choses.  
19 See for example the eponymous issue of the journal Critique: Michel Foucault, critique du monde entier. 
Critique, 471-471, 1986.  
20 This famous proclamation has been more often than not wrongly understood. I have always been inclined 
to see in it not the definition of reason as torture, but as, similar to the Frankfurt School, reason being torture 
as well, but not exclusively. In other words, Foucault’s very thinking of history and philosophy is in itself 
impossible, unimaginable and unthinkable outside the very framework of the tradition of modern 
rationalism. Cf. Foucault, Michel, interview with K. Boesers, „die Folter, das ist die Vernunft, tr. fr. La 
torture, c’est la raison” Literaturmagazin, n. 8, december, 1977. In: DÉ II, Gallimard, Paris, 2001, pp. 390-
399 
21 On this point in Foucault see:  Saar, Martin, Die From der Macht, Immanenz und Kritik, in: Rölli, Marc, 
Nigro, Roberto (Ed), Vierzig Jahre Überwachen und Strafen. Zur Aktualität der Foucault‘schen 
Machtanalyse, Transkript Verlag, Bielefeld, 2017, pp. 57-173; As for Kant, it is a common place of Kant-
forschung that his philosophy consists of pars destruens and pars construens.  
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doing. It is precisely this liminal position, or the awareness of it that enabled Kant to famously 

proclaim that “Our age is properly the age of critique, and to critique everything must 

submit”22— a proclamation Foucault not only took seriously, but literally. The old was dying, 

the new in all its forms could not yet be born, to borrow and paraphrase Gramsci’s expression. 

Immanuel Kant and Michel Foucault:  the beginning and end of an epoch.  Indeed, if Kant 

indeed holds this liminal, instigating, originating position and if Foucault arrives at its end, it 

is not implausible to claim that Foucault departs precisely where Kant had left off. Kant’s 

position did not allow him to fully see and sketch a time to come, Foucault’s on the other hand 

had arrived precisely when its contours seemed to be exhausted. 

If, as Foucault claimed in his commentary on Kant’s Anthropologie von Pragmatischer 

Hinsicht, Anthropology repeats the Critique of Pure Reason as a photographical negative,23 my 

aim is to show that Foucault’s philosophy repeats Kant’s in that very same way: as a 

photographical negative. Foucault, as he himself repeatedly claimed, takes Kantian critical 

project as his own, and as I will try to show, tries to bring it to closure. Foucault in other words 

is to be seen as a philosopher whose work is by far the most superior contemporary attempt at 

not only accomplishing Kant’s critical project, but of writing the Fourth Critique. This fourth 

Critique revolves not only around the question of history, but of that of Bestimmung as well.  

If on the one hand they share a concern about the relationship between subject and object 

(an Ur philosophical question we could say), on the other they share a belief that the 

fundamental aim of philosophy is ultimately man’s practical determination or better vocation 

[die Bestimmung]24. Without it, there can be no politics of autonomy either in Kant or in 

Foucault. Although Foucault nowhere and never explicitly spoke of Bestimmung as such, my 

claim is that it is precisely this Kantian notion - that Reinhard Brandt characterises as the 

passage from first to the second phase of the Enlightenment, that is, from the first phase 

oriented on the question “was ist der Mensch” to the second phase oriented towards the 

 
22 KrV, Vorrede, A Edition. p. 9. Pluhar, p. 8. 
23 I will come back to this later.  
24 The difficulty of translating the German concept of die Bestimmung has been widely debated and 
discussed. The Italian translators often opted for vocation (vocazione), although the literal translation would 
be determination. The theme of Bestimmung has been present throughout the German Enlightenment but 
also, albeit in a different form, in the works of various French philosophers of the Enlightenment. It is 
generally understood to be one of the most important and frequent themes of German C18th and early C19th 
tradition.  For more details about the concept of Bestimmung in German culture and tradition, see: Hinske, 
Norbert. ed. Die Bestimmung des Menschen bei Kant, Meiner Verlag, Hamburg, 1999. For a succint 
discussion in Italian see: Macor, Laura, Ana. Destinazione, missione, vocazione: "un’espressione pura per 
la pura idea filosofica di Bestimmung des Menschen", in: Rivista di storia della filosofia, p. 163-201, 
Fascicolo 1, 2015.  
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“dynamic, subject-oriented and practical vocation [Bestimmung]”25 - that becomes dominant 

in his 1980s work. The late 1970s and 1980s are inseparable from the Kantian question of 

Bestimmung and finally perhaps, from teleology.  In order to corroborate my thesis and to 

analyse the historical appearance and the usage of the concept of Bestimmung in Kant, so as to 

demonstrate the analogy in the case of Foucault, I will rely on Reinhard Brandt’s interpretation. 

Introducing this notion seems not only plausible, but in fact consistent with Foucault’s own 

repeated insistence on his Kantian legacy. In particular this concept then helps us understand 

and clarify not only the Kantian question about Enlightenment and revolution, but Foucault’s 

usage of ‘critique’ in a strongly Kantian sense, his own treatment of his philosophy as a part of 

the “ontology of the present” or of “modernity”, in opposition to what he defined as the other 

lineage of the Kantian tradition, namely the “analytic of truth.”26  

Kant has always already been there in Foucault but often been mediated by other readings 

and understood through various interpretations. These, however, are usually not often 

recognised nor accounted for since they appear to go against the image of Foucault as a 

‘postmodernist’. To undo this injustice by doing justice to Kant— such is our endeavour. 

Without it, Foucauldian archaeology cannot be properly understood, and with it his subsequent 

development and explicit return to Kant from 1976-1977 onwards would remain utterly 

mysterious and completely unintelligible.  

 

 

1.2. Genealogy of archaeology. Towards a series of philosophical 
mediations on Kant 

 
 

If Descartes’s philosophy is one of the first modern iterations of philosophical discourse 

based on scientific revolution - as it is - it has the merit that, on the hand, it helped liberate 

philosophy from its role as ancilla theologiae but, on the other hand, it equally made it servile 

to the newly developing natural sciences. Thus, for the first time the relationship between the 

 
25Cf. Brandt, Reinhard. Die Bestimmung des Menschen bei Kant, Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg, 2009. p. 
15. According to Brandt, this “transition from the objective being of the ontological question, “What is a 
Man”, to the dynamic, subject oriented and practical determination (Bestimmung) signals, in German 
philosophy, a path away from Christian Wolff and the Wolffians to Kant, or it signals the transition from the 
first to the second phase of the Enlightenment”. Ibid.  
26 GSA. p. 22. 
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rigorous new science of physics and philosophy - that would come to determine modernity – 

is established. Reason now, instead being subordinated to God, is subordinated to science. 

Descartes’s philosophy not only relates philosophy to science but equally tries to develop a 

science of man, whereby man is conceived as part of the res extensa, part of the “nature” that 

is to be dissected, cut, externally grasped and reduced to pure matter: direct result of the 

philosophical dualism introduced in Les méditations métaphysiques.27 It is principally the 

Second Mediation that determines the final separation between what was previously considered 

the unity between body and soul.  

With this, the Renaissance unity of man is once and for all effaced and sent to oblivion. 

But there is a price to be paid. Descartes is reacting against French humanism, in particular 

against Montaigne and Charron, who have made the boundary between the human and the 

animal more porous. This is why his Second Meditation, entitled “On the nature of the human 

mind, that it is more easily known than the body”, will place the separation between the body 

and soul on the same level as the demonstration of the existence of God, thus in the end relating 

the Cogito to the divine.28  

As famously claimed by Foucault, Descartes is the first philosopher to “silence madness”, 

in his reading a presupposition of the appearance of modern ratio (Cogito) in its dualistic form. 

Cogito, which arises from doubt, has the role of “exorcising” madness, and as such it has to 

appear as alien, foreign to cogitation itself and something that can be imposed on the subject 

only as an invasion – externally.29 Cogito is related to the divine, madness is expelled from this 

space once and for all. This is why mad man cease to be seen as they were up until the middle 

ages: either as the voice of divine or as “prophets”. This has profound implications on the 

understanding of the both the human body and nature, introducing thus a split whereby the 

human body, as external, as res extensa is subject to external domination and truth became 

something that we can arrive to only externally, as something to be literally grasped outside 

and in front of us. The split between the subject and object is introduced and the idea of 

dominating the externally found truths is established. Nature and the human body become two 

sites, two objects to be known and dominated. It is from the “mitosis of the Cartesian 

 
27Descartes, René, Les méditations métaphysiques. English translation used: Meditations on First 
Philosophy with Selections from the Objections and Replies. Oxford University Press. New York. 2008.  
28 On this point see: Martinelli, Riccardo, L’uomo, natura, mondo. Il problema antropologico in filosofia, Il 
Mulino, Bologna, 2004. In particular Introduction and first chapter.  
29Foucault, Michel, Folie et déraison : Histoire de la folie à l'âge classique. Gallimard, Paris. 1972 
(originally published in 1961). In particular see the second part, pp. 181-363. and chapters 2 and 4. La 
transcendence du délire and Médicines et malades.   
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philosophy that both empiricism and rationalism appeared”30, thus creating a ground that later 

on would serve as a point of development of Kant’s transcendental philosophy. If modern 

philosophy starts with Descartes, it culminates in Kant’s philosophical works, and in a twofold 

way. On the one hand, his Three Critiques become books of philosophical modernity, wherein, 

and this is particularly the case with the end of the First Critique, for the first time there is an 

explicit consciousness that reason itself has a history.  

This idea of reason having its own history and becoming conscious of it (Selbstbewußt) 

comes to dominate the Enlightenment, in particular its German current, of which Kant can be 

seen as the last and crown representative. On the other hand, if the mitosis of Cartesian 

philosophy implied on the one hand empiricism on the other rationalism, we could equally say 

that the mitosis of Kantian philosophy resulted on the one hand in positivism, on the other in 

its critique and anti-positivist philosophies. Kant is the philosopher who, in the last section of 

the Critique of Pure Reason dedicated to the Transzendentale Methodenlehre, entitled “The 

History of pure reason”, undertakes the very first “archaeology” or “genealogy” of reason, of 

which he says:  

 

“This heading is here only in order to mark a place in the system that still remains and 

that must be filled in the future. I shall here settle for casting a cursory glance-from a merely 

transcendental point of view, viz., that of the nature of pure reason-upon the whole of the 

works produced by pure reason thus far. This whole does indeed present edifices to my eye, 

but only in ruins.”31 

 

As is well known, the history expounded here by Kant comprises different categorisations 

of philosophers and are divided according to several criteria. Namely: as regards the object of 

our rational cognitions, as regards the origin of pure rational cognitions, as regards the method 

and finally of those who observe the method, for whom the critical path remains as the only 

one opened.32 Transcendental philosophy is then inseparable from the development of a) 

modern science, in particular physics whose mechanical laws had shaken the very foundations 

on which man stood until then, and b) from the consciousness, or better self-consciousness of 

 
30 Cf. Todes, Samuel. Body and World.  MIT Press, Massachusetts, 2001. p. 23. 
31 Kant, KrV, A850/B880, pp. 550-552 p. 551, Pluhar p. 771-774. I will come back to this concept of ruin 
later. Italics are mine.  
32 This was to become a model for later nineteenth century first histories of philosophy compendiums, and 
equally it would come to be a prominent idea within German Historismus.  
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reason and its history. Kant divides the content of our cognition objectively and subjectively. 

Subjectively, all cognition can be either cognition ex priniciipis or cognition ex datis, in which 

case the first type of cognition is called rational, and the second one historical.33  

The idea of historical cognition, or better its possibility is what will later on enable Kant 

to expand his philosophical work by writing a series of works related to the questions of history, 

the possibility of conceiving historical knowledge and the repercussions historical knowledge 

can or might have for philosophy. It is interesting that Kant relates historical cognition or the 

possibility of having one, identifying it not objectively, but subjectively as cognition “ex datis”. 

If historical knowledge is not purely a priori but constitutes itself a series of “ex datis” 

cognitions, then philosophy, Kant continues, “cannot be learned except historically.”34  

This, in effect, means that the possibility of conceiving philosophy outside history is not 

possible for Kant (although it is not uncommon for Kant to be accused for a-historicism), and 

that quite the opposite is true: philosophy cannot be thought if not as history and within history. 

In order for this to happen, Reason would have to accomplish its own critique. On this account, 

it is well known, Reason, having completed its own critique, would lead philosophy to abandon 

Schulphilosophie and would instead constitute it in its cosmic concept.35 Reason would then be 

 
33 Cf. KrV, p. 540. 
34 KrV, A837/B865 Pluhar, p. 759. The implications of this for Foucault are extremely important, as this is 
precisely the status history will have in Les Mots et les Choses. On this see: Han-Pille, Béatrice. Is early 
Foucault a historian? History, history and the analytic of finitude. In: Philosophy & Social Criticism, 31(5–
6), pp. 585–608. I disagree with Han-Pille, who cites Foucault’s various statements about history from Les 
mots et les choses where he claims that history “belongs to a mode of empiricities” or “mode of being of all 
given in experience” in order to conclude that these substantially differ from what Kant is saying, while I 
think that the possibility of conceiving of history the way Foucault does is already present in Kant, as this 
passage shows.  
35 Cf. KrV, A839/B867 p. 542. And here Kant, after having set the limits of our cognition and determined 
them, divides all philosophy into: “either cognition from pure reason or rational cognition from empirical 
principles. The first is called pure and the second empirical philosophy. Now, the philosophy of pure reason 
either is the propaedeutic (preparation), which investigates our power of reason with regard to all pure a 
priori cognition, and is called critique; or, second, it is the system of pure reason (science), i.e., the whole 
(true as well as seeming) philosophical cognition from pure reason in its systematic coherence, and is called 
metaphysics. This latter name, however, may also be given to the whole of pure philosophy, including 
critique, in order to encompass therein the in-vestigation of all that can ever be cognized a priori, as well as 
the exposition of what makes up a system of pure philosophical cognitions of this a priori kind while differing 
from all empirical and likewise from the mathematical use of reason. Metaphysics is divided into that of the 
speculative and that of the practical use of pure reason, and thus is either metaphysics of nature or 
metaphysics of morals.” KrV, A841/B869, p. 543-544; Pluhar, pp. 761-2. This is fundamentally important 
as the starting point of the inquiry conducted in Kant’s subsequent works - the most important in our view 
is the Anthropologie von Pragmatischer Hinsicht - as part of the cosmic idea of philosophy. For further 
discussion about this important subject in relation to anthropology see in particular: Makkreel, Rudolf, A. 
Differentiating Worldly and Cosmopolitan Sense of Philosophy in Kant. According to a World-Concept and 
his Cosmopolitanism p. 643-653, see also: Hinske, Norbert, Kants Verankerung der Kritik im Weltbegriff. 
Einige Anmerkungen zu KrV B866 ff, p. 263-277 and Ferrarin Alfredo, The Unity of Reason: On Cyclopes, 
Architects, and the Cosmic Philosopher’s Vision. All in: Bacin, Stefano, Ferrarin Alfredo, La Rocca Claudio, 
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judge and legislator at the same time, autonomous and sovereign. Having sustained the impact 

of scientific revolution and having discovered reason’s history, Kant was able to say in the 

Preface to the Second Edition that he “had to annul knowledge in order to make room for faith. 

And the true source of all the lack of faith which conflicts with morality-and is always highly 

dogmatic dogmatism in metaphysics, i.e., the prejudice according to which we can make 

progress in metaphysics without a [prior] critique of pure reason”36 Hence, Kant chooses to 

call his transcendental philosophy a Copernican revolution, comparing his undertaking in 

philosophy to that of the Copernican Zuschauer (observer) around whom everything 

revolves.37  

 This man of the modern period, the scientist estranged from Nature, can according to 

Kant “represent to himself order, unity and regularity only as products of his own activity, of 

understanding (Verstanden).”38 The question of who represents this order and unity in time, 

and how, comes to dominate the philosophical debate after Kant. As we shall see below, 

differences that resulted from Kant’s two editions of the Critique of Pure Reason became a 

stumbling rock of discussion. The first edition focused on the transcendental imagination 

(Einbildungskraft), which, in the words of Alfredo Ferrarin, is “a key structure of experience, 

not just the instrument for representing extension”, and that it is only with Kant that “the 

orderliness and necessity of a method”39 is integrated into it for the first time. The “originary” 

activity of the transcendental imagination was, as is well known, omitted from the Second 

Edition, and instead the “I think” of the transcendental apperception was introduced as a 

unifying principle.40 For the interpretations that would later come to be important for Foucault, 

this was to become one of the crucial issues. Kant’s philosophy came to be conceived as a 

philosophy of finitude whose principles can be reduced to empirical man. Scientific revolution 

was therefore a motor behind the discovery of history on the one hand, and on the other, Kant’s 

Critique of Pure Reason had at the same time discovered finitude.  

 
Ruffing, Margit (Eds): Kant und die Philosophie in Weltbürgerlicher Absicht. Akten des XI. internationalen 
Kant Kongress. Band 1, Walter de Gruyter, Berlin/Boston, 2013.  
36 Kant, KrV, Bxxx, p. 19, Pluhar p. 31. 
37 Kant, KrV, p. 12 and 14. It is interesting that this edition will be preferred by the neo-Kantian, more 
“logicist” readings, despite the fact that it is precisely the B edition that had to leave room for faith. This 
should be read as Kant’s attempt at solving the problem of freedom within the world of physical and 
mechanical cause-effect relationships.  
38 Böhme Hartmut, Böhme Gernot, Das Andere der Vernunft. Zur Entwicklung des Rationalitätastrukturen 
und Beispiel Kants, Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt a.M. 1983, p. 75. 
39 On this see the best papers written: Ferrarin, Alfredo. Kant’s Productive Imagination and its alleged 
Antecedents. In: Graduate Philosophy Journal, Volume 18, Number 1, 1995. pp. 65-86. p. 86. 
40 Kant, KrV, B68, B127, B137-138-139, Pluhar p. 180-181-182. 
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The discovery of finitude would result in confusing the empirical and transcendental, 

leaving it trapped within metaphysical dualism, notwithstanding his initial metaphysico-critical 

intention (although the exact opposite is the truth: for Kant, what is limited is cognition, 

Erkenntnis not Reason as such). In the wake of these different readings - to which we shall now 

turn - a whole new question opened up: that of anthropology. The irreducible difference in 

Kant’s philosophy between the thing-in-itself (Ding an sich), and the world of phenomena 

(Erscheinungswelt), that would have the same meaning in his ethics as the distinction between 

the “empirical I” and the “intelligible I”, has even more important consequences for Kant’s 

philosophy: namely, profoundly influenced by Newtonian physics, causal determinism and the 

idea that nature can be known, he has to presuppose freedom of the will as an equally 

conceivable option.41  

 

1.2.1 A French affair  
 

 

If philosophy is not or is rarely a product of a single brilliant mind, but is a common 

activity that is creative of further original readings – as in the Socratic conception of 

philosophical dialogue – and if these are often (mis)readings that produce brilliant works, then 

the aim of this section is to grasp just how influenced Foucault was by the French intellectual 

context of his time. Well before he became an internationally renowned intellectual, his was a 

“patient work of concept”, tracing lineages that would define his own philosophical coming to 

age. This coming to age is inseparable from several different trajectories within French 

academia. Vincent Descombes, in Le même et l’autre42  offers a sketch of French philosophy 

between 1933-1978. At the beginning of the Third Republic, French philosophy, he tells us, 

was dominated by two opposing currents: the “sociological positivism of Durkheim and neo-

Kantian rationalism (started by Renouvier and later on incarnated by Brunschvicg)”43 – all of 

 
41 Cf. Apel, Karl Otto, Kant, Hegel und das aktuelle Problem des Normativen Grundlagen von Moral und 
Recht. In: Henrich, Dieter. Kant oder Hegel. Über Formen der Begründung in der Philosophie. Klett-Cotta, 
Stuttagrt, 1983. p. 597-624. 
42 Descombes, Vincent. Le même et l’autre. Quarante-cinq ans de philosophie française (1933-1978). Les 
Éditions de Minuit, Paris, 1979. Perhaps one should always keep in mind that “Le même et l’autre” represent 
a play on words, since Foucualt’s first work, La naissance de la clinique already in the preface states that 
the object of the book is the Other, l’Autre, while Les mots et les choses state that the object of research is 
the Same, le même. 
43 Ibid., p. 17 (translation mine) 
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whom were neo-Kantians. These two doctrines, Descombes continues, though opposite share 

one thing in common: they both in fact represented a legacy of the Enlightenment thought. 

Their idea is that humanity is progressing towards “mutual agreement of all human beings 

based on rational principles”44— and these principles were to be embodied in republican 

institutions. Their vision of history is in effect “optimistic”.   

This optimism would become a moving target for the subsequent generation of 

philosophers, those coming to age in 1930’s. They were to rebel against it and try to surpass 

it.45 This generation then rebelled against the spirit of positivism, neo-Kantianism and 

Bergsonism, which for them belonged to the past of the 19th century. In the 1930’s, Descombes 

reminds us, French (institutional) philosophy was rather focused on texts that were difficult to 

obtain and thus read, besides the fact that they were not yet translated, such as Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of the Spirit or Heidegger’s Being and Time, while Husserl’s best was to be 

found in the Louvain archives, unedited and waiting to be discovered.46  New winds were 

blowing and for this generation the now famous three H’s, Hegel, Husserl, Heidegger— all 

introduced by Kojève in his philosophical seminar from the beginning of 1930’s — were to 

dominate the debate. More than anything else it was a return to Hegel that profoundly 

characterised the philosophical and cultural scene in France during the 1930’s: a Hegel of a 

very peculiar, Heideggerian kind.  

The story may easily be summarised as follows: it all begins with Heidegger’s misreading 

of Kant in his Kantbuch47 as a fundamentally anthropologising philosopher, then continues 

with the French philosophers misreading Heidegger as exhibiting an anthropologising 

tendency, and in this way we would have established an anthropological circuit that will decide 

the fate of French philosophy from 1960’s onwards, in primis in its profound impact on 

Foucault and Deleuze. Once again it can be seen that the entire history of philosophy may be 

read as a series of (mis)interpretations that eventually come up with productive and original 

readings. It would appear that Foucault’s methodological, i.e., archaeological period that 

opened the 1960’s with Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie à l'âge Classique and closed with 

his L'Archéologie du savoir in 1969 is a strange mixture of philosophical discourses, a sort of 

 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid.  
46 Descombes, op.cit. p. 14. 
47 Heidegger, Martin, Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik, Gesamtausgabe, Band V. Kant und das 
Problem der Metaphysik, Vittorio Klostermann, Frankfurt am Main, 1991. (KuPM). 
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Kantianism mediated by Heidegger, and perhaps, at the same time free of this indispensable 

mediation.  

As we have seen, the cursory overview offered by Descombes of French philosophy up to 

1930’s suggests that it was primarily dominated by neo-Kantianism and positivism.  Starting 

from 1930’s the recurrent themes were those of existence and, finally, the End of Man and 

history— all of which, as we shall see were equally relevant for Foucault’s intellectual 

formation.  Many of Foucault's own teachers were either neo-Kantians or were taught by people 

who belonged to that tradition, but he was equally swayed by existentialist, Heideggerian 

readings of Hegel and by phenomenology. If the first group would comprise of thinkers such 

as L. Brunschvicg, E. Boutroux or E. Gilson—all historical optimists, and the second group, 

that of Hegelian pessimists, would be Kojève or Bataille. In a way, one would not be wrong to 

say that Foucault’s intellectual formation was impacted by both of these currents, historical 

optimists and historical pessimists, and moreover, if we follow his entire work, we can see that 

these two traditions keep colliding and constantly dissent from one another. But this colliding 

actually stops at one point. In this sense, as we shall see, Foucault’s own allegiance to and 

location within the optimist stream is telling of how he saw and envisaged his own 

philosophical project.  

The third line would certainly be that of phenomenological tradition. One of the first 

studies outside of Germany dedicated to phenomenology, in particular to Heidegger, was 

published by Georges Gurvitch in 1930. Martial Guerlot’s pupil Jules Vuillemin is the author 

of another extremely important book about the adventures of post-Kantian philosophy, a book 

that would influence an entire generation, and in a particular way Deleuze and Foucault. 

Neither Deleuze nor Foucault can be understood without Vuillemin’s book48. This intellectual 

climate was a determining factor in philosophical production and generally cultural 

developments in French philosophy just before and soon after WWII. The younger generation 

and figures such as J.P. Sartre, G. Canguilhem, J. Bouversse, L. Althusser, A. Badiou, all the 

way to M. Foucault, G. Deleuze or P. Bourdieu, were all heirs of this tradition, whether in the 

form of continuing it or slowly developing as its opponents. If Hegelianism and dialectical 

thought had its prestige all the way until the second generation under Descombes’ 

consideration, from 1960s things were about to change. The “prestige of dialectics will weaken 

only with the second generation. This generation, burning the hitherto worshipped idol, will 

 
48 Which is why we will dedicate sections to these readings, as they are more telling of the Zeitgeist of the 
time than many other lines we often hear repeated within philosophy.  
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denounce dialectics as the illusion par excellence, and it will seek to liberate itself from it, this 

time authorising itself through Nietzsche.”49  The undisputed influence Nietzsche had on this 

entire generation is beyond question and I invite the reader to turn to the many studies dedicated 

to Foucault and Nietzsche.  

In my view however, the strategic focus when it comes to Foucault should be placed on 

Kant, as Foucault ultimately does think of his own project as the project of Enlightenment, as 

conceiving of subjects as a resistance to dominant political forces and Reason as a specific 

form of power of the same reason behind. In a text edited just before his death (the one 

originally published in 1978 as an introduction to English edition of Canguilhem’s Normal and 

Pathological), published posthumously in the neo-Kantian journal, Revue de la Métaphysique 

et de Morale, Foucault writes that if there is one clear line dividing the French philosophy of 

the twentieth century, it would be the one cutting through or separating a philosophy of 

experience, subject and consciousness from the philosophy of knowledge, rationality and 

concept.50 Although both are a heritage of Kantian philosophy, they differ in that the first line, 

for Foucault embodied above all in Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, is the philosophy that wants to 

see the work of a founding subject, that is of consciousness as the formal condition of all our 

knowledge, while the other one would be far away from the idea of any founding 

consciousness, but would instead be related to the question of the Enlightenment; that is, this 

tradition was supposed to give answer to the question of what was Enlightenment and what 

exactly were the structures of rationality it embodied. In order to arrive at this point, Foucault 

tells us (again a gap opened by Kant), history had become a philosophical problem par 

 
49 Ibid., p. 22. Though Descombes here left Heidegger out. Heidegger is equally important for the 
development of French philosophy in the 1930’s.  
50 “…il me semble bien qu'on pourrait retrouver une autre ligne de partage qui traverse toutes ces oppositions. 
C'est celle qui sépare une philosophie de l'expérience, du sens, du sujet, et une philosophie du savoir, de la 
rationalité et du concept. D'un côté, une filiation qui est celle de Sartre et de Merleau-Ponty; et puis une 
autre, qui est celle de Cavaillès, de Bachelard, de Koyré et de Canguilhem. Sans doute, ce clivage vient de 
loin et on pourrait en faire remonter la trace à travers le XIX siècle : Bergson et Poincaré, Lachelier et 
Couturat, Maine de Biran et Comte. Et en tous cas, il était à ce point constitué au XX siècle que c'est à travers 
lui que la phénoménologie a été reçue en France “ Foucault, Michel in : La vie, l’experiénce et la science 
in : Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale, 90e Année, No. 1, CANGUILHEM (Janv.-Mars 1985), pp. 3-14, 
p. 4-5, all italics are mine. This text was published in a revised form as the preface for the English translation 
of George Canguilhem’s Le normal et le pathologique. see: Canguilhem, Georges. The Normal and the 
Pathological. Preface by Michel Foucault. (originally from 1978), Zone Books, New York, 1989. p. 8-10. 
Foucault continues and says that if we wanted to find something similar outside France that would 
correspond to Cavaillès, Bachelard, Koyré and Canguilhem, it would be the Frankfurt School. “In the history 
of science in France as in German critical theory, what we are to examine essentially is a reason whose 
autonomy of structures carries with itself the history of dogmatism and despotisms- a reason which, 
consequently, has the effect of emancipation only on the condition that it succeeds in freeing itself of itself. 
Ibid., p. 11-12. 
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excellence. It was impossible to account for philosophy, without accounting for history, and 

vice-versa. Philosophical knowledge was a knowledge amongst others in the vast area opened 

by the effects of three fundamental events that changed the outlook of modernity (French, 

scientific and industrial revolutions). In trying to establish a relationship between various 

currents of thought in and outside France, finding the links that would relate them to the history 

of rationality and its ramifications for the task of understanding what this particular history has 

done and how it has come to be, Foucault writes:  

 
“History became one of the major problems of philosophy. Certainly, one had to seek reasons 

why this question of Aufklärung, without ever disappearing, had such a different destiny in Germany, 

France and anglo-saxon countries; why here and there it was invested in such different domains and 

according to such varied chronologies. Let us say in any case that German philosophy gave it 

substance above all in a historical and political reflection on society (with a central problem: religious 

experience in its relationship with the economy of the State); from the Hegelians to the Frankfurt 

School and to Lukács, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche and Max Weber all testify to this. In France it is 

the history of science which, above all served to support the philosophical question of the Aufklärung;  

in a certain way, criticisms of Saint- Simon, Comte’s positivism and that of his successors was in fact 

a way of taking anew the interrogation of Mendelssohn and Kant at the level of a general history of 

societies."51 

 

 

 History that became one of the major problems for philosophy, history that would 

become Foucault’s obsession and the centre of his research and writing: against Sartre, 

Merleau-Ponty and the philosophy of consciousness that he sees as intrinsically tied to 

historical continuity and a founding subject, Foucault inscribes himself in the  tradition of 

Cavaillès, Bachelard, Koyré and Canguilhem, that is, in the tradition of the philosophy of 

science and of the concept, pointing out why this tradition in France was to become and embody 

a direct heritage of the question of Aufklärung as intended by Kant and Mendelssohn. So, not 

only his own philosophy, but the entire tradition he belongs to is marked by Kant. It is 

indicative, Descombes reminds us, well confirming Foucault’s words here, that Foucault “like 

many philosophers of his generation comes from the French positivist school for which 

 
51 Foucault, Michel, Revue de metaphysique et morale, op. cit. Ibid., p. 4-5. 
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philosophy passes through the history of concepts such as they are at work in different 

specialisations of knowledge.”52  

What Descombes calls positivism is in effect neo-Kantianism, to which, as we can see 

Foucault himself claims allegiance. An extensive philosophical history of the formation of the 

post-Kantian current in France and its importance in French academia to this day remains to 

be written, but it is my intuition that this is one of the most important and under-researched 

themes within the recent scholarship about French twentieth century philosophy generally, and 

of the second half of the twentieth century particularly.53 In the absence of such a history, all 

we are left with are several traces. Following those traces, while trying to grasp Foucault’s 

methodological querelle of the 1960s, we shall inevitably come upon Heidegger’s Kant und 

das Problem der Metaphysik, Gurvitch’s Les tendances actuelles de la philosophie 

allemande54, and to Vuillemin’s L’héritage kantien et la revolution copernicienne: Fichte, 

Cohen, Heidegger.55 Other traces will, by all means, again be related to Heidegger as mediated 

by Alexandre Kojève, and other important texts on Hegel, all published in 1930’s by one of 

Foucault’s masters, Georges Bataille.56  Though these are neither exclusive, nor the only works 

that were influential in French post-war philosophy generally, I believe they are of an extreme 

importance for Foucault’s particular philosophical development. He is constantly struggling 

between these different impostazioni and the consequences they entail. If from Heidegger 

onwards we can follow, at least in the French interpretation, an anthropological reading of 

 
52 Ibid., p. 131. 
53 For a less exhaustive version of this subject see : Capeillères, Fabien, : Généalogie d'un néokantisme 
français à propos d'Émile Boutroux. In: Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale, No. 3, Néokantismes 
(JUILLET-SEPTEMBRE 1998), pp. 405-442. We still lack a proper and extensive study of French neo-
Kantianism and its impact and implications for the later development of French philosophy as a whole.  
54 See: Gurvitch, Georges. Les tendances actulles de la philosophie allemande. Paris, Vrin, 1930. See also : 
Azouvi, François Bourel, Dominique, De Königsberg à Paris : la réception de Kant en France (1788-1804), 
Vrin, Paris, 1991. This edited volume shows the impact of the reception of Kant in France, in particular after 
1795 and the publication of Kant’s “Perpetual Peace”, in the circles around Abbé Sieyès. Wilhem von 
Humbold also held lectures about Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason to philosophers and scientists such as 
Cabanis or Destutt de Tracy and he was thus introduced to the thought of les Idéologues- all objects of 
Foucault’s implicit or explicit criticism.  
55 Vuillemin, Jules, L’héritage kantien et la revolution copernicienne: Fichte, Chone, Heidegger. PUF, Paris, 
1954. This is perhaps one of the determining books for Foucault’s intellectual development, a spectre that 
has still looms over the French philosophical scene. 
56 All collected in the Italian edition, edited by: M. Ciampa and F. di Stefano, Sulla fine della stroria, Liguori 
Editore, Napoli, 1985. This is why I am more inclined to see these texts as fundamentally influencing 
Foucault’s idea on the death of man, which is not, as the critics usually claim, either a product of a brilliant 
mind, or only the result of invoking Nietzsche. The idea of the death of man has its genesis within French 
thought and is to be found as a Hegelian mediation in the works of Bataille and Blanchot, who published his 
text “La littérature et le droit à la mort” in Critique in 1948. It is because of these authors that later Foucault 
would claim he read Nietzsche. See: Interview with Gèrard Raulet, Structuralisme et poststructuralisme. DÉ 
II, Gallimard, Paris. 1250-1277, originally published in Telos, 1983.  
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Kant, from Gurvitch onwards there is a trend of anthropologico-vitalist readings of Heidegger, 

which will affect the very peculiar French reading of Heidegger and continue to Vuillemin. In 

Canguilhem we see a continuation of the question of Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft 

reformulated as the question of a living organism becoming subject, resulting in Foucault’s 

critique of biology and other positivist sciences, his later play with what I see as Kantian 

notions of bestimmende (determining) and reflektierend (reflective) judgments57,  or in other 

words the conflict between the universal and the particular.  

Finally, in Kojève we can trace the idea well present in the young Foucault, in particular 

in Les mots et les choses, concerning the death of Man and history. Although the Kojève we 

are dealing with is part of a reading that incorporates a Heideggerian mediation cutting through 

Hegel, his impact on Foucault’s intellectual formation is more than obvious, despite Foucault’s 

symptomatic silence on Kojève.  

These are all authors that the young Foucault reads, thinks and writes with. Hence his 

strange stance towards modernity, Enlightenment and subject(ivity) during the 1960s that 

provided many critics like Nancy Fraser with the material to accuse him of being a young 

conservative, of being a relativist and rejecting the values of modernity.58 The truth however 

is that Foucault is an heir of a very specific reading of Kant mediated by Heidegger present in 

French academia— notwithstanding all the discussions about Heidegger’s philosophical and 

political conservativism or ontological individualism. It is a reading that sees Heidegger as 

simultaneously opening out from a Kantian transcendental trap and yet fundamentally enclosed 

within it. This Heideggerian mediation stands as a shadow over French post-war WWII 

philosophy. While the critical literature has often underlined the importance of Sein und Zeit, 

or Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik, it has been less keen to single out other the 

fundamental work which had an equally profound impact on the French intellectual scene, and 

that is the Brief über den Humanismus.59It is impossible to ignore or overstate the importance 

of these works as the basis for Foucault’s writing of philosophy and his multiple readings of 

Kant. All of these issues are inseparable from the question of modernity, philosophical stricto 

 
57 Namely his oscillating between the universal and the particular.  
58 See: Kelly, Mark, ed. Recasting the Habermas Foucault Debate. MIT Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 
1994.  See, in particular Nancy Fraser’s intervention, pp. 185-211. 
59 While we cannot discuss at length this work, it is important to note that it comes as reaction against the 
French readings of Heidegger such as Sartre’s that in their overtly humanist tone in effect commit a 
fundamental error and misrepresent his philosophy as a form of anthropology, the same accusation he was 
to make against Kant.  
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sensu and political, as inaugurated precisely by the age of Enlightenment qua age of criticism 

and the formal separation between Geschichte and Historia initiated by Kant.  

Therefore, we are immediately faced with a triangle: modernity, subjectivity, 

Enlightenment, whereby the question of reason in its cognitive, political and moral dimension 

becomes a Kantian question par excellence. It is only with Foucault’s mature break with 

Heideggerian mediation that he fully embraces the Enlightenment and goes towards “a vast 

and stormy ocean, where illusion properly resides and many fog banks and much fast-melting 

ice feign new-found lands.”60 If it is true that for example Marx never broke with Hegel, but 

instead continued to “discuss” and “argue” with him his entire life, the same could be said of 

Foucault’s relationship to Kant. Kant never ceased to amaze, awe, and annoy him. Beyond a 

reading that would adopt a strategy of compartmentalising Foucault’s readings into boxes 

classified as right or wrong, into boxes of understanding Kant true to Kant’s spirit and intention 

or misreading him and having faulty interpretations, my intention is ostensibly different. 

The point is not to catch Foucault out and say that he had misread or misinterpreted Kant, 

but to understand why and how, despite his productive (mis)interpretation of Kant, is it that he 

understands himself as continuing the Kantian philosophical project on his own terms. Later, 

somewhat retrospectively in his inaugural lecture at the Collège de France, Foucault stated that 

he was equally indebted to Canguilhem, Hyppolite (two maestri he invokes in particular on 

this occasion), and Hyppolite’s Hegel, but also equally burdened given that his entire 

generation was trying to find a way out of Hegelianism. They were all trying to escape the 

totalizing effects of Hegelian philosophy that always appeared as a trap waiting for them at the 

end.61  

In my view, Foucault’s reading provides us with both textual and factual evidence that for 

him there was no other way of escaping Hegel than ultimately going back to Kant, and not 

Nietzsche, who himself tried to escape Hegelianism precisely by trying to come to terms with 

Kant. In that sense, the aim here is not to write in detail about Foucault’s French neo-Kantian 

predecessors, teachers or maestri, but about the profound importance his peculiar reading of 

 
60 Kant, KrV, B 295, p. 202. 
61 Foucault, Michel. L’ordre du discours, p. 74-75, Gallimard, Paris, 1971. Just a few lines earlier Foucault 
mentions his debt to Canguilhem, which we will not deal with here, as it is already the subject of vast 
literature. For a more detailed discussion see for example: Macherey, Pierre. De Canguilhem à Foucault: La 
force des normes. La Fabrique, Paris, 2009. Or see the earlier more critical work by Lecourt. Dominique, 
Pour une critique de l'épistémologie (Bachelard, Canguilhem, Foucault). Vrin, Paris, 1969. However, it is 
not insignificant that they figure in his inaugural lecture, alongside several other names.  
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Kant (even if always mediated) had on his own philosophical positions. These readings, then, 

are not simply, or not exclusively a product of a brilliant mind, but are equally related to an 

epoch, to a determined set of impostazioni and interpretations inherited from philosophical 

tradition. The impossibility of separating Foucault’s reading of Kant from the intellectual 

context and content it arose in represents then not just a “mere” chronological before that would 

be followed by a “mere” chronological after. Rather, it invites or better challenges us to rethink 

both the structural and theoretical genesis of Foucault’s philosophy, while at the same time 

attempting to avoid the mistake of not distinguishing between genesis and structure.  

The reception of Foucault’s thought and generally critical confrontations with his work 

differ to such an extent that in different countries, not to say different academic backgrounds 

and disciplines, we have just as many different Foucaults. He is simultaneously portrayed as a 

philosopher and a non-philosopher, as a relativist and the one committed to truth as both 

concept and value in philosophy, he is both a fierce critic and a supporter of the Enlightenment, 

he is a studioso of antiquity and of the present, he is a historian amongst philosophers, 

philosopher amongst historians, he is neither a historian nor a philosopher.  

Equally interesting is the way his thought is received in international context: in the Anglo-

Saxon world where it has been mediated by the works of anthropologists, most notably by Paul 

Rabinow, who was himself a pupil of Clifford Geertz, while in Germany his work has been 

received on the basis of its structural relationship to modernity- even if in the form of its 

critique- as seen in the works of Jürgen Habermas, or in a somewhat different manner by 

Manfred Frank, Hinrich Fink-Eitel, Wilhelm Schmidt, Martin Saar or Thomas Lemke.   

The Italian reception is mediated either by its links to German philosophy, in particular 

Heidegger, as is the case most notably with Giorgio Agamben, or by Foucault’s ontology of 

the present, his material and historical understanding of the constitution and production of 

subjects outside of all finality as is the case with Antonio Negri and Italian operaismo more 

broadly, or on the terrain of biopolitics and his analyses of power as is the case with Roberto 

Esposito.  

Throughout the history of philosophy, there are many great openings of philosophical 

works. In my opinion, Foucault’s opening line in Naissance de la Clinique, ‘il est question du 

regard’, is one of the best. A question of how we see things, both literally and metaphorically. 

If the metaphor of seeing is as old as Western philosophy, if theorein implies literally, as 

Derrida claimed, the philosophy of occularism, if to see is to understand, then we can perhaps 

intuit and depart by saying that why Foucault’s “regard” has moved from being a preface to 
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transgression to that of the askesis. Before entering into Foucault’s deeply problematic and yet 

deeply intertwined relationship with modernity, his quest for subjectivity and rapprochements 

and distancing from classical philosophy, one has to trace philosophical lineages and debts that 

are only ever able to restitute his philosophical ethos for what it really is: an ethos of 

philosophical and political modernity to which he came precisely through continuous struggle 

with the ghosts of  the past. This means tracing his readings of Kant in the context of the French 

philosophical culture that was part of his intellectual formation: but more than that it means 

following the path less explored when it comes to Foucault, the path of French readings of 

history as mediated by Heideggerian undertones. In other words, the French Hegel and thus 

the obsession with history is unthinkable without Heidegger. This is not only true of the French 

Hegel, but also of French readings of Kant. It is here that we must start our genealogy in order 

to understand the ruptures and continuities in Foucault’s very ouvre.  

 

 

1.2.2 Heidegger and Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics 

 
 
In 1929 Martin Heidegger published a book that was to become one of the most important 

and certainly one of the most influential commentaries on Kant’s philosophy ever written. The 

book itself was conceived, according to the author himself as a first part of the second volume 

(that would never appear) of Sein und Zeit and it was supposed to be entitled “Kant’s doctrine 

of schematism and time as an introduction to the problematics of temporality.” As is well 

known, the book appeared under a title Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik.62 

Writing a review of the book Ernst Cassirer commented, with dutiful respect, that 

Heidegger contributed to a philosophical debate, but committed an error that Kant himself 

would disapprove of. Namely, his entire book, though critically engaging with Kant, is built 

on a hypothesis. Hypotheses for Kant, Cassirer reminds us, are “forbidden goods”, as the field 

of transcendental philosophy cannot be based on hypothesis but requires certainty, that is 

proof.63 Heidegger then deliberately commits an anti-Kantian reading of Kant so as to start a 

 
62 Heidegger, KuPM 
63 But although in merely speculative questions of pure reason hypotheses have no place as bases for 
propositions, they are nonetheless quite permissible at least for just defending such propositions; i.e., they 
do have a place in reason's polemic use, although not in its dogmatic use. Now by defending I do not mean 
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polemic, given that it is based on a hypothesis, only permissible for Kant for the purposes of 

polemic.64 Heidegger’s book65 is to be understood as a polemic then, and it raises a fundamental 

issue concerning Kant’s entire philosophical project. Namely, it reduces the entire question of 

transcendental philosophy to a problem of being (Sein). Cassirer immediately announces the 

central issue of Heidegger’s conception and this consists in “freeing” Kant from himself, that 

is, in abolishing the concept of metaphysics as science. Unlike the entire neo-Kantian tradition 

that read Kant in line with his request that a transcendental philosophy in the last instance has 

to be a science and that the central problem is thus epistemological as it refers to how we can 

know and understand the object as an object of our experience.  

Kant’s entire project in the Critique of Pure Reason, in particular in the B Edition, depends 

on showing that metaphysics can be a pure science based on a priori formal logical principles. 

Metaphysics as science in Kant’s words “contemplates reason in terms of reason's elements 

and highest maxims that must underlie the very possibility of some sciences and the use of all 

science.”66 Heidegger, on the other hand is an opponent of the idea that metaphysics is or ever 

could be Erkenntnistheorie and founded as pure science. He, following his Sein und Zeit 

project, transposes the discussion to the level of ontology and the attempt to ontologise time, 

as this is what for Heidegger constitutes the real problem: how to posit the time as 

fundamentally first in the structure of being (Sein).  

In Heidegger’s view, the central thesis of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is to be found in 

his chapter on schematism. This chapter is to be privileged as, according to Heidegger it reveals 

“the foundation of the transcendence”. His reading is constituted by privileging the A Edition 

of the Critique of Pure Reason. It is precisely because he is opposed to neo-Kantians (a fact 

that Gurvich and French interpretations will pick up on later) and their privileging the B edition, 

which for Heidegger represents not only a more logical approach but cancels what is essential: 

the fundamental relationship between understanding and sensibility. Section 31 of his 

 
augmenting the bases of proof for one's assertion; I mean, rather, merely foiling the opponent's illusory 
insights that are intended to damage the proposition asserted by us…. But we shall see later that in regard to 
its practical use reason does have a right to assume something that in the realm of mere speculation it would 
in no way be entitled to presuppose without sufficient bases of proof. Kant, KrV, B 804., p. 506 English 
translation W. Pluhar, p. 713-714. Italics are mine. 
64 Cassirer, Ernst, Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik. Bemerkungen zu Martin Heideggers Interpretation. 
Kant-Studien 36, 1931. p.1-26, p. 21. 
65 All of Heidegger’s books are in effect polemics against more or less the entire history of philosophy. In 
his “a-letheia” there is only ever room for him, as the first and only philosopher. Ernst Bloch once 
characterised Heidegger’s philosophy as “ontological individualism”, but we would not be wrong to 
characterise it as individualism tout court. Cf. Bloch, Ernst, Erbschaft dieser Zeit, Frankfurt am Main, 
Suhrkamp, 1985, p. 174-176. 
66 KrV, A851/ B879, p. 549, Pluhar, p. 769.  
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Kantbuch reveals his own stakes when he talks about the “originary” constitution 

(Wesenverfassung) of men “up-rooted” in the imagination (Einbildungskraft), that is, in the 

“unknown.”67 But Kant, having retreated from his own philosophical principle, found himself 

in an untenable position of further “psychologising” and instead of treating pure finite reason 

it therewith continued to pure reason as such.”68 For Kantian analyses to become 

understandable, Heidegger argues, they must concern themselves with the “finitude of human 

nature”69.  

This finitude can only be founded ontologically by giving primacy to sensibility and the 

structures of temporality.  Sensibility, as our openness into the world is not supressed by the 

overtly intellectualistic tones he sees present in the Second Edition, where the advantage is 

given to understanding over sensibility and thus ultimately the conception of time developed 

in the first edition of the Critique, in particular in the section “Deduction of pure concepts of 

understandings”, where Kant’s work is based upon giving primacy to time as the “pure, formal 

condition of the internal sense,”70 in his attempt to save the ontology from where the Kantian 

critical project had put it, namely outside the framework of transcendental philosophy proper.  

The refusal of ontology in the Critique of Pure Reason is not related to Kant’s refusal of 

the possibility of all knowledge of course, but only that knowledge which would overstep the 

limits of reason and thus claim that it can know what cannot be known, namely it has the 

strategic function of not conflating phenomenon and noumenon. Ontology, Kant tells us has to 

cede its name and task to transcendental analytic.71 For Heidegger, this is unacceptable, given 

that his entire philosophical project rests upon the primacy of ontology and temporality as its 

basic structure. The issue of time is one of the crucial aspects where his theory differs from 

Kant. For him, time is not an a priori form of intuition like it is for Kant, but is instead 

conceived as a form of self-affection (Zeit ist reine Selbstaffektion)72 and it is as such that it 

 
67 KuPM. p. 160. 
68 Ibid., p. 170. 
69 Ibid. 
70 On the three synthesis, namely of apprehension in intuition, of reproduction in imagination and recognition 
in concept as the conditions of experience: See: KrV, p. Pluhar p. 150-164. 
71 KrV, A247/B303, p. 207 “The Transcendental Analytic, accordingly, has this important result: viz., that 
the understanding can a priori never accomplish more than to anticipate the form of a possible experience as 
such; and since what is not appearance cannot be an object of experience, the understanding can never 
overstep the limits of sensibility within which alone objects are given to us. Its principles are merely rules 
for the exposition of appearances; and the proud name of an ontology that pretends to provide, in a systematic 
doctrine, synthetic a priori cognitions (e.g., the principle of causality) of things in themselves must give way 
to the modest name of a mere analytic of pure understanding”. Pluhar, p. 311.  
72 KuPM. p. 189. Although the theme of self-affectation is something that runs through Kant's Opus 
Postumum as we will see shortly.  
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builds the “essence of the structure of subjectivity.”73 Time as pure self-affection of the subject 

is what determines its innermost “essence of transcendence.”74 

 However important, this is only one side of Heidegger’s reading. The other, much more 

relevant for our task, is his reading of Kant as the philosopher who introduces the question of 

anthropology into philosophy, thus in Heidegger’s reading, compromising his own project of 

founding metaphysics as science. The question of anthropology is decisive for us, and at this 

point one should be reminded that Heidegger dedicates his book, not incidentally, to Max 

Scheler. He sees the problem in the following way, directly polemicizing against what is 

considered as one of the major contributions of Critique of Pure Reason, namely the 

discursivity of reason: “The ground source for the founding of metaphysics is pure human 

reason, and so that the essential kernel of this founding problematics is the humanity 

(Menschlichkeit) of reason, that is its finitude.”75 It is clear that Heidegger and Kant conceive 

of finitude in a radically different way. In Heidegger’s reading, the finitude introduced by Kant 

is total as it were, it is ontological, as opposed to the ontic one he wants to introduce. It is 

precisely the Second Edition that for Heidegger introduces this radically different version of 

finitude by relating it to men. Kant says:  

 

“In whatever way and by whatever means a cognition may refer to objects, still intuition 
is that by which a cognition refers to objects directly, and at which all thought aims as a 

means. Intuition, however, takes place only insofar as the object is given to us; but that, in 
turn, is possible only-for us human beings, at any rate-by the mind's being affected in a 

certain manner”76 
 

The introduction of this notion, “us human beings”, supports the thesis that Kant, from the 

very beginning, is interested in the theme of finitude and that it renders impossible direct 

intuition finitude as temporality. One of the most important advances of the Critique of Pure 

Reason for Heidegger is in fact its utmost failure: “this indirectness (Umwegigkeit), belonging 

to the very essence (Wesen) of the understanding (Diskursivität), is the strongest mark of its 

finitude.”77 Discursivity for Heidegger cannot be a means of arriving at or knowing the being 

 
73 Ibid.,  
74 Ibid., p. 190. And it is here that Heideggger expresses his prefernece for transcendental Aesthetic, a 
moment that will be relevant for Vuillemin’s reading as we will see shortly. It is precisely the theme of time 
as self-affection expounded in the section 34. where we learn that “the pure self-affection gives the 
transcendental Ur-structure of finite self as such”, p. 191. 
75 Ibid., p.  20. 
76 Kant, KrV, p. 49, A19/B33, Pluhar, p. 69. 
77 KuPM, p. 30.  
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(Sein), as it is not discursivity that reveals being, but rather quite the opposite: it is through the 

structures of temporality that the being is revealed. The essence of being (Sein) is time, not the 

other way around.78  

Of fundamental importance for the subsequent French readings of Heidegger is the 

ultimate, fourth section of the Kantbuch dedicated to the theme of philosophical anthropology 

in the proper sense of the term as one of the philosophical disciplines. Heidegger here objects 

to the fact that according to the Kantian attempt it would appear that founding metaphysics 

would imply inquiring about man, that metaphysics in the last instance would be 

anthropology.79 Moreover, Heidegger claims that it would be an empirical and not pure 

anthropology, as required by the task of founding metaphysics as science, that is, to a 

transcendental foundation of our knowledge- in other words it would be properly speaking a 

“philosophical anthropology”80.  

After concluding thus, Heidegger reveals the ultimate point of his attack, namely that the 

three Kantian questions: What can I know? What must I do? What may I hope?81 are reduced 

to the fourth one. Here we come to one of the crucial passages of Heidegger’s Kantbuch for 

Foucault’s trajectory. The fourth question, “What is a man?”, that Heidegger quotes from 

Volume VIII of Cassirer’s edition of Kant works, will come to determine not only the fate of 

Heidegger’s Kantbuch, but will be of crucial importance for Foucault in his entire 

archaeological phase.82  

This volume in the Cassirer edition contains not just the Logik Heidegger refers to, but 

also Fortschritte der Metaphysik and the Anthropologie von pragmatischer Hinsicht, two texts 

that, as we will see, will be of extreme importance for Foucault’s archaeological period. Given 

that Foucault owned this edition of the collected works of Kant, we can claim that it is not only 

 
78 In fact, Heidegger himself in his 1930-1931 seminar on Hegel says that if there is any philosophy that is 
totally opposite and different to his, it is that of Hegel. Heidegger’s thesis that the essence of being is time 
is exactly the opposite of what Hegel wanted to show in his philosophy, for whom time is the essence and 
he famously exclaims enigmatically that „Geist ist Zeit”. Cf. Heidegger, Maritn, Freiburger Vorlesung 
Wintersemester 1930/1931, Vittorio Klostermann, Frankfurt a.M. 1997, p. 209.  
79 KuPM, p. 206. 
80 Ibid., At this point, it seems to me to be important to add one fundamental note here. When Heidegger 
says that “Kant’s founding of metaphysics aims at founding metaphysics in its ultimate purpose as 
metaphysica specialis to which belong three disciplines: cosmology, psychology and theology”, it is crucial 
to add that this is how Foucault will read Kant’s Anthropology, notwithstanding the fact that Kant is precisely 
arguing against the Wolffians and thus the empirical and physiological anthropology of his time, to which 
we shall come back to.  
81 Ibid., and Kant, KrV, A 805/B83.3 
82 This question is namely put forward in Kant’s Jäsche Logik. In Cassirer’s edition it is Vol VIII, pp. 323-
453, p. 343-344. And AA IX, p. 25. 
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plausible, but more likely certain that his later commentary on Kant’s Anthropology as his 

“thèse complémentaire”, written in 1961, stems directly from Heidegger’s Kantbuch, in terms 

of following closely the Cassirer edition, following Heidegger’s textual interpretation based on 

the question “What is man?” and quotations used. The citations that Foucault either gives or 

alludes to in his Introduction à l’Anthropologie de Kant completely match Heidegger’s usage 

and citation, who first put them forward.83  This is direct evidence of the profound impact of 

Heidder’s Kantbuch on Foucault’s reading of Kant’s Anthropology from a pragmatic point of 

view and on his overall philosophical position during the 1960’s.  

What is implied in this is more than just an inspiration, it is an entire philosophical project 

that will be based on the question and criticism of a certain philosophical lineage that he saw 

as a product of or as aligning with the anthropological reduction in philosophy. However, it is 

important also to ask ourselves why is it that Foucault will, despite Heidegger’s claim that it is 

“obvious that not only in its content, but above all in its way of posing questions,  in its claim 

to found, in its tendency to represent and in its form of disclosing anthropology uses somatic, 

biological, psychological observations of men, such as characterology, psychoanalyses, 

ethnology, pedagogical psychology, cultural morphology and typology of worldviews”84, why 

then in particular after  Les Mots et les Choses, will he claim to be an ethnologist of his own, 

Western culture?85Anthropology for Heidegger, as we continue to read, has with this become 

the ultimate science of man, that is, the science that ends up expanding itself to the point of 

becoming completely indeterminate.  

The anthropological necessity, as it were, is marked by the fact that Heidegger sees 

everything subjected to it, as if he was reading Protagoras in a most brutal and banal way - 

man a measure of all things, including the truth itself. Anthropology “does not search only for 

the truth of men but claims to establish what the truth as such means.”86 It is certainly conducive 

to conclude that the reduction of truth to man, and not to being, for Heidegger has a deeply 

derisory outlook. The task of philosophical anthropology as Max Scheler— in whom 

Heidegger recognizes the effort to solve one of the most pressing questions— had conceived 

of it is to come to terms with the difficulties of the question, “What is a man?” Despite this, 

Heidegger remains profoundly sceptical in regard to the very possibility of there being a 

 
83 Cf. Foucault, Michel, Introduction à l’Anthropologie. Vrin, Paris, 2008: in particular, p. 51. 
84 KuPM, p. 209. 
85 See this interview with Foucault, conducted just after the publication of les mots et les choses: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hem1er1VJUQ 
86 KuPM, p. 209. 
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philosophical anthropology as a science of man. For him, the fact that Kant reduces three 

questions of metaphysics proper to the fourth one (what is man?) is not a reason to consider 

this question as anthropological and found metaphysics on anthropology. “Anthropology does 

not found metaphysics only (or simply) because it is anthropology.”87  

Anthropology therefore cannot found metaphysics, as the primacy of finitude discovered 

and imposed by Kant has led his project astray. Namely, in a Heideggerian reading, which 

completely overturns the very Kantian idea of finitude (we know ourselves as free because we 

are finite, not the other way around), finitude can be only ontic, and not an ontological 

conception. This is why for him transcendental philosophy in the ultimate instance can only 

represent a pre-ontological understanding of being.And finally, the third notion present in the 

Kantbuch that will be important for the development of Foucault’s thought is that of Gemüt.88 

Kant defines Gemüt as the source of all knowledge, as all our cognitions originate from a 

“common but unknown root”,89 that is we have two different but inseparable Gemüts: the 

“receptivity of impressions and spontaneity of concepts.  

Through the first an object is given to us, through the second it is thought in relation to 

that representation (as mere determination of the mind).”90 Whether we are active or passive, 

whether we receive impressions or create concepts, it is our Gemüt that is in fact affected 

(affiziert). This double power to, at the same time, be passive and act leads Heidegger to claim 

that there is a certain dualism in Kant’s thought (in particular given that Kant says that these 

are our only two sources of cognition, namely sensibility and understanding).91According to 

Dieter Henrich, the sum of Heidegger’s argument in the Kantbuch is precisely to try to show 

that the transcendental imagination (Einbildungskraft) is part of this “unknown root”, and that 

moreover Kant himself saw the imagination thus, but that in order to uphold his critical project 

he did not “elevate it to the level of principle.”92 That is a task Heidegger sets himself. For him, 

the fact that the unity of these two powers is ensured precisely in the imagination as their 

originary synthesis means that the role of imagination has to be other and different than what 

 
87 Ibid., p. 213.  
88 It is one of those German concepts that is difficult if not impossible to translate in other languages. In 
German dictionaries it is defined as the totality of spiritual and physical capacities, abilities or powers.  
89 Kant KrV A15/B29 p. 46, Pluhar p. 67. 
90 Kant, KrV, A51/B75 p. 74, Pluhar p. 106. 
91 Cf. KuPM, p. 36. 
92 Henrich, Dieter, The Unity of Reason. Essays on Kant’s Philosophy. Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
Massachusetts, 1994, p. 19. 
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Kant intended it to be. Foucault will confront the question in his reading of Kant’s pragmatic 

anthropology.  

 

 

1.2.3. Georges Gurvitch  

 
 

 Originally delivered as a series of lectures at the Sorbonne between 1928 and 1930, Les 

tendances actuelles de la philosophie allemande, the work of the French historian of 

philosophy of Russian origin, Georges Gurvitch, today is either forgotten, left on the margins 

or only occasionally mentioned amongst savants. Yet, the impact it had on the French 

intellectual scene between the two world wars and after is far from irrelevant or ambiguous. 

We would probably not be wrong to claim that in many respects it not only started but 

determined the interpretation of the then co-temporaneous German philosophy, in particular 

that of Heidegger, for an entire generation. It is in effect one of the first attempts at confronting 

the phenomenological movement outside Germany. If we for a moment at least, leave Kojève 

aside, as we will return to him later, Gurvitch is one of the first to translate Heidegger’s peculiar 

philosophical terminology in French.  

This set an intellectual precedent, and it can hardly be understood from today’s 

perspective. First translation means first intellectual interpretation of course. His translations 

definitely marked first reception of Heidegger in France and continued to resonate with many 

of the philosophers of the time.93 The book represents the first attempt to grapple with the 

phenomenological movement and to translate and render Heideggerian terminology into 

French language. It precedes the very first article on Heidegger written by Emanuel Levinas, 

published in 193294 as well as the first extensive translation of Heidegger in French by Henry 

Crobin, who was heavily influenced by Gurvitch’s choices, which appeared in 1938. Bernhard 

Waldenfels notices that Corbin favoured an ‘existential-anthropological’ translation, rendering 

 
93 According to Christian Dupont, Gurvitch had read Heidegger in an overtly Nietzschean tone and therefore 
his translations and renderings of Heidegger’s neologisms were misled, faulty or did not follow the nuances 
of the original German. See: Dupont, Christian. Phenomenology in French Philosophy: Early Encounters. 
Springer, Dordrecht, 2014. p. 135.  
94 Levinas, Emanuel, Martin Heidegger et l’ontologie This article first appeared in 1932 in La Revue 
philosophique de la France et de l’Etranger nr. 57, 1932, pp. 395-431. 
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Heidegger’s Dasein as “réalité humaine”95 compared to Gurvitch’s choice of “l’existence 

humaine”. 96 

Gurvitch’s book represents an attempt at synthesis of his philosophical contemporaries - 

Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, Emil Lask, Nicolai Hartman and Martin Heidegger. The book 

is prefaced by one of the leading French Kantians, Léon Brunschvicg. Each philosopher is 

dedicated a chapter, except Lask and Hartman, who are counterposed in a single chapter. 

Without entering into detailed analyses of the entire book, I will concentrate on the chapter 

dedicated to Heidegger, given that it would set the tendency for reading Heidegger not only 

among the entire interwar generation, but well after WWII. The chapter is based on a reading 

of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit and his Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik.  

 In the preface to the book, Brunschvicg states that Heidegger’s philosophy “transposed 

metaphysical research from the spiritual to the vital level.”97And thus we already have before 

us a certain view of Heidegger’s philosophy, one that will be present in Gurvitch’s text where 

we can clearly see the sketches of Bergsonism: a vitalist positing of existence as a fundamental 

ontological category. Gurvitch dedicates the last chapter of the book to Heidegger’s philosophy 

and divides it into a general introduction and a theorisation of Heidegger’s theory of 

temporality and historicity. He writes: “phenomenology according to Heidegger should not 

limit itself to describing the essences, particularly essences of intentional conscience and of the 

I as Husserl proposes in his last works, but instead should deal with existence as existence; it 

should describe the ‘being of existence’ as such.”98  

The centrality of existence as a fundamental ontological and phenomenological category 

is concerned therefore with the Dasein des Menschen, which should be analysed “in its 

existentiality.”99 One should however, Gurvitch reminds us, be attentive so as not to confuse 

this analysis with any sort of “biological, psychological or anthropological analyses of 

humanity, conceiving humanity as an empirical object of the science and thinking that the 

 
95 Cf.: Waldenfels, Bernhard, Phänomenologie in Frankreich, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp Verlag, 1998, 
p. 36. 
96 It is interesting that the first French translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit was published in 
1947, the year when Kojève’s Introduction to Hegel appeared, and the same year when Heidegger writes his 
Letter on Humanism that is in effect a reply to J.P. Sartre and his famous lecture, “Existentialism is 
humanism”, pronounced at Sorbonne. The French translation of the Brief was undertaken by Roger Munier 
in 1953. and made widely available to the public in 1957. 
97 G. Gurvitch, op. cit., p. 8. Gurvitch’s book is written and published well before the first partial translations 
of Heidegger in France, which appeared in 1938 as the work of Henry Corbin.  
98 Gurvitch. op.cit., p. 207.  
99 Ibid., p.208. 



 
 
 

38 

philosophical problem has already been resolved.”100 Continuing, he makes the point that this 

is to be distinguished from every theological analysis, but also from philosophical 

anthropology in the terms of Scheler, whose philosophical anthropology Heidegger takes to be 

simply a “regional ontology”.  

Notwithstanding this, one of the points Gurvitch insists on is Heidegger’s constant and 

consistent anthropologisation in that he accentuates the finitude of human existence, whereby 

his philosophy is presented not as an utter novelty, but as a productive synthesis of various 

schools and philosophers: from Augustine to Lask, from Bergson to Dilthey, from Kant to 

Nietzsche.101 Heidegger’s philosophy is then not only a strange amalgam between almost all 

epochs and various traditions within Western philosophy, it presents within these a 

differentiation, or better a “conflict” between what Gurvitch calls the anonymous, impersonal 

existence of “L’On anonyme” (das Man) or banal existence and what Heidegger calls the 

“Eigentliche existenz”.  

The first one “is the existence that degrades itself (verfällt) and where man loses 

himself…whereby what is incarnated in the On (das Man) is precisely a disposition of existence 

that is inherent to him, a disposition to “dissolution within the world” and the loss of 

himself.”102 The “Eigentliche existenz” on the other hand is not only more existential and more 

aware of its position in the world, more pronounced within Heidegger’s central categories of 

being towards death (Sein zum Tod), care (Sorge), anxiety (Angst) that restores man to himself.   

It is only by accepting this finality with all its ramifications that we can be liberated, that 

is truly realised in our anxiety towards death which, as “a fundamental characteristic of our 

existence has to find a purely existential interpretation.”103 The ontology of death in Heidegger 

thus meets the ontology of moral conscience, which according to Gurvitch, contrary to 

Christian dogma or the Augustinian internal “interiorem hominem”, is not internal or 

subjective, but is precisely a purely existential, and as such is inseparable from guilt (Schuld)— 

they both represent a “finite character of the existence itself.”104 But the most important element 

of Heidegger’s theory of finitude is of course his theory of temporality (Zeitlichkeit). Time is 

 
100 Ibid. This is already allusive to what would later become Foucault's reading. 
101 Ibid., p. 210. Gurvitch will even dedicate a few paragraphs to a comparison between Bergson and 
Heidegger, inscribing Heidegger thus into French vitalist tradition, even if ex negativo. This will remain one 
of the strongholds of French interwar understanding and reading of Heidegger tout court.  
102 Ibid., p. 213. Again, we can see the allusion with Foucault’s readings in Les mots et les choses. Italics are 
mine.  
103 Ibid., 216.  
104 Ibid., 217, italics mine.  
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not a manifestation of existence, but the other way around: “existence itself is a concretion of 

time.”105 In Gurvitch’s interpretation, time in Heidegger’s philosophy is equivalent to the role 

played by the “idea, essence, category, a priori purity” in “criticist and idealist philosophies”106 

He thus inscribes Heidegger’s philosophy straight into the neo or post-Kantian endeavour 

whereby the Kantian notion of the transcendental as a condition of possibility of our cognitions 

does not disappear pronounced at Sorbonne, but is merely transformed, or better, transposed 

into what for Heidegger is the interpretation of time, a conception that Gurvitch claims 

complements that of Bergson, without whom, he also claims, Heidegger’s philosophy is 

unthinkable107.   

The next notion of concern is the truth, which as the author points out is an “element of 

existence but is not related to cognition and judgment. The truth precedes them.”108 Gurvitch 

essentially sees Heidegger’s philosophy as a form of idealism, hiding behind the analyses of 

existence and temporality, and ultimately trying to prove that existence, in being historical109  

reveals itself in all its finitude, but at the same time in what he calls the hiatus irationalis of 

Heidegger’s philosophy, which “separates the positive infinite from the unpredictable and 

opaque Absolute”.110 This dialectic of history, as he sees it, is inseparable from Heidegger’s 

“existential idealism”, which is at the same time “a dialectic of ideal-realism, which is joined 

by a dialectic of truth.”111  

Already here we can see how Gurvitch’s reading will set the terms for decades to come, 

as all of these concepts: dialectics, existence, truth and history are to determine all subsequent 

interpretations of Heidegger in the French intellectual context. Equally Heidegger will be 

understood as a philosopher whose philosophy either points to or culminates in the impasse of 

transcendentalism in its attempt to overcome Husserl’s conception of phenomenology and 

subjectivism. Towards the end of the book Gurvitch concludes that: 

 
“Heidegger’s philosophy perfectly verifies what we have said about the contemporary tendencies 

of German philosophy that we characterised as an effort of synthesis between the phenomenological 
 

105 Ibid., p. 219.  
106 Ibid.  
107This French lineage is significant, as it tells us something as to how both Heidegger and Kant were read, 
and it is not without reason that Canguilhem will later on try to summarize, or better, offer a synthesis of the 
vitalist and rationalist elements in his philosophy of science as a philosophy of concepts. This lineage is also 
obviously inseparable, if not more relevant to Deleuze’s readings.  
108 Gurvitch, op. cit. p. 226. 
109 Ibid., p. 227. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid., p. 231. Here, it is useful to note that most of these ideas are to appear in Foucault’s Les Mots et les 
choses, to which we will come later.  
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movement and the tradition of post-Kantian idealism. Heidegger’s hostility towards Hegel and the 
orientation towards a synthesis of phenomenology and post-Kantian idealism in favour of the tradition 

of Fichte and Schelling’s mature period”112 
 
 
 
In this interpretation of Heidegger, we find a strange mixture of phenomenology and 

dialectics, of idealism and realism, of theoretical and practical reason, a mixture that will be 

crucial for the French epistemological tradition and its philosophy of concept. The primacy of 

the latter and the attempt to link morality to the ontology of existence is to “try to supress the 

irreducible divergence between creation (becoming) and being, between action and 

submission, between freedom and system.”113 This characterisation of Heidegger as an anti-

Hegelian whereby the “positive infinite” (Fichte) is separated from the “Absolute negative” 

(Hegel) is already conducive to his overall idea: the Heideggerian philosophy of existence as 

finitude is unable to found values, values cannot be deduced from the existence, from Sein.  

 

 

1.2.4. Alexandre Kojève: the end of history, the idea of risking one’s 
own life and the death of Man 

 

 
Before we continue to discuss the contents of this section, it is useful to remind ourselves 

of the speech Derrida gave to the Franco-American conference at SUNY in 1968, published in 

1969 and later collected in Marges de la philosophie.114 The text, itself inseparable from the 

political situation of the time, stating directly its own relationship to the very concept of 

democracy, was originally intended as in inquiry into the state of French philosophy of the 

time. While I will not discuss its contents at length, in particular Derrida’s rather complex 

exposition of Heideggerian onto-theology that is metaphysics, and his ultimate invitation to 

refuse Heidegger in a way, precisely because Heidegger himself remains fundamentally within 

the metaphysical trap of “property”, I will try to briefly summarise it so as to indicate some 

key aspects relevant for us.  

 
112 Ibid., 231. Italics mine. 
113 Ibid., p. 233. 
114Given that the English version appeared before the French, I have decided to follow the English one.  
Derrida, Jacques. The Ends of Man, in: Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 30, No. 1 Sep., 
1969, pp. 31-57; published in: Les marges de la philosophe, Les Editions de la Minuit, Paris, 1972.  
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In short, Derrida decides to open his text quoting Kant, Sartre and Foucault: the choice is 

already telling. It is from there that he poses the question of man. More precisely, where does 

“France”115 stand with man, asks Derrida, claiming that the question of man is currently 

discussed in France and in its peculiar historico-political situation. In this particular historico-

political situation the question of man is repeated within various traditions and amongst various 

philosophers, ultimately resulting in the same equation between man and what he calls the “we-

man” of philosophy, between humanism and anthropology. Even if these represented a break 

from classical anthropologies, they nonetheless ultimately failed to end the metaphysical 

equation of their own discourse with that of man. The question of man is thus well documented 

and present, unlike the question of history. Derrida writes:  

 

“Although the theme of history is present in the discourse of this period, the history of 
concepts is not studied; and, for example, the history of the concept of man is never 

questioned. Everything takes place as though the sign "man" had no origin, no historical, 
cultural, linguistic limit, not even a meta-physical limit.”116 

 
 
This, of course, is true only to the extent that Derrida himself does not want to recognise 

the profound impact and even more profound intertwining that the question of man had with 

that of history117 within French cultural context of the interwar and post WWWII period. The 

two are not chronologically or structurally dependent, but they precisely enable us to 

distinguish between genesis and structure. It is also why it is worth mentioning Kojève and 

Bataille as two precursors of the idea of the disappearance or an end of man, an idea that would 

dominate  not only French structuralism via Lévi-Strauss, but also French Marxism embodied 

in Althusser.118 While the impact of Alexandre Kojève on French thought from 1930’s onwards 

has been generally widely noted, his importance for Foucalt in particular has been completely 

overlooked by critics.  

Kojève’s name, (unlike Gurvitch’s) continues to circulate and is a part and parcel of and 

marks our historical consciousness of the time, although Foucault never, not once quotes 

Kojève, the echo of the Russian émigré is nonetheless audible. Kojève is, together with Koyré 

 
115 These quotation marks are indicative, as they point to the fact that the meaning of “France” goes well 
beyond its geographical notion, in other words Derrida is making the point that the German influences upon 
this whole conception are not to be dismissed, in particular that of Heidegger, which he will discuss during 
the course of his speech.  
116 Ibid., p. 35. 
117 This is due to the fact of Derrida’s insistence on logos and the difference.  
118 We shall briefly mention these later on.  
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and Jean Wahl, one of the people who introduced Hegel in France, and by late 1940’s even 

Merleau-Ponty could say that Hegel “is at the origin of everything that was to become relevant 

in in philosophy within the last century- for example Marxism, Nietzsche, German 

phenomenology, existentialism and psychoanalysis.”119 French Hegelianism had a particular 

fate, and this fate was to determine the development of French philosophy, as it would 

profoundly influence psychoanalysis, in the Anglo-Saxon world cultural studies precisely via 

the influence it had on various other authors and currents that later on became relevant.  

Kojève’s lectures, first held between 1933 and 1939 at the École Pratique des Hautes 

Études in Paris, were collected and first published in 1947, while the second edition with some 

annotations added by the author was published in 1962. These annotations introduce the notion 

of the disappearance of man at the end of history.120 There are two important lines that come 

out of Kojève’s reading that profoundly marked French philosophical culture. The first is 

related to the theme of man, his becoming and finitude, all of which spring, as we saw above, 

from Heidegger’s reading of Kant: this line in other words concerns the question of how does 

the “I think” become a man, which includes the struggle for death and for recognition, and 

ultimately the idea of risking one’s own life, so peculiar to later Foucault.  

The second is related to the question of the end of history, of man as a post-historical 

animal, an animal destined to disappear, one whose death was inevitable as Foucault would 

later famously repeat. The kernel of these lectures consists in claiming that Hegel’s and 

Heidegger’s philosophy revolve around an anthropological axis. We see here a continuation 

of the thesis first introduced by Gurvitch, of an anthropological reading of Heidegger that will 

dominate the French reception. In Kojève’s reading, it is Heidegger that takes inspiration from 

Hegel’s theme of death, negating those of struggle, labour and risking one’s own life. Hence, 

in a way, we have a double game played here. Heidegger takes inspiration from Hegel, and 

Kojève takes inspiration from Hegel inspired by Heidegger. This circuit creates a very peculiar 

interpretation, resulting in a whole series of particularities that were not to be fully recognised 

until the second edition in 1962 where Kojève finally published all the notes that had been 

pronounced to the audience of his lectures in 1930’s. The first edition of the book relates Hegel 

and Heidegger in one fundamental aspect: there is a peculiar anthropological theme of finitude, 

and the mutual co-implication of essence and existence. The chapter Kojève chose as the 

 
119 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Sense et non sense. Les Éditions Nagel, Paris, 1966,  p. 75. 
120 Kojève, Alexandre. Introduction à la lecture de Hegel: leçons sur la Phénoménologie de l'Esprit 
Gallimard, Paris. 1962. The annotations are on pages 445-576. 
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fundamental chapter of Hegel’s philosophy is the Fourth chapter of the Phenomenology of 

Spirit, dedicated to the theme of recognition, of struggle between the serf/slave and the 

lord/master.121 It is in this chapter that the struggle to the death has its ultimate realisation. The 

theme of death is obviously taken from Heidegger’s Being and Time and serves as the 

methodological basis of reading the entire Phenomenology of Spirit. The two then relate not 

only in that they conceive death as the ultimate drive in the struggle for recognition, but because 

it is through this struggle that essence and existence mutually imply each other. In other words, 

it is only in that we are finite and historical that death can have any meaning for us and that the 

struggle for recognition can take place as an anthropological characteristic.  

Kojève reads Hegel’s Phenomenology as a kind of Husserlian phenomenological 

description. It is ultimately this reading that enables him to follow his line of argumentation, 

ultimately reducing Hegel and Heidegger to the same anthropological line. The human being 

in history is essentially constituted as the I through the work of desire (Begierde). The dialectics 

of desire in Kojève’s work is related to Hegel’s labour of negative, given that for Kojève the 

anthropological reading is precisely that of the “Chap. IV (surtout anthropologique): 

Selbstbewusstsein —: prise de conscience de soi à travers le Désir et l'Action. Le décalage 

entre la Wahrheit (objective) et la Gewissheit (subjective) disparaît partiellement."122 Self-

consciousness implies the existential distinction between subject and object. For Kojève, the 

procedure consists in the following:   

 

Avant d'analyser le « Je pense », avant de procéder à la théorie kantienne de la 
connaissance, c'est- à-dire du rapport entre le sujet (conscient) et l'objet (conçu), il faut donc 

se demander ce qu'est ce « sujet » qui se révèle dans et par le Je du « Je pense ». Il faut se 
demander quand, pourquoi et comment l'homme est amené à dire : * Je... ».123 

 

 

But Kant’s I think is not Hegel’s self-consciousness, and Kojève proceeds explaining that 

man is a being that in contemplating becomes historical, that is in “contemplating he is 

absorbed by the thing” that he discovers not to be himself through desire. In order for this to 

 
121 On the question of slave and master in Hegel’s phenomenology of the Spirit and a critique of Kojève see:  
Bodei, Remo La preistoria del rapporto signoria-servitù, in: Revue international de philosophie, 2007/2, pp. 
181-191. and Achella, Stefania, Lo scandalo del corpo nella Fenomenologia dello Spirito, pp. 73-87 in: La 
Fenomenologia dello spirito di Hegel. Problemi e interpretazioni, Eds. Arienzo, Alessandro, Pisano, 
Francesco, Testa, Simone, Federico II University Press, Napoli 2018. 
122 Kojéve, op. cit. p. 49. 
123 Ibid., p. 165. 
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appear, there has to be something that is more than, something that surpasses passive 

contemplation, what is needed is an act, action (Tat): 

 

L'homme a beau être « absorbé » par sa contemplation de la chose ; au moment où naît 
le désir de cette chose, il sera immédiatement « rappelé à soi ». Du coup, il verra qu'en plus 

de la chose, il y a encore sa contemplation, qu'il y a encore lui, qui n'est pas cette chose. Et la 
chose lui apparaît comme un « objet » (Gegen-stand), comme une réalité extérieure, qui n'est 
pas en lui, qui n'est pas lui, mais un non-Moi. Ce n'est donc pas la contemplation purement 

cognitive et passive qui est à la base de la Conscience-de-soi, c'est-à-dire de l'existence 
vraiment humaine (et donc — en fin de compte — de l'existence philosophique), mais le 

Désir. (Et c'est pourquoi, soit dit entre parenthèses, l'existence humaine n'est possible que là 
où il y a ce quelque chose qu'on appelle Leben, vie biologique, animale. Car il n'y a pas de 

Désir sans Vie.)124 
 

This is why for Kojève the I of desire has to be active, has to be an I that negates (not that 

dissimilar from Foucault’s initial interpretation of psychoanalyses as counter-science), that 

transforms being (Sein), the I that creates the new by destroying the old: because it is 

profoundly related to life itself that asserts itself by surpassing the necessary present, the animal 

characteristics that precede it. It is by transforming what is animal in him that man becomes a 

historical being.  This is inseparable from the concept of temporality that presents itself as the 

“medium of being” (Sein). Hence, Kojève claims:  

 

Or, pour pouvoir l'être, il ne peut pas être un Être qui est, qui est éternellement identique 
à lui-même, qui se suffit à soi-même. L'homme doit être un vide, un néant, qui n'est pas néant 

pur, reines Nichts, mais quelque chose qui est dans la mesure où il anéantit l'Être, pour se 
réaliser à ses dépens et néantir dans l'être. L'Homme est l'Action négatrice, qui transforme 
l'Être donné et qui se transforme elle-même en le transformant. L'Homme n'est ce qu'il est 

que dans la mesure où il le devient ; son Être (Sein) vrai est Devenir (Werden), Temps, 
Histoire, et il ne devient, il n'est Histoire que dans et par l'Action négatrice du donné, l'Action 

de la Lutte et du Travail.125 
 

Man thus, we are told, cannot be eternally identical to himself, it has to be something 

empty, like a canvas on which to paint the becoming that transforms being itself in existence, 

that is, his historical becoming and being in order for differentiation to have its place so as to 

determine at once historical becoming and becoming historical. This is, for Kojève, what 

fundamentally relates Heidegger and Hegel. This is also the approach that Foucault will adopt 

in writing his works of 1960s, in approaching Western culture where man is unknown, where 

 
124 Ibid., p. 166-7. 
125 Ibid., p. 167. 
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it is yet to be determined how he came to be and exist. Kojève, nevertheless, underlines an 

important difference between Hegel’s conception - that is monistic and dialectical - and 

Heidegger’s, which follows Kant and is dualistic.126 According to Dominic Pirotte, Kojève 

hereby wants to establish a difference between a non-dialectical and dialectical ontology. The 

former would be that of nature where everything is static, and the latter would be the one 

described above, the negating one.127  

But, again following Kojève, his very interpretation seems to attribute, despite 

Heidegger’s dualism, an important means of relating Hegel and Heidegger, in the very crux of 

what he sees as their unifying principle, namely existence: “pour Hegel, l’essence n’est pas 

independent de l’existence. Aussi l’homme n’existe-ti-il pas en dehors de l’histoire. La 

Phénoménologie de Hegel est donc “existentielle” comme celle de Heidegger. Et elle doit 

servir de base à une ontologie.”128 In Kojève’s reading, both have an anthropological and an 

ontological undertone; they are, ultimately, works of philosophical anthropology, as it is related 

to the “realité humaine”129 that, driven by the negative, can only exist in history: “Et sans la 

Négativité, c'est-à-dire sans la finitude ou la temporalité, l'Être ne serait jamais un être conçu 

(begriffen).”130 Human reality only exists within the exclusively human temporality, that is, 

within history. 

 Both Heidegger and Hegel seem, according to Kojève to be on the same line, as the Ur 

philosophical question for both of them revolves around the question of the relationship 

between time and existence. These two ideas bring their respective philosophies close together 

as they both, in an anthropological sense and at the same time, relate to death and thus to 

finitude. “Finitude of time seems to hold its constitution of Dasein, it being the only one to 

anticipate (verlaufen) resolutely its death. Time is then finite only as a living temporality, that 

is, human temporality.”131 Only then is it possible for another important concept of Kojève’s 

 
126 Ibid., p. 487. Depuis Kant, Heidegger semble être le premier à avoir posé 1« problème d'une ontologie 
double. 
127 Pirotte, Dominique, Alexandre Kojève lecteur de Heidegger. In : Les Études philosophiques, No. 2, 
HEGEL — MARX (AVRIL-JUIN 1993), pp. 205-221 Published by: Presses Universitaires de France. 
Pirotte goes on to say that the ontological dualism desired or sought for by Kojève, unlike that of Heidegger, 
is specifically defined as dialectical: “c'est un monisme naturel initial, duquel surgit, avec avec l’instance 
dialectique “homme”, la dualité. p. 210. 
128 Kojève. op.cit., p. 39.   
129 Remember that this is how Corbin translated Heidegger’s Dasein. 
130 Ibid., p. 39.  
131 Pirotte, op. cit. p. 217. 
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to appear: that of the death of man at end of history and that of post-historical man.132 The 

theme of the end of history appears in Kojève not only as the necessity internal to Hegelian 

philosophy, but on a more careful reading expresses Kojève’s conviction that the end of history 

in a Hegelian-Marxist sense was already there, present. The end of history is understood as a 

“cessation of Action” and, given its very contemporary political undertone, relates to the events 

that came after the WWII. 

 Originally, as Kojève has put it, it refers to the disappearance of the force of negative, 

which it would at the same time imply a disappearance of the “puisqu'il n'y a pas de Discours 

(Logos) véritable révélant le Réel.”133 It is this perspective that Foucault inherits and works 

with, the very perspective that generated and created modernity as an anthropological 

dispositive. In one of the rare studies dedicated particularly to French philosophy from Kojève 

to Foucault, the French philosopher Philippe Sabot takes an approach I could never agree with. 

Like many of the partisans of Foucault he is not keen to admit that Foucault’s philosophy or 

his thoughts for that matter were particularly marked by other thinkers. Similar readings simply 

offer one narrative: Foucault was a genius and all of his philosophy is to be seen as the work 

of genius, rather than as a work of one of the most passionate and well-known maniacs of the 

archive and reading (this does not mean that we want to diminish the fact that he was incredible 

interpreter).  

Although I am against approaches that tend to reduce a wok of a philosopher, no matter 

how allusive or conducive it may be, to his biography and biographical facts, when it comes to 

Foucault this banal and yet fundamentally important fact is not to be ignored. The story 

according to these readings would, it appears, be that Foucault was a genius, plain and simple 

and his work is thus exempt of any relations with others or from adopting certain ideas, notions 

or concepts. It is only from this uncritical and ahistorical position that Sabot can claim:  

 

“Il faut souligner que la « mort de l’homme » selon Foucault ne doit rien explicitement à 
la « mort de l’homme » selon Kojève, et que leur rapprochement ne se fonde donc pas sur 
une influence avérée. Pourquoi alors juxtaposer ici ces deux formulations de la « mort de 
l’homme »? Précisément parce que leur ajustement fait problème : d’une certaine façon, 

Kojève et Foucault disent et ne disent pas la même chose“134 

 
132 Kojève, op. cit. p. 388 and 492 respectively. Kojéve’s reading was important for Bataille, Blanchot and 
in the end as such, through a series of mediations Foucault’s understanding of the end or disappearance of 
Man.  
133 Ibid., p. 455. 
134 Sabot, Philippe, De Kojève à Foucault. La « mort de l’homme » et la querelle de l’humanisme, in : Centre 
Sèveres- Archives de Philosophie. 2009/3. Tom 72. pp. 523-540. p. 524. 
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The point however is not whether or not “they say and don’t say the same thing”. It is 

rather why they pronounce a very peculiar judgement, same, identical judgement, that of the 

death of man, which is not simply something one just arrives at or concludes. The point then 

is how Foucault interprets and uses Kojève’s ideas and incorporates them into his own 

philosophy— a theme we shall return to. While Sabot is willing to talk about and recognise the 

importance Heidegger’s philosophy had on Kojève, he is less keen to talk about the very same 

importance it had for Foucault,  which as we have seen is not only not possible to deny, but it 

is more legitimate to ask ourselves whether Foucault’s commentary on Kant’s Anthropologie 

or les Mots et les Choses would have ever been written in precisely that form had there not 

been a series of philosophical (mis)readings. 

 Finally, one would have to say something about the notion of “risking one’s own life” 

thoroughly developed in Kojéve’s lectures on Hegel which will be crucial for Foucault’s ethical 

turn.135 His ethics will in many places and on many instances be related precisely to this notion: 

“risking one’s own life” taking form of the parrhesiastic practices aimed one the one hand to 

Nietzsche’s injunction to free ethics from ressentiment and on the other in that same instance, 

while freeing itself from ressentiment constituting oneself in the manner conceived by Kant. 

Thus, paradoxically, as we will see, the path from Kojève’s reading of Hegel was the one 

leading via Kojève’s “end of history is the death of man in true sense” where the meaning of 

the “death of man” was that of a post-historical animal136, leading to Foucault’s “disappearance 

of Man”  and ultimately to Kant.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
135 Cf. Schmid, Wilhelm, Auf der Suche nach einer neuner Lebenskunst. Die Frage nach m Grund und die 
Neubegründung der Ethik bei Foucault,  Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.M. 2000, p. 278-279 (originally published 
1991).  
136 On the notion of post-historical animal in Kojève:  Agamben, Giorgio, L’aperto, l’uomo, l’animale, 
Bollati Boringhieri, 2007, p. 16-20. For Foucault the idea of post-historical is inconceivable, hence a need 
to rethink with Kant.  
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1.2.5. Jules Vuillemin: l’héritage kantienne et la révolution 
copernicienne 

 
 

Jules Vuillemin is one of the authors remembered in French cultural and philosophical 

history, but less studied outside France. He was a pupil of Martial Guerlot who belonged to a 

neo-Kantain and rationalist current that influenced Vuillemin’s positions. What interests us 

here is his book, L’héritage kantienne et la revolution copernicienne, published after 

Heidegger’s Kantbuch and the Letter on Humanism were published in France. It represents an 

attempt to grapple with three important readings of Kant that directly followed Kant, starting 

from Fichte. Its aim is to provide an extensive interpretation of the state of post-Kantian 

philosophy precisely because it is “post-Kantianism that is the first attempt to establish within 

the horizon of the transcendental […] a coherence of Kantianism.”137  

The book is opened by a question, or better, objection put forward by Hegel to Kant’s 

philosophy. According to Vuillemin, Hegel’s objection concerns the question of the impasse 

that Kantian philosophy had fallen into, namely its inability to account for human freedom, 

which was to an extent based in nature, but not part of its determinism, i.e. it remained in the 

impasse of metaphysics. Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit poses several questions he tells 

us: “does transcendental philosophy realise the programme of Copernican revolution and does 

it arrive at the ultimate source of a truth from now on free, cut off from the “arrière-monde”: 

constitutive finitude?”138  

Vuillemin goes to describe how the solution for this impasse was sought by various post-

Kantian philosophers, in his interpretation Fichte, H. Cohen and M. Heidegger are particularly 

prominent. Each of these readings had tried to come to terms with the Kantian notion of 

Copernican revolution and to complete it. Their interpretations were all based on the idea or 

assumption that Kant’s philosophy had confused the finite with the infinite, thus risking his 

entire edifice. Although their intentions were same, namely, to try to find a way of founding 

finitude without falling back into the impasse of metaphysics, their attempts differed precisely 

in their choice of privileging different parts of Kant’s First Critique. Fichte is thus seen as 

privileging Dialectics and theory of ideas. According to him, the shifting of the finite into the 

infinite could be avoided as long as we are able to reduce the placement of the thing in itself 

 
137 Vuillemin, p. 13. 
138 Ibid., p. 11. The question is in other words: can the finite not be founded in the infinite, in metaphysical?  
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into the act of “I think”, which is already part or is implied in the very possibility of having a 

self-consciousness. Vuillemin calls this position “transcendental idealism”.  Cohen, a founder 

of Marburg neo-Kantian school, privileges the Analytic, where he finds the kernel of 

Kantianism. This, in effect, means that he departs not from ideas as Fichte did, but from 

principles (which is why Vuillemin calls this interpretation “transcendental logic”). This 

position is an “idealism of absolute finitude” and as such it minimizes the role given to 

transcendental aesthetics and to sensible intuition. It thereby minimizes the ontological and 

maximizes the epistemological stakes of Kant’s critical project.  

The third paradigm of interest to Vuillemin is the one privileging Aesthetics, and it is 

related to existentialism, namely to Martin Heidegger (nota bene that Heidegger here is simply 

an existentialist and not a phenomenological existentialist). Privileging Aesthetics has the 

effect of overturning the epistemological into an ontological question, the question of originary 

synthesis, thus turning it into a fundamental ontology. “In existence and in the metaphysics of 

finitude founded on temporality, the substitution of the infinite for the finite disappears: being 

(Sein) springs out of transcendental time.”139  

For Vuillemin, each of these philosophies is to be seen as a rebellion against the other, or 

better as an attempt at its confutation seen as a series of displacements and an attempt at 

substitution by completing the “real” Copernican revolution. Fichte is thus reacting against 

Kant. Cohen is reacting against Fichte, and Heidegger is reacting against Cohen. Each time a 

new philosophy, based on different readings and privileging different parts of the Critique of 

Pure Reason, emerges, it so happens that the previous philosophy stands accused for its 

inability to complete the revolution, namely it stands accused as a “return to the metaphysical 

infinite.”  

This metaphysical infinite is precisely what the Copernican revolution wants to avoid if it 

is to be worthy of that name. “The history of the interpretations and the move (descente) 

towards intuition confirm themselves thus naturally as the progressive deepening of the concept 

of finitude.”140 As for Heidegger specifically, Vuillemin as we have just seen interprets him as 

a post-Kantain philosopher par excellence, as he is trying not to halt, but to further and 

complete the Copernican revolution by bringing it to its logical conclusion: namely, to the 

radical temporalisation and ontologisation of finitude. The penultimate section is dedicated to 

Heidegger specifically and above all deals with the phenomena of time and temporality. In the 

 
139 Ibid., p. 14. 
140 Ibid., p. 14. 
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radical attempt to complete the Kantian system, for Heidegger “reflexion is secondary in 

relation to being (Sein)”,141 and it can only be constituted through and in time. In this respect, 

Vuillemin opens the problem of the relationship between the transcendental imagination and 

time with the aim, following Heidegger, of approaching an “originary time that is different to 

derived time, that is, from the series (sequences) of now, that are based on it.”142 

Finitude is known as such through objects, themselves a part of the essence of the totality 

of transcendence; or, in other words, the intuition itself in effect (in order to fulfil its function) 

already expresses the finitude of knowledge on the one hand, and on the other it possesses its 

own synthesis, thus being equal to the distinction between the ontic and the ontological.143 

This, as a consequence, means that the relationship between the ontic and the ontological, being 

co-implied in the intuition, presents itself as the receptivity of the latter in relation to former. 

Thus, according to Vuillemin, it is its transcendental meaning that “assures the priority of 

time over space.”144 Time then, is solely the “universal condition of phenomena as such.145” 

Without this conception of time, there would be no possibility of establishing a relationship 

between transcendental idealism and empirical realism, which is essential for the very 

intelligibility of intuition and the difference and the unity it produces. Thus, in Heidegger’s 

reading, “Kantian time belongs to inauthentic existence, which understands itself under the 

appearances of a thing, moreover that makes itself a thing”.146  

If Heidegger thought he could solve the problem by recurring not to the table of categories 

and giving primacy to logical deduction, but to the synthesis of temporality, he therewith, 

according to Vuillemin opened himself to a series of problems and made his own philosophy 

vulnerable to the very same objections he was trying to move against his predecessors in 

Kantian displacement. In other words, the moment one “substitutes the logical, infinite, but 

always relative in relation to its correlate, for nature, authentic subjectivity, the finite, but 

therewith absolute as it means being in the world, does not one find the same displacements 

that the Fichtean metaphysics of the finite I was not able to rid itself of?”147 And indeed, 

Vuillemin takes this as evidence that the relationship between genesis and structure remains 

here fundamentally confused.  

 
141 Ibid., p. 278. 
142 Ibid., 279. 
143 Cf. Ibid., p. 266. 
144 Ibid.  
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid., p. 289. 
147 Ibid., p. 289-290 
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The genesis is thus forced to demand facticity (as its structure): “the transcendental I 

generally requires in its turn a non-genesis that pre-exists it and judges it”148 Thus, the 

distinction established between subject and object could only have meaning within or if applied 

to nature and the realm of the ontic, but it cannot be applied to the being of subjectivity as 

such.149 We are thus left with the problem of how to resolve this ambiguity of the “originary 

self”. This ambiguity, in Vuillemin’s interpretation means in fact, that Heidegger falls prey to 

the same objections he had raised against Husserl, for he too “declares that the existing is not 

temporal because it is historical, and that on the contrary, it is historical because temporal”, 

which in effect means that “history is not the source of truth, but there is a source of history 

itself: the a priori and eternal constitution of the existing, temporalisation.”150  

Heidegger’s philosophy is thus pushed into the Kantian impasse that Vuillemin sees as its 

weakest point. Namely, he is forced to move towards the impossible interplay between time 

and temporalisation. The displacement of Kantian philosophy undertaken by Heidegger ends 

up saying that the truth of the ontic lies in the ontological, thereby repeating what in earlier 

philosophy was a displacement of man to God. His philosophy, by departing from the finitude 

and finite has committed an error of displacement, just like Fichte and Cohen before him. This, 

according to Vuillemin, shows that the Kantian edifice cannot be overthrown if not by going 

back to it. The necessity of correlation established by Kant between the subject and the object 

is a stumbling rock of all successive philosophies, irrespective of their attempt to logicise or 

ontologise Kant’s transcendental philosophical assumptions.  

The very last chapter of Vuillemin’s book is of particular importance for us here, as it is, 

so I believe, particularly relevant for Foucault and his attempt to displace the transcendental 

theme throughout the 1960’s. This last chapter is entitled, “The circle of transcendental 

philosophy and the method of philosophical historiography.”151 In a nutshell, this chapter starts 

from the presupposition that in each of the displacements of the Kantian transcendental project, 

one starts with the finite but cannot sustain it without going back to the infinite: this is where 

“the history of transcendental philosophy, that is, the history of Western philosophy since the 

beginning of the seventeenth century is contained.”152  

 
148 Ibid., p. 292. 
149 Cf. p. 293. 
150 Ibid., p. 295. 
151 And this is already indicative of Foucault’s interest in the 1960’s, where philosophy as a discipline (not 
to say as a science) will have an ambiguous status. It will be at the same time in and out of his philosophical 
discourse.  
152 Ibid., p. 299. 
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Comparing this period to the preceding one, Vuillemin claims that Descartes can also be 

seen as operating a displacement, and ultimately (as we have also seen above), ends up 

displacing Cogito onto divine existence. It is only with Kant that we have an attempt at halting 

this in that he does not commit the error of Descartes and he never identifies the I with time 

itself. Unlike philosophers before or after him, Kant does not commit the “displacement error”. 

Renaissance philosophy, which will be one of Foucault’s subjects (even if ex negative), is said 

to be the first attempt at “describing the passage from time to eternity, but a passage that is for 

the first time based on time itself.”153 But there is a distinction between what the Renaissance 

represents as “pensée classique” and everything that modern philosophy stands for. Whereas 

“pensée classique” was based on passage, modern thought will metamorphose and shift this 

passage into displacement.154  

This displacement described Vuillemin in its iterations, in Fichte, Cohen and Heidegger, 

merely re-instates the conflict between the finite and infinite, between the unconditioned and 

conditioned, between the relative and absolute. The very last section entitled “Modern 

philosophy and the Copernican refusal of originary time” begins by restating the fil conducteur 

of the entire book, as it were, that is of displacements resulting from Kantianism. If it started 

with the opposition between the “absolute I opposed to the non-I”, or “I think vs. the internal 

sense” and finally the “existing and the subject” – this re-doubling of the I155 is explained “in 

the last instance because the Copernican revolution does not sacrifice the world to finitude and 

to time in order to remove philosophy to the creative eternity of time itself intemporal.”156  

The attempts of three philosophies under his considerations, that of Fichte, Cohen and 

Heidegger, all show substantially the same intention: that of displacing or diverting attention 

from “the thought of originary time, that is from the history of humanity” in order to simply 

dissolve it into a “derived time” which for “Fichte was at the level of idea, with Cohen at the 

level of principle and with Heidegger at the level of intuition.”157 All of these attempts deal 

with time and in the end point to the impossibility of displacing the concept of “originariety” 

assumed by the Copernican revolution. They, in other words, are not able to overcome its 

problems and framework. Although they have all attempted to locate the source of time in 

different moments of the system, they all failed precisely because of the inability to come to 

 
153 Ibid., p. 300. 
154 Ibid. 
155 And here it is worthwhile to remind ourselves that Foucault’s usage of the “empirico-transcendental 
doublet” presents precisely this. We will be returning to this issue.  
156 Ibid., p. 303. 
157 Ibid. 
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terms with the totality of Kant’s system as such. Vuillemin asks himself how was it possible 

that Heidegger’s case, so particular and in its intention so novel, ended up repeating the same 

displacement, despite the fact that Heidegger gave primacy to intuition and transcendental 

Aesthetics?158 Part of the answer lies precisely in that very act of privileging Aesthetics where 

it is time itself that determines the structure of this “absolute finite that is the existing”, that is, 

from this stems the consequence that Heidegger has to identify transcendental apperception 

with temporalisation, which is understood as a vehicle to “ontological eternity of existential 

constitution; and the empirical history of men is once again abandoned to alienated and 

constituted being, outside of the I think, within the objects to think.”159 This proves that the 

Copernican revolution is impossible to accomplish as it were, or at least it seems impossible 

that it could ever arrive at the “true time of finitude, because at no point does it identify the I 

think with time.”160  

This is the achievement of Copernican revolution, its threshold and its limit, or better the 

Copernican turn as threshold and limit: the I and time are co-implied but not equated, one does 

not exist without the other, but they are not fully reducible to their respective structures. Kant’s 

critical project has made the most important step in dissolving the old, classical problem of 

finitude depending on the infinite, but at the same time it has, precisely because it did not solve 

the problem, left the possibility of successive philosophies committing the “displacement 

error”. Instead of the Copernican, Vuillemin asks himself, is it not a Ptolemaic revolution that 

philosophy needs:  

 

“Given that time has to become originary and constitutive, given that we were not able 
to find it departing from Cogito, not in morality, neither in nature, nor in existence, perhaps 

then philosophy needs not a Copernican, but a Ptolemaic revolution! Then perhaps the 
displacements would cease, and philosophy would no longer have the need to replace 

knowledge by faith, as it would in effect begin by substituting the human Cogito in the 
universe of gods, by human labour in the world of men.”161 

 
 

This is Vuillemin’s troubling conclusion to the philosophical problems caused by the 

philosophical attempts at conceiving finitude and departing from it. The only solution to the 

Kantian paradigm would then be a total displacement in the form of Ptolemaic revolution 

 
158 Cf. Ibid., p. 304. 
159 Ibid., p. 305. 
160 Ibid. 
161 Ibid., p. 306. 
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whereby we could, perhaps, displace the displacement once and for all and simply be in a 

human world without necessarily recurring to any superior founding principle. And if it seems 

that we have left out Canguilhem, Hyppolite, or Sartre for that matter, from these introductory 

considerations that are necessary if we are to understand Foucault’s rapprochements to Kant, 

we did so for two reasons: the first is related to the fact that their “influence”  is more “familiar” 

and thus more discussed in the secondary literature.  

This obviously is not to say that they are not important, and in the end Foucault himself, 

as we have seen invokes their names in his inaugural lecture. But we should recall Freud’s 

warning that the subject cannot reconstruct his own past without falling into false 

consciousness, narcissistic games and repressive manoeuvres. We might also recall Hegel’s 

stern injunction along the same lines: “All that is personal in my work is false.”162 However 

the fundamental point remains, against both subjective fancy and partisan venality, that the 

development of Foucault’s progressive confrontation with Kant is the result of a series of 

(mis)readings of Heidegger as a reader of Kant on the one hand, and a Hegelian-Heideggerian 

mediation via Kojève on the other.  

This means that at least Hyppolite and Sartre too are mediated to a great extent by these 

developments of French philosophical culture. If we exclude Vuillemin’s book, that probably 

did not resonate with these two philosophers as much as it did with Foucault, it is clear that 

there is a common lineage, and not only in terms of seniority or mentorships. Hyppolite was 

not only the author of studies on Hegel, but had written some of the most important texts on 

Heidegger and provided another, post-Kojèvian, Heideggerian reading of Hegel’s philosophy, 

even as he sought to liberate the reading of Hegel from Kojève’s tutelage, a reading that would 

Foucault is familiarised with throughout 1950’s.163 

I however do believe that Foucault’s philosophy properly speaking develops more from 

the line followed here, than it does from direct confrontation with Sartre. The underlying 

problem for both Foucault and Sartre, is related to man and history, and their attempts to come 

to terms with “Heidegger’s not merely philological explanation, but conceptual identification 

 
162 Hegel, G.W. F. “Detti memorabili di un filosofo., Quoted in: Merker, Nicolao, Editori Riuniti, Roma, 
1986. p. 186. 
163 See for example Hyppolite’s text: Ontologie et phénomenologie chez Martin Heidegger. in: Les Études 
philosophiques, Nouvelle Série, 9e Année, No. 3 (Juillet/Septembre 1954), pp. 307-314 and his La 
psychanalyse existentielle chez Jean-Paul Sartre, in : Figures de la pensée philosophique. Écrits, 1931–1968. 
Vol. II. PUF, Paris. 1991, pp. 780–806. On the relationship between Foucault and Hyppolite see the excellent 
book edited by  Bianco, Giuseppe, Jean Hyppolite, entre structure et existence, Éditions Rue d’Ulm, Presses 
de l’École Normale Supérieure, Paris, 2013. 
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between humanism and anthropocentrism”164 is what makes the difference. The cultural 

climate in which they come to conceive of these problems is marked by the same lineage.  

 

 

2. EXCURSUS ON FOUCAULT’S KANT 

 

2.1 On Kantian bones yet again 

 
 

If the previous chapter rescued some little known or understood themes in the historical 

development of French philosophical culture spanning from the 1930s to the mid-1950s in 

order to understand the trajectories of certain readings, this chapter will determine the central 

issues in Kant and post-Kantian philosophy relevant for Foucault’s heterodox reception of Kant 

throughout his work of the early 1950s and 1960s, and more generally the broader question of 

how Foucault situates himself within the French debate concerning the displacements of the 

transcendental. Although this story is, as we have seen, related to a very peculiar reception of 

Heidegger in French philosophical culture, it is not simply a story about that reception, nor 

about Kant mediated by Heidegger,  but about Foucault’s own attempt to come to terms with 

Kant and his own understanding and interpretation of the problem of the transcendental. To 

pose the problem of the transcendental within Foucault’s thought is to pose the problem of 

genesis and structure, or better their difference. Does one inform the other or do they merely 

conform to the same rules and laws? What is or what would constitute the difference between 

the two? Or is there no difference between the two in Foucault? Is Foucault himself trapped in 

yet another process of displacing the transcendental, displacing it this time onto history? What 

exactly is the role of history in Foucault’s work and how does it relate to Kant?   

Habermas famously dismissed Foucault’s “transcendental historicism”, while Balibar 

more diplomatically speaks of his “counter-historicist historicism”.165 Where does Foucault 

 
164Cf. Mikulić, Borislav. Humanistička kontroverza 60-ih i prevrati anti-humanizma. Još jednom o 
„racionalnosti“ holokausta. p. 28. in: Kriza i kritike racionalnosti. Nasljeđe ’68. Ed.  Mikulić , Borislav, 
Žitko, Mislav, Filozofski fakultet, Zagreb, 2019. (Crisis and Criticisms of Rationality. The Legacy of 1968). 
165 Habermas, Jürgen, Der Philosophische Diskurs der Moderne, Zwölof Vorlesungen, Suhrkamp Verlag, 
Frankfurt, 1985, p. 297. Habermas here is playing with Paul Veyne’s formulation. Balibar, Etienne, 
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stand in relation to these characterisations? In my view, both Habermas and Balibar grasp one 

of the theoretically most important if not decisive series of problems in Foucault, namely his 

incessant adherence, if not straight forward acceptance, of historicism. Whereas for Habermas 

transcendental historicism relates to the “space of history” filled with contingent events, all 

intended if not to abandon then at least to modify the very conception of time of modernity, for 

Balibar it refers to “epistemic moments” which serve the function of organising knowledge, 

and thus include problematisations, but also organise and put things on a chronological axis 

modelled on “classical histories of modernity”.  

The answers to these problematics, problematisations centred on the issue of periodisation, 

we argue, lie in understanding what Foucault makes of Kant and which Kant he follows, the 

main and side lines along and down which he follows him, and the ways in which he distances 

himself from Kant in the more technical sense of Kant’s formalism of transcendental thought. 

We will initiate a sort of meta-discourse in relation to Foucault’s discourse on Kant— precisely 

what Foucault attempted to do in relation to Kant himself and the Heideggerian mediation 

mentioned earlier. If all philosophy after Kant had to confront his theoretical edifice, this 

edifice then had to either be reinstated in a different way, or an attempt had to be made to 

overcome it. As we have seen, Vuillemin claimed that post-Kantian philosophy ultimately 

ended up displacing and not abolishing or relinquishing the problem of transcendental.  Is this 

not because the risk of abolishing the transcendental entails something much more profound, 

if not disturbing, the risk, according to Catharine Malabou, of relinquishing continental 

philosophy tout court?166  

Transcendental philosophy was one of the crucial elements to be revived in the struggle 

against Hegel and his edifice of totality and the logic of his Science of Logic. Of the manifold 

forms this revival took in the French intellectual climate and culture it is worth recalling again 

that the generation of the 1930’s, according to G. Canguilhem, rather than returning, had in 

fact discovered Hegel, emerging from the ruins of the 19th century and now that France was no 

longer a great power in their eyes, in the face of their mistrust of any philosophies of history, 

taxed as a symptom of the decadence of the French system. They “wanted history to stop, 

 
Foucault’s Point of Heresy: ‘Quasi- Transcendentals’ and the Transdisciplinary Function of the Episteme, 
Theory, Culture & Society, Vol. 32 (5–6), 2015, p. 48.  
166 Cf. Malabou, Catharine. Can we relinquish the transcendental?, in: Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 
Vol. 28. n° 3, 2014, p. 243. And it is important to notice that Malabou here makes a distinction between 
relinquishing and abandoning, as relinquishing would still in a way imply a relationship with the thing we 
relinquish, whereas abandoning would be more definite and stronger, as it would imply definitive separation. 
p. 243. 
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because they felt unable to participate in it.”167 Hegel came out of the ruins between the two 

world wars to bring new life into French philosophy, with the hope that the French might once 

again, as Canguilhem put it, feel able to participate in history. Kant came after WWII, mediated 

to a large extent by Heidegger, but nonetheless significantly present, even if only as one of 

many displacements of the transcendental: from Merleau-Ponty and Sartre to Vuillemin, 

Deleuze or Lévi-Strauss and his structuralism in anthropology to Foucault and his analyses of 

the human sciences generally. The centrality of Kantian themes, however different their 

philosophies, is enough to convince the reader that the reply to Hegel had to be initiated by 

invoking primarily Kant and not Nietzsche. The problem of either positing or understanding 

the structure posed itself, at least to an extent, in the form of the question of the genesis of 

modern thought, which inevitably led to Kant.  

Of course, the discussions about Kant were neither philosophically nor politically 

innocent, and often included polemics internal to French Marxist tradition. It is certainly then 

interesting that for post-war French philosophy Kant proved to be the philosopher it ultimately 

had to confront. The question of the transcendental in this period seems to have reopened 

simultaneously with the question of man and history. In his introduction to the Second edition 

of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant famously defined the transcendental thus: “I call 

transcendental all cognition that deals not so much with objects as rather with our way of 

cognising objects in general insofar as that way of cognising is to be possible a priori. A system 

of such concepts would be called transcendental philosophy”168 – thus the transcendental is at 

the same time a priori, that is independent from all experience and yet it is the condition of 

possibility of us cognising objects at all, that is of (having) experience in the first place. It is as 

if it is at once posited and in the same act presupposed.  

 It is that which precedes all experience and that which founds it. From Kant onwards, 

reason in the form of the critique it undertakes, will inevitably have to confront itself, reflecting 

itself as both the condition of possibility of itself and of the objects it cognises. The implications 

of Kantian project have been tremendous, resulting, as we have seen, in the inability to ever 

fully separate subject from the object. It is for this reason that Kant tried to reinforce his 

position by introducing legal metaphors needed to present reason itself as the ultimate judge of 

 
167 Canguilhem, Georges. Hegel en France. In: Revue d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses, 28-29e année, 
n° 4,1948. pp. 282- 297, p. 294.  
168 KrV, B Einleitung, p. 23. Pluhar, p. 64. Italics are mine.  
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both itself and reality.169 The need to introduce legal metaphors (even if that is all they are, 

metaphors, and hence serve the function of explaining or referring to something other than 

what they stand for), according to British philosopher Onora O’Neill, is telling of a 

fundamentally “constructivist account of Kantian enterprise.”170 This essentially constructivist 

account is, in my view, at the heart of the Kantian revival in French post-WWII philosophy 

and is primarily to be discerned in the so-called structuralist movement, as Balibar terms it,171 

distinguishing it from a school of thought or a system. The Italian philosopher Sergio Moravia, 

in what Italian studioso Sebastiano Timpanaro has referred to as one of the best books on Lévi-

Strauss and his structural method, also repeatedly insisted on French structuralism’s internal, 

immanent relationship to Kant and transcendental philosophy.172  

Following Balibar and Moravia, we can then claim that within structuralism broadly 

conceived, or within French post-WWII philosophy in a narrower sense, there is a general 

tendency to understand the subject as an effect, rather than as an “originary” or “foundational 

cause.” In other words, there is an overturning of the Kantian paradigm, setting it on its feet as 

it were, with some, however notional, regulatory ideas or in this case structures governing the 

laws of discourses, structures of kinship or in Foucault’s case the a prioris behind knowledges, 

épistémès or archives. This is why, at the time, Paul Ricœur, in his insuperable essay “Structure 

et herméneutique”, famously argued that in particular Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism was to be 

understood as a “Kantianism without a transcendental subject”, which he identified with the 

 
169 KrV, A 751-2, B779-80. “The critique of pure reason may be regarded as the true tribunal for all 
controversies of reason. For the critique is not itself involved in these controversies, which deal directly with 
objects, but is aimed at determining and judging the right of reason as such according to the principles of its 
first institutes. and cannot validate or secure its assertions and claims except through war. Critique, on the 
other hand, which obtains all its decisions from the basic rules governing its own appointment rules whose 
authority no one can doubt-provides us with the tranquillity of a situation of law, a situation in which we are 
to carry on our controversy solely through litigation. […] Moreover, the endless controversies of a merely 
dogmatic reason compel us finally to seek tranquillity in some critique of this reason itself and in a legislation 
based on this critique. It is as Hobbes maintains: the state of nature is a state of injustice and violence, and 
one must necessarily abandon it and subject oneself to the constraint of law; for such constraint alone limits 
our freedom so that it can coexist with the freedom of everyone else and precisely thereby with the common 
best interest. This freedom then also includes that of putting forth publicly, for judgment by others, one's 
thoughts and one's doubts that one cannot resolve for oneself, without therefore being decried as a restless 
and dangerous citizen. This much already lies in the original right of human reason. For human reason 
recognizes no other judge than universal human reason itself again, wherein everyone has his voice. And 
since all improvement of which our situation is capable must come from this universal human reason, such 
a right is sacred and must not be encroached upon.” Pluhar, pp.696-7. 
170 O’Neill, Onora, Constructions of Reason. Explorations in Kant’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1989.  Introduction, p. x. 
171 Balibar, Étienne, Le structuralisme: une destitution du sujet?, Revue de Metaphysique et de morale, 
2005/1, n. 45, pp. 5-22. 
172 Moravia, Sergio, La ragione nascosta. Scienza e filosofia nel pensiero di Claude Lévi-Strauss. Sansoni, 
Firenze, 1969, in particular see : p.123, 191, and 212-215. 
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absolute formalism that founds the correlation between the realms of nature and culture.173 In 

our view, the expression “Kantianism without the transcendental subject” reveals, contrary to 

what is usually thought, the absent centre of the work of Foucault, Deleuze or Derrida, albeit 

in different ways.174 Of course, “Kantianism without the transcendental subject” does not mean 

that there is no subject tout court, but that the form the subject takes is to be conceived 

differently, or better that the traditional image or the idea of the subject is to be destituted175 

and a new one in the form of structure or effect to be instituted or imagined.  If the subject is 

an effect, it means that it has been stripped, so to speak, of its synthetic unity, or at least that 

this unity is declared invisible and obscured, whereby the subject’s activity is flattened, 

rendered passive and its active component is annulled. Subject can only be thought of as an 

effect (of structures) rather than founding those same structures. We have in effect a 

transposition, a displacement, a whole new causality inserted.  

This appears to be at odds with the Kantian image of reason as tribunal and the philosopher 

as legislator- and it indeed is. If the subject is taken to be merely an effect of games of truth, 

power and the like, its activity remains severely impaired. It remains subjected, instead of 

subjecting to itself as critique teaches us. It will, as we will see, ultimately prove to be the 

stumbling block for Foucault. According to O’Neill, the image of reason as tribunal is not to 

be taken literally, as Kant’s aim is to show that reason ultimately is not “a dictator…[…] that 

it is not algorithmic…and that ultimately the role of tribunal is not to follow the pre-given 

algorithm, but to engage in a debate and discussion so as to reach an agreement acceptable for 

the majority” and she continues defining the role of tribunals which  “deliberate and reach 

verdicts; there are moves that they may not and had better not make as they move toward a 

verdict, but their charters and procedures do not fully determine every move. Theirs is the 

genuinely practical task of judging; hence the tribunal provides an appropriate image for a 

critique or judging of reason.”176  

Perhaps nothing encapsulates Foucault’s positions of the 1960s as well as the idea of 

reason judging on the one hand or reason on trial on the other as seen through the work of 

 
173 Ricœur, Paul, Structure et herméneutique, in : Esprit, Nouvelle série, No 322. Novembre, 1963, pp. 596-
627, p. 618 
174 For the relationship between subject, structure and history in Foucault, Cf. Revel, op.cit. p. 32. Revel of 
course points out Foucault’s complicated relationship to structuralism; from assuming it to an extent to 
refusing it precisely because, instead of the subject it introduced structure and tried to analyse it “trans-
historically, as not submitted to change or history”. The question of “historicising the structure” will be one 
to which we will return.  
175 See: Balibar, 2005. op.cit.  
176O’Neill, op.cit., p. 18 
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various institutions and various scientific disciplines; reason subjecting and being subjected to 

through a series of various a prioris which Foucault will theorise and deploy: from the a priori 

in medicine, biology, psychology to the most discussed and developed a priori, that of 

history.177 The image of reason as tribunal is related to the image of the philosopher as legislator 

in the final instance. This is perhaps the reason why, throughout the 1960s, philosophy will 

inform Foucault’s writings and discourse but will itself mostly be exempt from the same 

scrutiny as the other disciplines, and will be exempt and absent from all the a prioris that he 

names. There is no a priori of philosophy in Foucault. This is because philosophy itself is or 

functions as a quasi methodological a priori in Foucault’s writings. What would this mean? 

What would the consequences of this a priori be?   

First, it means that there is a “problem” of the transcendental in Foucault— 

notwithstanding the attempts by a large majority of those dealing with his philosophy to ignore 

or reject this fact. Second, it means facing a problem one immediately notices when reading 

his books from this period:  the fact that philosophy has a peculiar role assigned to it. Third, it 

means that there is also problem of the subject, at least implicitly, even if ex negative, as 

something to be destituted rather than instituted. To illustrate this, we can see that Foucault’s 

own philosophical discourse is one influenced by structuralism, a dispersed movement which 

based its findings and theory on the division known in philosophy already in antiquity, that of 

 
177 Foucault will repeatedly claim that history has a privileged position in his writings, and that history is the 
privileged way as it were of expressing our own culture (Western), but not in the sense of the 19th century 
historicism that wanted to “faire passer au compte de l’histoire le pouvoir législateur et critique de la 
philosophie. Si l’histoire possède un privilège, ce serait plutôt dans la mesure où elle jouerait le role d’une 
ethnologie interne de notre culture et de notre rationalité, et incarnerait par conséquent la possibilité même 
de tout ethnologie ». See : Sur le facons de l’écrire l’histoire, in DÉ I, Gallimard, Paris, 2004, pp. 613-628, 
p. 626. The place ascribed by Foucault to history as both discipline and discourse internal to everything will, 
in my opinion, form to a large extent his confrontation with the transcendental. On this point see also: 
Hemminger, Andrea, Kritik und Geschichte. Foucault, ein Erbe Kants?, Philo, Berlin, 2004, in particular 
the last chapter.  
Interestingly in the interview “Qui êtes-vous prof. Foucault?” published in La fiera letteraria in 1967, 
Foucault ascribes to Nietzsche the characteristics he will some 15 years later ascribe to Kant: “En outre, 
Nietzsche a découvert que l’activité particulière de la philosophie consiste dans le travail du diagnostic : que 
sommes-nous aujourd’hui ? Quel est cet « aujourd’hui » dans lequel nous vivons ? Une telle activité de 
diagnostic comportait un travail d’excavation sous ses propres pieds pour établir comment s’était constitué 
avant lui tout cet univers de pensée, de discours, de culture qui était son univers. Il me semble que Nietzsche 
avait attribué un nouvel objet à la philosophie, qui a été un peu oublié, bien que Husserl, dans La Crise des 
sciences européennes ait tenté à son tour une «généalogie». In : DÉ I, pp. 640-641. This once again proves 
that Foucault’s Nietzsche is always already related to Kant, they always appear as posing the same 
questions : that of the diagnostic of the present, that of who we are in this precise moment and what this 
particular, actual moment means for us. In this sense, Foucault’s incessant oscillating between the two, and 
the philosophico-political choice of Kant that he ultimately takes as a way out of the traps of historicism, 
enables us to truly grasp how he conceived his own philosophical project.  
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physei and thesei, nature and culture, or in Foucault’s ethnology the relationship existing 

between culture and history.178  

That Foucault was marked by anthropological theories of the time, in primis Ruth 

Benedict179 and later on Lévi-Strauss is well known. On the other hand, Foucault’s 

philosophical discourse at the beginning of the 1960s is in fact inaugurated with and by Kant. 

From his Introduction à l'Anthropologie to the Histoire de la folie à l'âge classique and the 

Naissance de la Clinique, where he starts with the same polemical target: Descartes. Descartes 

was the Ausgangspunkt, the object of Kant’s criticism in the Paralogisms of Pure Reason in the 

Critique of Pure Reason, and he was again a target in Pragmatische Anthropologie as the 

representative of physiology or physiological anthropology. Descartes is also Foucault’s 

polemical target, and the Ausgangspunkt of the intellectual project of his archaeological 

ethnology,180 where the question becomes once that of “l’Autre”, and then that of “le même”.181 

The whole problematics of the Kantian enterprise could also be summarised or condensed in 

duplicity, in the relationship that exists between the Same and the Other- between the 

appearance and the object, the object and category, reason and understanding, self-observation 

 
178 Developments in linguistics at the beginning of the 20th century later on created the conditions for 
structuralist inversions of the original physei-thesei problem its modern variations: nature-culture, nature-
history, nature-convention, etc. On this point see: Mikulić, Borislav. Review of Jean-Claude Milner, Le 
périple structural. Figures et paradigme, Seuil, Paris, 2002. available at: 
http://mudrac.ffzg.unizg.hr/~bmikulic/Homepage/milner.htm 
179 Namely, Foucault uses Benedict’s understanding of culture and the notion of la configuration, and 
generally takes her book “The Patterns of Culture” as an important part of his own ethnology, sharing her 
Nietzschean impetus. In the early work “Maladie mentale et personnalité” (1954) he discusses Durkheim 
and Benedict’s importance in terms of his own understanding of the cultural definitions and understandings 
of mental illness, via disciplinary mechanisms and deviation in respect to the norm, a theme, we know all 
too well, that will occupy Foucault for most of his life. On Foucault’s Marxism in his early texts, see: Iofrida, 
Manlio, Marxismo e comunismo in Francia negli anni ’50. Qualche appunto sul primo Foucault. In: 
Lionelli, M. Rudy, Foucault-Marx. Paralleli e paradossi. Bulzoni Editore, Roma, 2010.  
180 Ethnology is the term Foucault himself employed on various occasions, calling himself the “ethnologist 
of our own (Western) culture” or “of our rationality, discourse”  Cf. the interview with P. Caruso originally 
published in, La Fiera letteraria, année XLII, no 39, 28 September 1967, pp.11-15, in: DÉ I, Gallimard, 
Paris, 2004. p. 633-634, and also: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hem1er1VJUQ&t=330s where 
Foucault says that there has never been an attempt in our own culture to treat our own savoir as alien, foreign 
to us.  
He tried to analyse our own knowledge as if it was equally strange and foreign to us as the Islamic or Chinese 
culture. This is reminiscent of Nietzsche, of course, as it irresistibly reminds us of the opening lines of 
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals: “Wir sind uns unbekannt, wir Erkennenden, wir selbst uns selbst: das hat 
seinen guten Grund. Wir haben nie nach uns gesucht, — wie sollte es geschehn, dass wir eines Tags uns 
fänden?”. Here, it could be said, Nietzsche also attempts an ethnology of Western culture. The difference 
however, crucial, is that Foucault, also inspired by Nietzsche, is not after a moral or moralising critique 
here, like Nietzsche is in the Genealogy of Morals and elsewhere actually. Cf. Nietzsche, Friedrich, Zur 
Genealogie der Moral, C.G. Neumann Verlag, Leipzig, 1887.  
Available here:  http://www.nietzschesource.org/#eKGWB/GM ) 
181 Cf. Introduction to Les Mots and les Choses.  
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(Selbstbeobachtung) and the observation of the others (Beobachtung des Anderen). If Kant’s 

philosophy was in the last instance an anthropology, Foucault’s was indeed an ethnology. After 

this inaugurating Kantian act or gesture in Foucault’s work, philosophy performs a merely 

regulatory, ordering function. This does not mean that there is no philosophical content in 

Foucault’s work. Quite the contrary: only to the extent that philosophy is to serve as the vantage 

point, will Foucault be able to think and observe the changes in the historical forms of 

appearance of the various institutions, practices, discourses, epistemes, archives, statements 

(énoncés)182 and social phenomena he studied, placing them under various a priois that were 

the conditions of possibility whereby “the human subject took itself as the object of possible 

knowledge.”183  

In this sense, Foucault shares important similarities with Kant. The most important is that 

neither of them is the philosopher of essences, like Heidegger for example, but instead what 

brings them close together is precisely their insistence on describing processes; in Kant’s case 

the processes of normativity that establish the limits of knowledge and hence its condition of 

possibility, for Foucault the processes that containing a norm in themselves, determine the 

processuality of the modes of subjectivation and subjectification. These, together with 

Foucault’s later analyses of the subject, rather than representing a return to the subject, form 

what I call the politics of autonomy in Foucault. The politics of autonomy in Foucault is then 

to be understood in this double sense, as it develops through his works, lectures and interviews: 

on the one hand, the a priori that founds the autonomy of what Foucault will call subjection 

and, on the other, subjectivation. Although the subject he analyses in his later works is, unlike 

Kant’s, a product of contingent factors, moments, events, ruptures, of history in one word, 

Foucault will nonetheless have to account for what he will increasingly, throughout his 

philosophical production, recognise as the necessity of the subject’s contingency, that is for the 

fact that although contingent, although it could have been different, it always takes form within 

history.  

In other words, what he will have to account for is the fact that despite ruptures and 

contingencies, the subject actually appears as the paradoxical form of continuity these take. It 

is at the same time within and outside them.  It is my thesis that precisely the continuity of the 

 
182 The English rendering of the énoncé as statement does not seem to be the happiest choice, as it obfuscates 
the multi-faceted meanings it can have in French, but given that it is the English standard, I will use it with 
reservations.  
183 Foucault, Michel, Interview with Gerard Raulet. In: Telos, March 20, 1983, pp. 195-211, p. 202. 
According to Foucault this was the guiding question of his research throughout the 1960s and the so-called 
archaeological period.  
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subject (and subjectivity) is ultimately what appears to be the thread that relates the various 

phases of Foucault’s philosophy, despite the relativist and historicist drifts that sometimes 

seems to befall him. This is why he ultimately turned to the analysis of processes, the very 

processuality, as it were, of the formation of subject throughout history. If the fundamental and 

constitutive difference in Kant is the distinction between the empirical and transcendental, the 

distinction in Foucault’s analyses of the subject (and subjectivity) is between le dispositif and 

la pratique. This is Foucault’s “quasi transcendental” conceptual pair, equivalent to that in 

Kant, and we will come back to it in our next chapter.  

For now, we claim that the relationship between them gives itself in different and differing 

forms and that this implies that there is not only a conceptual, but a fundamentally political 

affinity between them, in a twofold sense. Whereas for Kant it concerns the conditions of 

possibility that determine precisely the way a subject can and comes to know itself how, as 

Kant of the Opus Postumum will say, the subject comes to posits itself as the object amongst 

other objects, in Foucault it concerns precisely the fact that the subject can and is able to 

understand itself as an object of possible political and personal experience and thus change 

them.184 On the other hand, in both thinkers the crucial theoretical and political aporia is related 

to the question of posing, positing and thinking anew the question which the Slovenian 

philosopher Alenka Zupančič has, in a work of an incredible philosophical depth and intuition, 

analysed as the question of the materiality of form, as one of the most profound questions that 

not so much Kantian theoretical, but rather practical philosophy addresses. It is precisely this 

question of “how the form can become material”185  that in my reading unites Foucault with 

Kant, thus substantially limiting Foucault to the framework of the same Kantian lineage of 

Bestimmung des menschen, despite and against the doxa that places Foucault within the series 

of post-teleological thinkers. The point is, of course, not that Foucault adopts all Kantian 

strategies and points of view, but rather, as I will show, that he is a faithful follower to the 

extent that he repeats the Kantian gesture on several fronts in philosophy. Most of all, it is in 

this sense of materialising the form, of form becoming material, that the politics of autonomy 

in Foucault represents a paradoxical attempt at writing the Fourth Critique, as Foucault seems 

to always begin where Kant had left off.  If Kant was thinking and writing in the epoch when 

 
184 On this point see: Marti, Urs, Michel Foucault. Ein moderner Aufklärer. In: Deutsche Zeitschrift für 
Philosophie. Jan 1, 1991, pp. 1352-1364, p. 1364.  
185 Zupančič, Alenka, Ethics of the Real. Kant and Lacan, Verso, London, 2011. p. 15 
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modern, bourgeois society or even civil society was being formed, it is logical that he could 

not have seen all of its ramifications (philosophy, after all is not prophecy!).  

He could not have foreseen, as it were, its other side or have known how reason or its 

“source, domain, limit” would be used or understood. But he nonetheless did perform a crucial 

intellectual task: that of critique. If Kant was a ruthless and relentless critic of his time, 

Foucault, writing at the end of the epoch inaugurated by Kant, was equally a critic of his own. 

This is why it was so important for Foucault to maintain the ambiguous status of philosophy, 

its non-status as it were, as it corresponds precisely to the very possibility of comprehending 

the double work of the norm (and normativity): as subjectivation and subjection. If Foucault’s 

philosophical terminology is foreign to that of Kant’s, in particular in the lack or refusal of the 

notion of founding subjectivity, it is not foreign to its problematics.  

Moreover, it could be argued that it is precisely at the level of problematics and general 

framework that their philosophies are intertwined in the form of a guiding philosophical 

question. This question is that of the norm (and normativity). It is precisely in this sense that 

Macherey talks about the unity in Foucault: from the 1960s and the question of what the norm 

prohibits, excludes and limits to the 1970s and after in the form of the question of what the 

norm produces, allows, includes.186 This is indeed what Kant was trying to do: if the first 

Critique is precisely about positing and establishing the limits, if it is in other words about what 

it is that is prohibited to reason, what reason is not allowed in order to remain within the limits 

imposed by the transcendental concept of philosophy, the Second and Third Critique could be 

said to be precisely about what is allowed to reason, about the reason that is productive of 

norms.   

In a similar vein, we could place the Pragmatische Anthropologie and Metaphysics of 

Morals in this second group. At this general level, at the level of skeleton, where Kant and 

Foucault are united precisely at the level of philosophical orientation and questioning, in the 

form of the normativity of reason, what the norm prohibits or allows, what it prevents and what 

it produces, they, we could claim, are not all that different at all. It is only by ascribing to 

philosophy this strange place that is a non-place, that is at the same time dedans et dehors, at 

once active and passive, that Foucault is able to understand, as he will relentlessly repeat, 

“Western culture” archeologically.187  

 
186 Macherey, 2009, op.cit. p. 73. Macherey’s work remains in almost all of its aspects unsurpassable and 
one of the most original contributions in Foucault-Canguilhem and Foucault-Marx scholarship.  
187 It a common place that Foucault claims that he is an ethnologist of Western culture. His philosophy 
remains fully within the phenomena that originated in Western societies, in particular France, England and 
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Phenomena, practices and the institutions under Foucault’s gaze (madness, illness, 

pathology, the hospital, the clinic, the prison, the State, the archive, the dispositif…) are not 

only “forms of experience”,188 but should also be seen as the ultimate proof of reason’s internal 

structure: of both its discontinuity and unity applied empirically. This is possible only to the 

extent or on condition that we understand that Foucault assumes philosophy as the privileged 

gaze that inaugurates his discourse and yet remains strangely outside of the domain of his 

criticism. This, as we will see towards the end of this chapter is what will be the meaning of 

his archaeology as ruinology (rovinologia).  

In his image of reason as tribunal, Kant, although invoking Hobbes, escapes him precisely 

by establishing the institution, as it were, of the tribunal itself by proposing the only possible 

path leading from the State of nature in reason’s affairs: that is, to engage in critique and 

determine its own “source, domain and limit.”189 This can only come if we publicly, so as to 

engage others, put forward proposals. Unlike Hobbes’s image where the sovereign rules, here 

we have rules being subjected to laws as a part of a process of deliberation inherent to the rights 

of pure reason. Only in this way, the method of philosophy can become general (allgemein) 

and can therefore claim its initial universality with right, without imposing itself like a dictator 

or forcing a struggle in the State of nature. Only in this way, in other words, will it have force 

as system of rules and procedures- the same rules and procedures Foucault will explore 

throughout his analyses of sexuality and the formation of the subject (and subjectivity). The 

section on the Methodenlehre, in particular the Architectonic, is dedicated to the idea of 

systematic science, where the system is the precondition of the possibility of even conceiving 

anything in the form of a science. Kant says:  

 

“Under reason's government our cognitions as such must not amount to a rhapsody; 
rather, they must amount to a system, in which alone they can support and further reason's 

essential purposes. By a system, however, I mean the unity of the manifold cognitions under 
an idea. This idea is reason's concept of the form of a whole insofar as this concept 

determines a priori both the range of the manifold and the relative position that the parts have 
among one another. Hence reason's scientific concept contains the whole's purpose and the 

 
Germany. It has also been noted that his philosophy remains mostly related to the male body, as the entire 
history of philosophy testifies to the exclusion of women from participating in the public sphere.  
188 Djaballah, Marc, Kant, Foucault and Forms of Experience, Routledge, New York, 2008, p. 212-249.  
189 An expression Foucault borrows from Kant after reading the Pragmatic Anthropology and Opus 
Postumum. See, for example, his Preface to Naissance de la Clinique, PUF, Paris, 1963, p. X. This could be 
said to follow Foucault throughout his work, as it determined not its genesis, but its structure. It is always a 
question of the source, domain and limit of reason and its practices. This is a Kantian motto spanning his 
entire career and all of his works. On the role of Kantian source, domain, limit: Cf.  Fimiani, Mariapaola, 
Foucault e Kant. Critica, Clinica, Etica, La Città del Sole, Napoli, 1997, p. 135-6.  
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form of the whole congruent with this purpose. The unity characteristic of a purpose, to 
which all the parts refer and to which in the idea of the purpose they also refer among one 
another, makes possible the fact that every part can be missed if the remaining parts are 
familiar, and the fact that there is no place for any contingent addition or indeterminate 

magnitude of the whole's perfection-i.e., a magnitude that does not have its a priori 
determined bounds. Hence the whole is structured (articulatio) and not accumulated 

(coacervatio). It can indeed grow internally (per intus susceptionem) but not externally (per 
appositionem); i.e., it can grow only like an animal body, whose growth adds no member but 

makes each member stronger and more efficient for its purposes without any change of 
proportion.”190 

 

 

The idea of the arts of the “system and turning common cognitions into a science” is not 

our only concern here. Given that Kant’s Anthropologie von pragmatischer Hinsicht seems, at 

first sight, to be exempt from the idea of science and systematicity, it is important to note that 

not only systematicity but the idea of a whole (ein Ganzes) is what constitutes science’s 

“scientificity” and can precisely because of this be subsumed under the idea.191 It is this whole, 

this totality as it were, that stands “under an idea that determines the purpose and form, as well 

as the scope of the multiplicity of cognitions.”192 Kant’s accent on the whole and the possibility 

of inner growth and development is of equal importance as that which provides a systematic 

unity to his book on Pragmatic Anthropology and to the Opus postumum, which are then by no 

means alien to, but a genuine part of his system of philosophy, announced, as we have seen 

towards the end of Critique of Pure Reason in his conceptus cosmicus of philosophy. It is 

precisely because there exists the idea of this whole that Kant is able distinguish between limits 

(Schranken) and boundaries (Grenzen). The whole and the limits are mutually dependent in 

Kant’s conception of philosophy. This, as we will see forms one of the central nods of 

Foucault’s reading of Kant against which he stands and to which he ultimately succumbs.  

And this is perhaps the reason why Foucault will ultimately still remain within the Kantian 

paradigm, within the paradigm of correlationism - inasmuch as Foucault will aim to provide a 

sort of meta-discourse upon the discourse of Kant and that of the formation of  science s and/or 

subject in the case of his later writings. Posing the question of philosophy and its systematicity 

 
190 Kant, KrV A832/B860, p. 538-9, Pluhar, p. 755-6, bolding and italics are mine.  
191 As we will see, this idea of whole (Ganzes) in relation to humanity (Menschheit) will be important for 
Kant’s Opus postumum that Foucault reads and comments together with his Anthropologie.  
192 Sturm, Thomas, Kant und die Wissenschaft vom Menschen, Mentis Verlag, Paderborn, 2009, p.139. 
Sturm’s book represents by far the best confrontation with Kant’s anthropology as a whole, as his study 
offers a detailed account of Kant’s understanding of anthropology in its totality as he is not limited to the 
Pragmatic Anthropology in particular.  
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after Kant in his book Après la finitude. Essai sur la nécessité de la contingence, the French 

philosopher Quentin Meillassoux argues that “la vérité scientifique n'est plus ce qui se 

conforme à un en-soi supposé indifférent à sa donation, mais ce qui est susceptible d'être donné 

en partage à une communauté savante”,193 and this is precisely the reason why philosophical 

thought since Kant has been caught in “the trap of correlationism” :  

 

“la notion centrale de la philosophie moderne depuis Kant semble être devenue celle de 
corrélation. Par “corrélation” nous entendons l'idée suivant laquelle nous n’avons accès 

qu'à la corrélation de la pensée et de l'être et jamais à l'un de ces termes pris isolément…Le 
corrélationisme consiste à disqualifier toute prétention à considérer les sphères de la 

subjectivité et de l'objectivité indépendamment l'une de l'autre. Non seulement il faut dire que 
nous ne saisissons jamais un objet “en soi” isolé de son rapport au sujet, mais il faut 

soutenir aussi que nous ne saisissons jamais un sujet qui ne soit pas toujours-déjà en rapport 
avec un objet” 194 

 
 

For Meillassoux, who I believe follows the exact lineage we dealt with in the first chapter, 

all-post Kantian philosophy is fundamentally trapped in correlationism, or in what Vuillemin 

called the series of displacements of the transcendental, Heidegger is not at all exempt from 

this and it could be said that he is one of the last correlationists, as the problem of correlationism 

does not always give itself in the form of the correlation between subject and object. It can be 

thought in a different way, as we have seen, in the way Heidegger does in his correlation of 

being and man (in Meillassoux’s terms l'être and l'homme), and the same is true of the late 

Heidegger and his concept of Ereignis as well.195 We are thus left without a choice whether or 

not to accept the structural entanglement and intertwining implied in the correlation between 

subject and object, being and man. We have no choice. Given that we never have an approach 

merely to subject or merely to object, independently, it is then not difficult to understand why 

this begs two questions further discussed by Meillassoux: namely, those of necessity and 

contingency.  

What happens to contingency and what is the law of necessity if subject and object are 

always in correlation and in such a way that there exists a relationship between them? (It is 

useful to remind ourselves of the work of categories, as to posit a relationship is to think in 

 
193 Meillassoux, Quentin, Après la finitude. Essai sur la nécessité de la contingence, Seuil, Paris, 2006. p. 
18. Italics mine.  
194 Ibid. Italics mine. It is interesting that Foucault uses the term of correlationism in his IAK. We shall come 
back to this point later.   
195 Ibid., p. 69 and p. 21-2. 
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categories). Correlationism stands between necessity and contingency, it is their spectral 

relationship. This is why Alain Badiou, in his preface to Meillassoux’s work, claims that the 

search for the locus or the topos of necessity and contingency, the distinction between the 

empirical receptivity and the transcendental constitution is still the framework of reflection for 

both Foucault and Deleuze.196 This nicely captures the spirit of their Kantianism, in the case of 

Foucault, as I will try to show, the various attempts to fill the gap established by the elimination 

of the transcendental subject as founding subject: through the question of the formation of the 

human sciences, the notion of discontinuity, that of the archive, epistemes and statements 

(énoncés). 

The question par excellence of French philosophy after WWII in its phenomenological, 

existentialist or structuralist iterations was related to the transcendental and various attempts 

that went from abolishing to historicising it. If there was a spectre haunting French philosophy 

between the 1950s to mid-1970s, it was the spectre of transcendental. Foucault himself 

inscribes his philosophical lineage within the tradition that attempts to historicise in order to 

avoid the transcendental, as for example in a famous interview from 1972 with Giulio Preti: 

“In all of my work I strive . . . to avoid any reference to this transcendental as a condition of 

the possibility for any knowledge. When I say that I strive to avoid it, I do not mean that I am 

sure of succeeding. I try to historicize to the utmost to leave as little space as possible to the 

transcendental. I cannot exclude the possibility that one day I will have to confront an 

irreducible residuum which will be, in fact, the transcendental.”197  

In a sense, the entire endeavour of this thesis is to grasp the precise nature of Foucault’s 

relationship to the transcendental, or better the elements of Kant’s project that Foucault takes 

to be worth of analysis, continuation or abolition. In this sense, my overall thesis is that 

Foucault’s entire philosophical skeleton is fundamentally Kantian, from his first writings to the 

very end. Famously, Foucault writes the note about himself for the philosophical dictionary 

edited by Denis Huisman in 1984 under a not so secretive pseudonym Maurice Florence (M.F.) 

and writes the following:  

“One has to be attentive here: Refusing the philosophical recourse to a constituting subject does 
not mean not to act as if the subject did not exist, so as to make an abstraction of it for the sake of a 

pure objectivity. This refusal has the aim of making visible processes peculiar to an experience where 

 
196 Badiou, Alain, Préface, in: Meillassoux, op. cit. p. 10. Possibly, Badiou has some personal or political 
stakes in this, but even a cursory glance at the themes Foucault and Deleuze treat tells us that Badiou is far 
from wrong.  
197 Foucault, Michel. DÉ I, Gallimard, Paris, 1994. p. 1241, English translation in: ed. Lotringer, Sylvère, 
Michel Foucault Live: Collected Interviews, 1961–1984, Semiotexte, New York, 1989.  
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the subject and the object "are formed and transformed" in relation and in function of one to another. 
The discourses of mental illness, delinquency, or sexuality say what the subject is only in a certain, 

quite particular game of truth; but these games are not imposed on the subject from the outside 
according to a necessary causality or structural determinations. They open up a field of experience 

where the subject and the object are at once both constituted under certain simultaneous conditions, 
but where they do not cease to be modify one in relation to the other and modifying thus this very field 

of the experience itself. ”198 

 

From this it is clear why Meillasoux’s thesis about the mutual implication of the subject 

and object and the Kantian lesson of the impossibility of ever fully separating the two is valid 

for Foucault’s philosophy too. This is precisely what Foucault suggests in the paragraph we 

just quoted, far from negating the subject or claiming that it does not exist, it is precisely about 

the Kantian spirit where the subject and the object mutually form and transform each other.  

This is why the question about the transcendental that took philosophical form in France was: 

can we, in what way and by what means abolish the transcendental, overcome its traps, or are 

we somehow always trapped within it and doomed to repeat the idea of the Kantian founding 

subject, understood as an inextricable and inevitable correlationism, once and for all? From 

Sartre to Merleau-Ponty, from Canguilhem to Koyré or Hyppolite, from Lévi-Strauss to 

Althusser, from Foucault to Deleuze, this was the central issue at stake. Perhaps nothing shows 

this better than Lévi-Strauss, Althusser and Foucault’s invocations or repetitions of the death 

of man, a Kojèvian theme common to all of them.199  

 
198Nota bene how this directly contradict his Nietzsche, genealogy, history where he talks about « the 
sacrifice of the subjeck of knowledge (connaissance). „Là encore on doit faire attention : refuser le recours 
philosophique à un sujet constituant ne revient pas à faire comme si le sujet n’existait pas et à en faire 
abstraction au profit d’une objectivité pure ; ce refus a pour visée de faire apparaître les processus propres à 
une expérience où le sujet et l’objet “ se forment et se transforment ” l’un par rapport à l’autre et en fonction 
de l’autre. Les discours de la maladie mentale, de la délinquance ou de la sexualité ne disent ce qu’est le 
sujet que dans un certain jeu très particulier de vérité ; mais ces jeux ne s’imposent pas de l’extérieur au sujet 
selon une causalité nécessaire ou des déterminations structurales ; ils ouvrent un champ d’expérience où le 
sujet et l’objet ne sont constitués l’un et l’autre que sous certaines conditions simultanées mais où ils ne 
cessent de se modifier l’un par rapport à l’autre et donc de modifier ce champ d’expérience lui-même“ 
Foucault, Michel. Maurice Florence, DÉ II, 1976-1988. Gallimard, Paris, 2001. p. 1453. Italics are mine. 
English translation Rabinow, Paul, Essential Works of Foucault. Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology, The 
New Press, New York, 1998. p. 462., English translation modified, T.O.  
199 And this also opens a series of interpretative problems. If, as some have claimed, the idea of the death of 
man in these authors has nothing to do with Kojève, who is said to continue in the tradition of the philosophy 
of history, how then should we account for the fact that all of them, Kojève included, are in the shadow of 
Heidegger? In other words, the idea of the death of man here should precisely not be read as a legacy of 
Hegelian Geschichtsphilosophie, but in the vein of the Heideggerian reading of history, or better historicity. 
For an important discussion on this subject and criticism of positions of Judith Revel and Francois ewald, 
see: Moroncini, Bruno, La scena del presente. “Storicismo” e “fine della storia” in Michel Foucault, pp. 
365-397, In: Genealogia dell’umano. Saggi in onore di Aldo Masullo, Ed. Cantillo, Giuseppe and Ciro 
Papparo, Felice, Guida, Napoli, 2000. Moroncini thus argues for the possibility that Foucault was following 
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If man was equated with the (founding) subject of metaphysics, what better way to get rid 

of metaphysics than by getting rid of man himself? When in 1962 Lévi-Strauss published his 

La pensée sauvage, according to Perry Anderson,200 he unleashed the slogan of the decade 

claiming, against Sartre, that “the ultimate goal of the human sciences is not to constitute man, 

but to dissolve him.”201 In Foucault’s words the death of man “ is nothing to get particularly 

excited about. It’s one of the visible forms of a more general disease, if you like. I don’t mean 

by it the death of god but the death of the subject, of the Subject in capital letters, of the subject 

as origin and foundation of Knowledge, of Freedom, of Language and History”202 What is 

relevant for us here at this precise moment is that this dissolution was precisely an attempt to 

break with the correlationist circle implied by the transcendental subject, that is, by 

understanding the subject as an effect or consequence of other structures.  

In his 1964 text Marxisme et humanisme, Althusser equally exclaimed that “it is 

impossible to know anything about men except on the absolute precondition that the 

philosophical (theoretical) myth of man is reduced to ashes”,203 and Foucault famously towards 

the end of les Mots et les Choses claimed that “man is an invention of a recent date, and one 

perhaps nearing its end”. Before exploring how Foucault reads Kant and inserts himself in the 

history of the displacement of the transcendental, we will first investigate Kant’s criticism of 

psychology and physiology developed in the Anthropologie von Pragmatischer Hinsicht and 

then analyse the Opus Postumum, given that these two works represent the entry point of 

Foucault’s reading of Kant. In order to do so, we will provide a summary of some of the main 

arguments of the critique of rational and empirical psychology as well as Kant’s understanding 

of physiology, first developed in his Critique of Pure Reason and sustained into his Pragmatic 

Anthropology and Opus Postumum.   

 

 

 
Kojéve but insists that we have to differentiate between which Kojéve- Hegelian or Heideggerian, the history 
or post-histoire one, and moreover insists on Foucault’s repetition of the Kojévian “Japanese” gesture.  
200 For one of the best analyses of the political context in which structuralism arose, its relationship to 
Marxism, the politics of the Communist Party (PCF), the attacks on Sartre and polemics waged against him, 
and generally its social causes and consequences, see: Anderson, Perry, In the Tracks of Historical 
Materialism. Verso, London. 1983. In particular, the second chapter, Structure and subject.  
201 Lèvi-Strauss, Claude. La pensée sauvage, Plon, Paris, 1962. p. 326 
202 Foucault, Michel, “ La naissance d’un monde » (entretien avec J.-M. Palmier), Le Monde, supplément : 
Le Monde des livres, n° 7558, 3 mai 1969, p. VIII.”, in : DÉ I 1954-1969, Gallimard, Paris, 2001. p. 816-
817.  
203Althusser, Louis, Marxisme et humanisme. Originally published in 1964. Quoted from: Pour Marx, La 
Dècouverte, Paris. 2005, pp. 225-251, p. 236, English translation in: For Marx, Verso, London, 2005. p. 229. 
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2.2. Rational psychology and physiology in the Critique of Pure Reason 
 
 

Kant’s philosophy developed principally as the critique of previous metaphysical and 

philosophical positions. This is possible because Kant, as we learn at the end of his Critique of 

Pure Reason, is or was able to think philosophy historically, that is he was able to think the 

history of reason, and from this historical consciousness, generally not present before the 

Enlightenment, stems the idea of historical confrontation whereby critique as such is conceived 

as a vehicle and a method of philosophising. With his idea of transcendental philosophy Kant 

overcame both the dogmatism of the Wolffian school and previous metaphysics generally and 

Humean scepticism. The age had come that for Kant bore the mark of a profoundly different 

relationship to itself. “The level achieved according to Kant demands a critical, transcendental 

self-examination of reason, that is an inspection of the relationships of reason to its objects and 

its final questions.”204 For Kant, this meant that the entire philosophical tradition had to be 

placed under scrutiny, the history of reason had to be questioned in order for philosophy to 

come to terms with the new time (Aufklärung) as its own. Assuming this new role philosophy 

itself had to undergo a significant change, it too had to be subjected to criticism and could not 

be exempt from it. It had not only to rely on its own powers, but to presuppose a leap of faith 

to push itself forward so as to overcome dogmatism and scepticism.  

It had to become contemporaneous with its time: “transcendental or rather critical 

philosophy in Kant’s sense demands that it [philosophy] reflects the relation of thinking reason 

to its object which [relation] is realised in the sciences and the critical subject.”205 This was 

possible on condition that philosophy undertook the criticism of previous philosophical 

positions by assuming the dialectical vest. Kant  provides fundamental elements of this 

criticism in his attack on rational psychology, which he famously dealt with in the section 

dedicated to “Paralogism”; on rational cosmology, which he dealt with in the section on the 

“Antinomy of Pure Reason”; and on rational theology, which he criticised in the section on the 

“Ideal of Pure Reason.” Of interest here is his critique of rational psychology in particular, 

especially his attacks on Wolff, Baumgarten, Leibniz and Descartes.  

 
204 Oelmüller, Willy, Die unbefriedigte Aufklärung – Beiträge zu einer Theorie der Moderne von Lessing, 
Kant und Hegel, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1979, p.105 
205 Ibid., p. 106 
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They are targets because of their repeated claims - and in this they are all primarily heirs 

of Descartes- to infer the knowledge of the soul from the mere fact of cogitare. For Kant, 

paralogisms show the fundamentally dialectical —and here we should recall that for Kant, 

dialectics is related to the logic of appearance (Schein), and as such represents a pars 

destruens— nature of reason as presented by rational psychology. It literally means that in the 

case of paralogism reason is acting not as a legislator, but as a perpetrator overstepping the 

limits of law, that is of both its own legitimate use and function. Reason is thus led to conclude, 

unlawfully, that things which can be thought (noumena) can be and are actually known.206 It 

confuses the thought of a thing for a thing in itself, the predicate for a subject, ascribing to it 

properties it does not have.  

The example Kant takes is that of soul. Kant’s point is that paralogisms are necessary 

mistakes that reason is led to commit whereby “I infer from the transcendental concept of the 

subject-a concept that contains nothing manifold-the absolute unity of this subject itself, of 

which I have in this way no concept whatever.”207 Reason in this case, having already founded 

the transcendental, that is, legitimate use, mistakes this for something absolute, which is 

beyond conceptual, that is discursive knowledge. Kant distinguishes between the logical and 

transcendental paralogism: “A logical paralogism consists in a syllogism's wrongness as 

regards form, whatever its content may be. A transcendental paralogism, however, has a 

transcendental basis for inferring wrongly as regards form. Such a fallacious inference will 

thus have its basis in the nature of human reason and will carry with it an illusion that is 

unavoidable although not unresolvable.”208  

We see here that for Kant paralogisms are necessary and cannot be avoided, but they can 

as he suggests, be solved precisely by pointing to this fallaciousness of inference in form. In 

the A edition of the Critique of Pure Reason the paralogisms were those of substantiality, 

simplicity, personality and ideality.209 Without analysing each of them individually, we will 

rather focus on the general point Kant is making. We could say that Kant’s criticism of the first 

paralogism necessarily dissolved the others, albeit the status of the fourth paralogism is more 

complex and Kant had rewritten it in the second edition210 as well as adding the section on the 

 
206 KrV, B410, Pluhar p. 427. 
207KrV, A340/B398, p. 262, Pluhar p. 381. 
208 KrV, A341’B399, p. 263, Pluhar, p. 382. 
209 KrV, p. 215-253, Pluhar, p. 380-400. 
210 For one of the best discussions on the problem of paralogisms and in particular the fourth, see: Ameriks, 
Karl, Kant’s Theory of the Mind. An Analysis of the Paralogisms of Pure Reason, Oxford University Press, 
New York, 2000, in particular the last chapter Ideality, pp. 234-294.  
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refutation of idealism.  Once it was established that the soul cannot be thought of, understood 

or proven to be a substance, the path to the criticism of the remaining three paralogisms was 

open and it was then possible to claim that the soul cannot have any of the (empirical) properties 

ascribed to it, as those would be a result of fallaciously judging and turning analytic 

propositions into synthetic ones thus purporting to expand the concept of the soul 

independently of all experience and categories. Kant’s refutation of idealism, in particular the 

argumentation he provides in the B edition was meant to offer a twofold argument. On the one 

hand he started with the consciousness of existence determined in time. As such, it persists in 

perception and possesses the quality of permanence.  

On the other hand, however, he had to conclude that this persistence had to be related to a 

thing outside of the ‘I’ as consciousness, that is, related to space whereby other things are 

external to it. Postulating the existence of the objects outside, as spatial objects, led to the 

subject being determined by means of external objects, and ultimately “the consciousness 

(inner experience) of my own existence is simultaneously a direct consciousness of the 

existence of other things outside me (outer experience).”211 The refutation of idealism is related 

not only to our own determination in time as being dependent upon space or “something 

phenomenally external”, but has to do with the way we conceive our own sensibility as well 

and the role sensibility has to play in the overall process of cognition.212 As for the paralogisms, 

Kant begins by saying that all our cognition starts from our senses, from experience and 

proceeds to understanding and then to reason, above which nothing can be found in us. It is 

reason that works on the material arriving from the intuition (Anschauung) and brings it under 

the highest unity of thought.213 Kant continues and distinguishes between the logical and the 

pure use of reason. The problem of rational psychology for Kant is that it essentially confuses 

the two, claiming that the merely logical and formal is pure.  

With Karl Ameriks and Angelica Nuzzo, we can claim that the discussion about 

paralogisms is indeed twofold: on the one hand, Kant wants to provide the criticism of rational 

psychology and its unlawful claims concerning the empirical character of transcendental 

propositions, whilst on the other he wants to offer a legitimate and lawful defence of human 

sensibility and the importance of our body and embodiment for understanding the unlawful 

 
211 KrV, B277, p. 191-2, Pluhar p. 290. 
212 Cf. Ameriks, op. cit. In particular pp. 120-3. 
213 KrV, A298-299, Pluhar p. 350-351 
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proceedings of the claims of rational psychology.214 The point of interrogation is the 

relationship between the inner and the outer sense, or in Kant’s terms between soul and body, 

for “I, as thinking, am an object of inner sense and am called soul; what is an object of the outer 

senses is called body.”215  

It is in this that the entire problematics of paralogism plays out.  In other words, it is related 

to rational psychology’s attempt to infer or to deduce conclusions about the soul without taking 

into consideration the objects of outer sense, that is experience and the body. It is “an attempt 

to know the “I think” as soul independently of any empirical, experiential determination”. The 

“I” is soul not body.”216 Following Angelica Nuzzo’s analyses, we are immediately acquainted 

with another issue as well, with what she calls the “precarious line dividing rational and 

empirical psychology,” and the fact that ultimately they both take the “I to be disembodied 

thinking being, thus identified with the thing in itself.”217 It is then precisely because rational 

psychology is unable to account for the body and human sensibility generally that it commits 

the error of paralogism. The mistake of rational psychology is that it confuses the “I think” 

with the soul, in that for Kant:  

 

 
“this inner perception is nothing more than the mere apperception I think that makes even all 

transcendental concepts possible, since in them we say I think substance, cause, etc. For inner 
experience as such and its possibility, or perception as such and its relation to other perception, 

without any specific distinction or determination of such inner experience or perception being given 
empirically, cannot be regarded as empirical cognition; it must be regarded, rather, as cognition of the 
empirical as such, and it belongs to the inquiry into the possibility of any experience-an inquiry that is 

indeed transcendental. The slightest object of perception (e.g., even just pleasure or displeasure), if 
added to the universal presentation of self-consciousness, would at once transform rational 

psychology into an empirical one.”218 
 

 
214 Cf. Ameriks, op. cit., in particular, pp. 89-108; Nuzzo, Angelica. Ideal Embodiment. Kant’s Theory of 
Sensibility, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, Indianapolis, 2008., in relation to paralogisms, 
sensibility and embodiment in particular pp. 84-92. 
215 KrV, A342, p. 263, Pluhar p. 342, Italics are mine. Kant continues: “Thus the expression, I, as a thinking 
being, already means the object of psychology-which may be called rational psychology if I demand to know 
nothing more about the soul than what can be inferred from this concept I, insofar as it occurs in all thought, 
independently of all experience (which determines me more closely and in concreto).” 
216 Nuzzo, op. cit., p. 88. Nuzzo provides us with one of the most convincing explanations as to why the 
body actually, in the last instance, is what determined Kant’s distinction between regulative and constitutive 
ideas of reason. 
217 Ibid., p. 89. Nuzzo’s analysis is generally one of the best appreciations of embodiment in Kant and one 
of the best analyses of the importance of body and bodily existence for his entire philosophical endeavour; 
from the role the body plays in the section dealt with here, that is Paralogisms, to the consequences and 
implications of conceiving the subject as embodied and experiential in his practical philosophy more 
generally. 
218 KrV, B401/A343, Pluhar, p. 383. 
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For Kant, this “thinking I” enables merely a representation of a transcendental subject of 

thought.219 But, we cannot know or cognise any object merely by thinking it, what we need is 

a given intuition or perception which relates to the unity of consciousness:  

 
“Hence, I do not cognize myself by being conscious of myself as thinking, but I cognize myself 

when I am conscious of the intuition of myself as determined with regard to the function of thought. 
All the modes of self-consciousness in thought as such are, therefore, not yet understanding's concepts 

of objects (categories), but are mere functions that do not allow thought to cognize any object at all, 
and hence also do not allow it to cognize myself as an object. The object is not the consciousness of 
the determining self, but only that of the determinable self, i.e., of my inner intuition (insofar as its 

manifold can be combined in accordance with the universal condition of the unity of apperception in 
thought).”220 

 

We see here that for Kant it is not possible to have consciousness without external objects, 

that is objects of experience outside of the ‘I’ that exist in space, given that experience is for 

Kant precisely the synthesis of concepts and intuitions.  In order for any object to be cognised 

there has to be an intuition of it, and the intuition cannot but be related to external experience 

and thus to our sensibility. I cannot cognise myself as an object by merely thinking myself, as 

I lack the experiential determinations gained through the intuition and the synthetic unity of 

the manifold that yields concepts: “a category alone, without an underlying intuition, cannot 

provide me with a concept of an object; for only through intuition is the object given, which is 

thereupon thought in accordance with the category.”221 Kant’s claim, based on the 

transcendental analytic, is that pure categories cannot have any objective meaning in and of 

themselves, unless they are related to the intuition and thus applied to its manifold as functions 

of synthetic unity. In other words, we cannot claim anything empirically about the soul as such, 

as it cannot be applied to intuition and thus it remains without empirical content.222 

 
219 Cf. KrV, A346/B404, p. 265, Pluhar, p. 385. 
220 KrV, B407, p. 267, Pluhar, p. 425. Italics are mine. 
221 KrV, A 396 and A398, Pluhar, p. 419-420. 
222 Think, for example. what Kant says in A349: “We have shown in the analytic part of the Transcendental 
Logic that pure categories (and among them also that of substance) have no objective signification in 
themselves, i.e., if they are not based on an intuition to whose manifold they can be applied as functions of 
synthetic unity. Without this basis they are only functions of a judgment and are without content.” Pluhar, 
p. 388. 
Or in A356: “This much is certain: that through the I, I always think of an absolute but logical unity 
(simplicity) of the subject; but not that I cognize through it the actual simplicity of myself as subject. We 
saw that the proposition, I am substance, signifies nothing but the pure category, of which I can make no use 
in concreto (empirical use). I am similarly permitted to say, I am a simple substance, i.e., one the presentation 
of which never contains a synthesis of the manifold. But this concept-or, for that matter, this proposition-
teaches us nothing whatever regarding myself as an object of experience. For the concept of substance is 
itself used only as a function of synthesis, without an underlying intuition and hence without an object, and 
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The possibility of proving a priori that “thinking beings are in themselves simple 

substances and that they are conscious of their existence as one that is set apart from the 

matter”223 would imply that it is possible to know what is beyond the world of the senses, 

entering thus into the world of noumena and claiming for it the reality which is reserved only 

for discursive knowledge- all of which from the standpoint of transcendental philosophy 

implies the illegitimate use of reason as transgressing the limits established by transcendental 

aesthetics and transcendental deduction.  

Rational psychology in other words purports to be based on the predicates that claim to 

have an a priori synthetic validity, whilst merely expressing an analytic “judgment about the 

“I” of the I think.”224 The “thinking I” of rational psychology, in Kant’s terminology, has a 

merely logical function and it does not, as such, yield any knowledge about the soul as an 

empirical entity. The source of all illusion in rational psychology for Kant originates in a 

misunderstanding, whereby “one takes the subjective condition of thinking to be the cognition 

of the object”, thus taking the unity of consciousness, which is based on the categories, to be 

the “intuition of the subject as object and applies the category of substance to it.”225 Given that 

this unity for Kant is merely logical, i.e. formal in thought, rational psychology then confuses 

the merely formal proposition of the transcendental apperception with the soul as substance,226 

or as Kant says, “the logical exposition of thought as such is wrongly considered to be a 

metaphysical determination of the object.”227 It is impossible according to this to cognise any 

subject for which there is no presupposed intuition, as this does not enable a subject to 

determine her own existence in time.  

Kant will throughout the Critique of Pure Reason indicate various issues he will tackle, 

albeit in a different form, in his pragmatic anthropology. We will briefly examine some of these 

points. Thus in section 9 of the Antinomies of Pure Reason, “On the empirical use of the 

regulative principle of reason in regard to all cosmological ideas”, in the part entitled 

“Elucidation of the Cosmological Idea of a Freedom in Combination with the Universal 

Necessity”, Kant discusses in effect the principle of causality of appearances, that is, of the 

 
holds only of the condition of our cognition, but does not hold of any object that one can indicate.” Pluhar, 
p. 393. 
223 See: KrV A399 and B409, Pluhar, pp. 420 and 427 respectively.  
224 Cf. Powell, Thomas, C., Kant’s Fourth Paralogism, in: Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 
48, No. 3 (Mar.1988), pp. 389-414, p. 390. 
225 Kant, KrV B422, p. 275 Pluhar, p. 422-3, Italics are mine. 
226 Ferrarin, Alfredo, The Powers of Pure Reason: Kant and the Idea of Cosmic Philosophy, University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago, 2015, p. 246.  
227 KrV, B409, Pluhar. p. 427. 
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acting subject as a causa phenomenon. If, on the one hand the subject or human being knows 

itself through its senses, on the other, he knows himself through apperception, and is “to 

himself, indeed, on the one hand phenomenon, but on the other hand-viz., in regard to certain 

powers-a merely intelligible object, because his action cannot be classed at all with the 

receptivity of sensibility.”228  

Kant’s aim is to show that we are not just subject to external causality, but that as 

intelligible objects we possess it, and this is ultimately a matter of experience.229 From this 

follows that we are endowed with two main powers which, as is well known, Kant divides into 

reason and understanding, where the latter is subordinated to the former. Reason possesses 

causality and is, according to Kant, best expressed in the fact that it imposes imperatives and 

an ought that does not exist in nature, or better is completely meaningless in nature taken for 

itself. Reason, inasmuch it has a causality in relation to appearances, that is to us as subjects 

and human beings, has to “show itself as having an empirical character…so that every human 

being has an empirical character of his power of choice (Willkür).”230 This empirical character 

is, we are told, a consequence, an effect of the appearances, and our actions are thus determined 

accordingly. Given that it is an effect, we would, in case we were able to explore our Willkür, 

see that it is determined in the form of a necessity. Hence, Kant concludes: “in regard to this 

empirical character, therefore, there is no freedom; and yet only in term of this character can 

we consider a human being if we seek merely to observe him and, as is done in anthropology, 

explore physiologically the motivating causes of his actions.”231  

This clearly implies that the relationship between the discipline of anthropology and the 

empirical condition of human existence is the one of mutual co-implication: anthropology here 

studies man by observing him: its main characteristic here is still that of physiological 

investigation, which is precisely what Kant will refute in his Pragmatic Anthropology. Finally, 

in the section dedicated to the Architectonic of Pure Reason, Kant expounds his criticism of 

 
228 KrV, A547/B575, Pluhar, p. 544, Kant will develop this idea more extensively in his Opus Postumum.  
229KrV, A546/B574. “For if we only follow the rule of nature in regard to what may be the cause among 
appearances, then we need not be concerned as to what sort of basis of these appearances and their connection 
is being thought in the transcendental subject, which is empirically unknown to us. This intelligible basis in 
no way challenges the empirical questions, but concerns perhaps merely the thinking in pure understanding; 
and although the effects of this thinking and acting of pure understanding are found in the appearances, yet 
these appearances must nonetheless be capable of being explained completely, according to natural laws, 
from their cause in [the realm of] appearance.” Pluhar, p.544. 
230 KrV, A549/B577, p. 372, Pluhar, p. 546. 
231 KrV, A550/B578, pp. 372-373, Pluhar, p. 547. Italics are mine. What Kant presents here is not the 
annihilation of freedom as such, but the simple fact that empirical character, as part of the understanding, is 
not productive of it.  
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empirical psychology, which he bans entirely from the realm of metaphysics. In order to do so, 

Kant proceeds as follows: he divides metaphysics in the narrow sense into two parts: 

transcendental philosophy and the physiology of pure reason. The difference between the two 

is in the content of their contemplation. Whereas the first “contemplates only our 

understanding and reason themselves in a system of all concepts and principles referring to 

objects as such, without assuming objects that are given.” The other contemplates nature, i.e. 

a sum of given objects (whether given to senses or some other kind of intuition)”232 Given that 

we have here different uses of reason, transcendent and immanent, from this stems a further 

division: that of transcendent and immanent physiology. Of particular interest is immanent 

physiology which, as we have seen, contemplates “nature as the sum of all objects of the senses, 

and hence nature as is given to us” but, Kant continues, “only in such a way so as to follow a 

priori conditions under which nature can be given to us at all.”233  

Precisely for this reason, Kant divides immanent physiology into two realms: the first has 

as its object “the outer sense, and hence a corporeal nature and the object of the inner sense, 

i.e. the soul- and according to the basic concepts of the soul as such- thinking nature.”234 The 

part of physiology that studies corporeal nature, that is, cognizes it following a priori 

principles, is physics, and the other part that has as its object thinking nature, the soul, is 

psychology. This brings Kant to discuss the status of empirical psychology, which we discover 

here has up until this point been an integral part of metaphysics. Empirical psychology, 

according to Kant, although an integral part of the Enlightenment, and despite the fact that it 

had promised to do much, has failed in its intention. 

 Namely, it could not deliver anything a priori, and hence has to be banned entirely from 

metaphysics. Banning it from metaphysics does not, however, mean that it is banned altogether. 

This is why Kant, accentuating its importance, places it where all “empirical science must be 

put: on the side of applied philosophy…until one can move into his own lodging in a 

comprehensive anthropology (the pendant to empirical natural science).”235 Anthropology and 

its problematics, although not within the scope of the Critique of Pure Reason, given its 

predominant concentration on finding the justifications and explanations for what are merely 

formal conditions of cognising and knowledge, is nonetheless, as we can see, already 

announced in it.  

 
232 KrV A845/B873, p. 546, Pluhar, p. 765. 
233 KrV, A846/B874, p. 546-547, Pluhar, p. 766. 
234 Ibid. 
235  KrV, A849/B877, p. 548, Pluhar, p. 769. 
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Announced in the twofold sense: first, as we have seen in the section on paralogisms, with 

the possibility of thinking the subject as embodied and concrete through criticism of the “I 

think” of rational psychology; second, as we can see here, in the possibility of an applied 

science. Although in the Critique the relationship to anthropology still implies it being 

conceived as “pendant” to empirical science so that the Critique is to be distinguished from it, 

this will change in his Pragmatic Anthropology, where Kant will engage in the criticism of 

what he calls physiological anthropology. From this it is clear that Kant had, by the time he 

composed the Pragmatic Anthropology, abandoned the idea of an anthropology as a purely 

empirical science. The pragmatic anthropology, unlike the Critique, is not a discipline yielding 

any a priori cognitions, nor is it conceived as a doctrine, but can only be thought of as a 

discipline within the realm of the empirical. Its object is man- but the whole of man, in all 

man’s appearance: as a cognitive, moral, practical and desiring being. 

 

 

2.3.  Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View and Opus 
Postumum  

 

 
Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology is not the sort of book or anthropology one finds in 

Giulliano Gliozzi’s insuperable work of philosophical and historical scholarship, Adamo e il 

nuovo mondo, or Sergio Lanudcci’s seminal work I filosofi e i selvaggi or Werner Krauss’s Zur 

Anthropologie des 18. Jahrhunderts. What these books testify to, however retrospectively, is 

the importance of the question of man (whether “savage” or “cultured”) for the development 

of the sciences in European history and in particular for the progressive development of 

anthropology as the science of man.236 In that context, Kant’s Anthropologie von pragmatische 

Hinsicht cannot be separated from the intellectual tendencies of his time, where the issue of 

 
236 Here, it is important to note that the theme of anthropology, what it is, its tasks and function was pervasive 
at the end of the 18th century, and that Kant in this sense is not an exception, but merely confirms the rule. 
His Anthropolgie von pragmatischer Hinsicht is to be distinguished from his Lectures on Anthropology, 
which form a separate part, and are actually based on lecture notes from his courses. There, Kant expounds 
particularly racist views, above all in the Anthropologie Pilau, Friedländer and Mrongovius. There is 
substantial evidence that Kant abandoned the racist views he held in the wake of the French revolution. For 
this, see in particular: Kleingeld, Pauline. Kant’s second thoughts on race. In: The Philosophical Quarterly, 
Vol. 57, nr. 229, October, 2007, pp. 573-592.  
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anthropology was one of the key questions. For example, in his equally brilliant and 

informative book, La scienza dell’uomo nel Settecento, Italian philosopher Sergio Moravia 

claims that that the 18th century saw a passage from “scienza dell’uomo all’antropologia”, and 

this development took place precisely because there was a progressive epistemological 

spostamento such that “science can only come into being based on the relationship, on a 

difference, on the possibility of instituting a distance between subject and object.”237 In the 

wake of the French revolution, the question of man became one of the central issues, as it was 

not only understood as a scientific concept, but there was an underlying political idea as well: 

to create a new man within a new society.  

Moravia masterfully shows how the new science of ethnology progressively developed 

from the questions of physical and moral anthropology, developing also as one of its main 

concepts: that of observation. The ambition was to arrive at a knowledge of moral man based 

on physical man, and not merely to describe the latter.238 German society, although famously 

exempt from revolutionary tremors, equally arrived at anthropology and man as one of the 

central questions debated in the 18th century, albeit from a completely different angle. The 

question of anthropology progressively developed within so-called Schulmetaphysik or 

Schulphilosophie. What had developed as the rational doctrine of the soul (rationale 

Seelenlehre) was related to the soul’s character of substance, immateriality, freedom and 

immortality, as well as to various discussions concerning the (dis)unity of the body and soul. 

Philosophy was progressively “hosting” the debate within the field of so-called rational or 

empirical psychology.239 By the end of the 18th century, the concept of anthropology had 

become widely accepted and used in Germany. In this sense, it is of course not peculiar to 

Kant’s philosophy, but nonetheless forms an important part, given that Kant held anthropology 

 
237 Moravia, Sergio, La scienza dell’uomo nel Settecento, Laterza, Bari, 1978, p. 65; and a few pages later 
he reports the following definition of anthropology by one of the members of the Société des observateurs 
de l'homme, Moreau de la Sarthe, from a review in 1795 of a work by Pinel: “Anthropologie, conoscenza 
dell’uomo, è un genere di sapere molto esteso, che si divide anzitutto in antropologia fisica e in antropologia 
morale. L’antropologia fisica si suddivide in diverse specie di scienze, e cioè: 1. La storia naturale dell’uomo 
e l’anatomia; 2. La fisiologia o scienza dell’organizzazione umana, 3. Igiene o la fisiologia applicata 
all’amministrazione della vita, all’arte di conservare la salute; 4. La medicina propriamente detta, o la 
fisiologia applicata al sollievo dell’uomo malato. L’antropologia morale comprende: 1. La parte 
sperimentale a cui si riferiscono la biografia, la storia ed i viaggi; 2. L’ideologia o analisi delle facoltà 
intellettuali; 3. la morale speculativa, o l’analisi dei sentimenti…; 4. La morale applicata, da cui l’economia 
politica, la legislazione, etc etc…”, in: op.cit., p. 69.  
238 Ibid., in particular second part of the book. The idea behind observation was to arrive at moral man from 
the observation of physical man, and not to stop at mere description. Cf., pp. 146, 169, 209.   
239 Cf. Linden, Mareta, Untersuchungen zum Anthropologiebegriff des 18. Jahrhhunderts. Herbert Lang, 
Bern, and Peter Lang, Frankfurt, 1976, in particular, pp. 36-105. 
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lectures for almost three decades.  Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View is one of the 

last works Kant himself published during his lifetime. It comes after he had already completed 

his critique of rational and empirical psychology in the Critique of Pure Reason: the 

transcendental dialectic is precisely where Foucault will situate the origins of the Pragmatic 

Anthropology. 

 Pragmatic anthropology is not general anthropology, and as such does not pretend to be 

a detailed account of peoples, races and characters, nor does it aspire to recount how the world 

came to be, or how the relationships of domination between the races were established. This, 

Kant tells us, would belong more to physical geography than to pragmatic anthropology.240 

Both, physical geography and pragmatic anthropology were subjects Kant had taught at 

university for over thirty years. Winter semester was reserved for pragmatic anthropology, 

summer semester for physical geography. We will see though how, just like its French 

counterparts, Kant’s anthropology also introduces a different notion of observation 

(Beobachtung), criticising his predecessors.  

According to Norbert Hinske, the fundamental difference between Kant’s concept of 

observation and that of his predecessors, in particular Wolff, is to be found in the contents, or 

better object of observation. Whereas for Wolff and previous dogmatic metaphysics 

observation was in principle related to self-observation and intended to complement physica 

experimentalis, for Kant it is observation of others (Beobachtung der Anderen), where 

observation has a function only to the extent that it fulfils a classifying function, which Kant 

relates to his theory of faculties.241 The status and origin of his writings on geography and 

anthropology was long debated, initially, when the question was raised whether or not to 

include them in the gesammelte schriften, between E. Adickes and W. Dilthey. Adickes 

claimed that the writings arose “out of empirical psychology”, whereas Dilthey claimed that 

they arose from “Kant’s work in cosmology and physical geography” and that they should be 

published together.242 Contemporary Kantian scholarship, in particular the German, 

exemplified above all in the works of  Reinhard Brandt and Norbert Hinske, agrees that the 

origins of Kant’s pragmatic anthropology are to be found in the psychologia empirica of both 

 
240 Anth. p. 299, English edition, p.199. 
241 Hinske, Norbert, Wolffs empirische Psychologie und Kants pragmatische Anthropologie: Zur Diskussion 
über die Anfänge der Anthropologie im 18. Jahrhundert. In: Aufklärung, Vol. 11, No. 1, Die Bestimmung des 
Menschen (1999), pp. 97-107, p. 104. Hinske, for example, concludes that Kant’s pragmatic anthropology 
still to a large extent remains in the shadow of Wolff.  
242Cf.  Wilson, Holly, L. Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology. Its Origin, Meaning and Critical Significance. 
State University of New York Press, Albany, New York. 2006 p. 17 



 
 
 

82 

Wolff and Baumgarten.243 But this relationship, as we will see, is not that of blind obedience. 

As we have seen, already in his Critique of Pure Reason Kant had developed a critique of what 

at the time was known as rational psychology. Although this discipline had evolved primarily 

from Descartes, and rationalist philosophy more broadly, it was equally indebted to the English 

tradition embodied in Bacon, Locke, Hume and Newton. But in essence it was “uniquely the 

creature of German Enlightenment,”244 primarily the works of Baumgarten and Wolff.  

Although their theories differed, they both believed in the possibility of having a 

knowledge about the soul based on experience, and they both ontologically divided the soul 

and the body, giving each a separate domain, a problem to which Kant returns in the pragmatic 

anthropology.245 Brandt thus says that although Baumgarten never equated consciousness with 

self-consciousness, he still directed his theory towards the possibility of the soul being known 

through experience.246 Christian Wolff equally wanted to found psychology as a science based 

on experience, and moreover his idea was that of fusing psychologia rationalis with 

psychologia empirica, so that the former depended on the latter. “Rational psychology has to 

offer an explanation or the basis (Grund, ratio) of the facts of observation established by 

empirical psychology.”247 According to Norbert Hinske, Wolff wanted to base the science of 

psychology on the “proximity of this science to physics, understand it as practical science and 

where mathematising is closely related to the idea of psychometry.”248  

It was Wolff’s conviction that only from observation (Beobachtung) can empirical 

psychology yield its theory.249 Kant in effect criticises Wolff and Baumgarten, although he 

does not explicitly refer to them by name. Introducing the theme of pragmatic anthropology, 

Kant himself states at the very beginning that the aim of the research ahead is related to 

“cultural progress by means of which the human being advances his education.”250 The aim of 

 
243 Cf. Hinske, op. cit., pp. 97-107, and Brandt, Reinhard, Kommentar zu Kants Anthropologie in 
pragmatischer Hinsicht (1798), Felix Meiner Verlag. Hamburg, 1999. This, indirectly establishes a 
relationship with the origin that Foucault suggested came out of the Transcendental Dialectics, where one of 
the subjects treated was rational psychology.  
244 Dick, Corey W, Kant and Rational Psychology, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2014, p. 10. 
245 Which is of course reminiscent of Descartes’ ontological separation of and division between res extensa 
and res cogitans.  
246 Brandt, op. cit. pp. 127-8. 
247 Sturm argues that it was primarily under the influence of Descartes that these disciplines evolved in 
Wolff. For Descartes, the soul was a res cogitans and physical phenomena were in their essence phenomena 
of thinking. Descartes, also, notwithstanding his ontological dualism, tried to explain how body and soul 
mutually influence each other. See Sturm, op. cit., pp. 58-9 and Dick, op. cit. p. 39 in particular. 
248 Hinske, op. cit. p. 101. 
249 Sturm, op. cit. p. 59. 
250 Anth. p. 119, Cambridge Edition p. 3. 
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his pragmatic anthropology lectures is related to philosophy in its cosmic form, as the 

knowledge that we can obtain from it and the point of its application is for Kant the human 

being, as only the human being represents “the final end, and the knowledge about the human 

being according to his species deserves to be called knowledge of the world.”251 This 

knowledge of the world can be obtained inasmuch as man is thought of as a citizen of the world 

and only if we consider man from a higher, universal point of view: as free handling being, 

beyond the logical, pure or formal determinations that the subject has been endowed with and 

to whose justification and explication the first of three Critiques is devoted.  

The book itself is divided into two sections, namely Anthropological Didactic and 

Characteristic. The Anthropological Didactic is divided into three books that follow the 

division between faculties and their relationship to experience, tracing so to speak the work 

that has been undertaken in three Critiques, but literally following that of the Critique of 

Judgment. Here, in the First introduction, not published during his lifetime, but today included 

in all critical editions, Kant famously divided the system of the faculties of the human mind as 

follows: “we can trace all faculties of the human mind without exception back to these three: 

the faculty of cognition, the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, and the faculty of desire.”252 

His Anthropology from a pragmatic point of view literally follows this division and analyses it 

according to pragmatic principles, contrary to the twopartite distinction that Heidegger insisted 

on when he prioritised the A Edition of the Critique of Pure reason.253  

This now tripartite division, as Norbert Hinske argues, is, on the one hand, part of the 

tradition of which Kant himself was both heir and critic. The development undertaken within 

the German Enlightenment, whereby the traditional division of the faculties going from 

Aristotle through Thomas Aquinas all the way to Baumgarten and Wolff had been twofold, 

namely between knowing and appetite (Erkennen und Wollen, cognitio and apetitus), whilst 

from Mendelssohn and Sulzer it was divided into three: knowing, feeling and appetite 

(Streben).  On the other hand, it shows how this division for Kant plays the “central role of 

ordering function (Ordnungsfunktion) of the empirical material of observation.”254 This, as we 

have already noted, according to Hinske, is the crux of Kant’s development of the idea of 

observation within his anthropology corpus generally and in his Pragmatic Anthropology in 

particular. Observation within the Pragmatic Anthropology is at the same time then abstract 

 
251 Ibid.  
252 EE, p. 206, English translation, Critique of the Power of Judgment, First introduction, p. 11. 
253 Three books of the first section of pragmatic anthropology.  
254 Hinske, op. cit. 106. 
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and concrete: it refers to specific empirical phenomena, but it serves an ordering function, that 

is it acts as a generator of classification and comparative study. Without this ordering function, 

mere observation would remain fragmentary and there would be no possibility of adopting a 

pragmatic point of view. According to Reinhard Brandt, in the first part of the book Kant 

determines (bestimmt) and in the second characterises (charakterisiert) man. This is possible 

on condition that we have in mind Kant’s previously mentioned idea of a unity and system of 

totality (whole, ein Ganzes) which he proposed or announced in his Critique of Pure Reason.255  

Kant, as the Collegentwürfe from the 1770s and 1780s testify (all material that Foucault 

was well aware of and had read, as his Introduction to Kant’s Anthropology confirms), 

announced the Pragmatic Anthropology as something other than and different to psychology 

and physiology. There, he distinguishes between a knowledge of man that can be understood 

as Schulkenntnis or Weltkenntnis256, of which only the latter can be found in pragmatic 

anthropology. In these we see not only preparations for pragmatic anthropology, but we sense 

Kant’s overall prevailing idea which is that man is more than simply a being subject to the laws 

of physics as revealed by the scientific revolution and his overall attempt to show that we are 

not just beings of nature, but also moral and practical beings, and as such endowed with 

freedom to exercise our own will, we are precisely free acting beings.  

What constitutes Menschenkenntnis according to Kant cannot be subject of Schulkenntnis, 

of which psychology is an essential part. For Kant “the pragmatic anthropology should not be 

psychology so as to explore whether man has a soul or what in us stems from the thinking or 

feeling principle (not from body), it should also not be the physiology of the doctors so as to 

clarify the thoughts from the brain, but should instead be the knowledge of man 

(Menschenkenntnis).”257 In these earlier announcements of the text that would later on be 

published under the title of Anthropology from a pragmatic point of view, we already see the 

signs of how his thought on the subject had developed. In the published text we read that Kant 

conceives anthropology as “a doctrine of knowledge of the human being, systematically 

formulated (anthropology), that can exist either in a physiological or in a pragmatic point of 

view. Physiological knowledge of the human being concerns the investigation of what nature 

makes of the human being; pragmatic, the investigation of what he as a free-acting being makes 

 
255 And as we will see in Foucault’s case on the Opus postumum.  
256 On the importance of the distinction between Schul und Welt philosphy and thus Kenntnis for the German 
Enlightenment more broadly see: Schneiders, Werner, Das Zeitalter der Aufklärung, C.H. Beck Verlag, 
München, 1997, in particular the chapter, Philosophie der Schule und Philosophie für die Welt, pp. 89-101. 
257 Collegentwürfe, AA XV, pp. 800-801. Italics mine.  
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of himself or can and should make of himself.”258 This, inter alia, also points to an important 

difference or better signals a shift in perspective in relation to the status we have seen ascribed 

to physiology in the Critique of Pure Reason. Here we see that the intention of anthropology is 

related to what men as free acting beings can do with this science conceived as a knowledge of 

the world. Kant immediately refuses the attempts at reducing anthropology to either a 

physiological or, as we will see, psychological basis.  

In the first instance, he criticises Descartes and all those who speculate and play with 

representations, meaning they are not certain and cannot found their knowledge in any a priori 

principles so as to determine what exactly constitutes or is the relationship between fibres and 

nerves and generally how this serves the purpose of enhancing knowledge about men. But Kant 

says that if such a knowledge was indeed to be possible and we could claim things with 

certainty in order to enhance our knowledge, then that would be a part “of anthropology with 

a pragmatic purpose.”259 Given that this is not the case, Kant simply refuses psychology and 

physiology as irrelevant speculation,260 for psychology simply takes the man to be equal to the 

inner sense, whereas physiology takes him to be a part of nature. The fact that Kant begins by 

accentuating the fact that Anthropology takes as its point of investigation man as free-acting 

being is telling of his overall intention to present it as essentially a product of and for Bildung, 

as it should contain knowledge of the “human being as a citizen of the world”,261 a knowledge 

which can only gain its systematicity with philosophy.262  

We could say that there is an underlying Rousseauian principle guiding the entire idea of 

Anthropology, given that Kant was chiefly convinced that the possibility of us rising to the task 

was dependent upon us becoming citizens of the world, which in effect meant that we educate 

and cultivate ourselves. Bildung and Erziehung were to be equally developed and put into 

practice. This is why in the second book, Characteristik, he says that “in order to assign the 

human being his class in the system of animate nature, nothing remains for us than to say that 

he has a character, which he himself creates, in so far as he is capable of perfecting himself 

according to ends that he himself adopts.”263 By means of this the human being, as an “animal 

endowed with the capacity of reason (animal rationabile), can make out of himself a rational 

 
258 Anth., p. 119, Cambridge Edition, p. 3. The first two italics are mine. 
259 Anth., p. 120, English edition, p. 4. 
260 Cf. Sturm, op.cit, in particular Chapter VII.  
261 Anth. Ibid., Which is in accordance with the cosmic principle of philosophy announced towards the end 
of the Critique of Pure Reason. 
262Ibid.,  
263 Anth, p. 321, English edition, p. 226.  
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animal (animal rationale).”264 Only by perfecting ourselves is it possible that all of us together 

advance towards the same goal, but not, as Kant says, as a “free arrangement of individuals”, 

but “only by a progressive organization of citizens of the earth into and toward the species as 

a system that is cosmopolitically united.”265 In order to expect that the human species (Gattung) 

arrives at this point of its development and cosmopolitan unity, what is needed is that we satisfy 

some basic preconditions. These preconditions are to be found in the Didactic, to which we 

will dedicate our attention now. Although the first part, as we said, is divided into three books, 

it principally has two main opponents or targets.  

One is stated by Kant in the preface and it is physiological anthropology, and the other 

polemical target is empirical psychology. Both of these themes were very common objects of 

study and discussion in 18th century Germany. The Didactic, as we will see, is principally the 

subject of Foucault’s analyses as well.  The first book of Pragmatic Anthropology is where 

Kant, for the most part, develops his criticism of both psychology and physiology. It is also the 

part where Kant, dividing into sections, develops themes we saw present in the Critique of Pure 

Reason, such as those of self-consciousness, sensibility, understanding and their mutual 

relationships, i.e. higher and lower faculties of cognition etc. The other two books will be 

related, at least to an extent, to the contents of the other two Critiques.  

In order to provide a framework for what he announced as pragmatic anthropology, Kant 

introduces at the very beginning, in § 1 of the first book dedicated to the cognitive faculty, the 

idea of consciousness of oneself: “the fact that the human being can have the "I" in his 

representations raises him infinitely above all other living beings on earth. Because of this he 

is a person, and by virtue of the unity of consciousness through all changes that happen to him, 

one and the same person - i.e., through rank and dignity an entirely different being from 

things.”266 This is a theme already pursued in the section on paralogisms in the first Critique, 

which he will further elaborate in order to come once again to his polemical targets, namely 

both psychology and physiology.  

 
264 Ibid. 
265 Ibid., p. 333, English edition, p. 238. 
266 Ibid., p. 127, English p.15. The difference between persons and things is a characteristic feature of Kant’s 
anthropology, by means of which he also establishes both the ontological and the epistemological superiority 
of human beings over animals, which are considered irrational. The problem for Kant, within the realm of 
anthropology as a part of the empirical world of humans, is when persons are understood and taken as things, 
when in Foucauldian terms there is a confusion between les mots and les choses, or between the 
transcendental and the empirical.  
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These will be developed through his discussion of the cognitive faculties of sensibility and 

understanding, where the former is related to receptivity and the latter to spontaneity, that is, 

“the former is…the lower and the latter, the higher cognitive faculty. The lower cognitive 

faculty has the character of passivity of the inner sense of sensations; the higher, of spontaneity 

of apperception, that is, of pure consciousness of the activity that constitutes thinking”, and 

significantly, the higher one belongs to logic which he characterises as “a system of rules of 

the understanding), and the lower one to psychology (a sum of inner perceptions under the laws 

of nature), and establishes the inner experience.”267  

We are thus faced with a problem similar to that expounded in the paralogisms, and Kant 

confirms this in a remark added to this section. In this remark he states what will later for 

Foucault be one of the crucial issues, pace Heidegger, the ultimate textual evidence that the 

Anthropology “mimics the Critique”.268 What then is the object of this remark and why is it 

relevant? In short, as we will see shortly with Foucault, the answer would be that Pragmatic 

Anthropology also rests on the necessary foregrounding of the difference between the inner 

sense and apperception, but at the same time on the necessary confusion of the two:  

 
“that some word-twisters take appearance and semblance (Erscheinung und Schein) for one and 

the same thing and say that their statements mean as much as “it seems (scheint) to me that I exist and 
have this or that representation” is a falsification unworthy of refutation. This difficulty rests entirely 

on the confusion of the inner sense with apperception (intellectual self-consciousness), which are 
usually taken to be one and the same. The I in every judgment is neither an intuition not a concept, 

and not at all a determination of an object, but an act of understanding by the determining subject as 
such, and the consciousness of oneself: pure apperception itself therefore belongs merely to logic 

(without any matter and content). On the other hand, the I of the inner sense, that is, of the perception 
and observation of oneself, is not the subject of judgment, but an object. Consciousness of the one 

who observes himself is an entirely simple representation of the subject in judgment as such, of which 
one knows everything if one merely thinks it. But the I which has been observed by itself is a sum 

total of so many objects of inner perception that psychology has plenty to do in tracing everything that 
lies hidden in it.”269 

 
 

Once again, we see that the problem anthropology meets is that of confusing two 

perspectives, of confusing the condition of possibility as it were with the thing itself, thus 

producing the effects of the illusion that reigns even in the world of materiality that 

anthropology sets itself to observe and study. This is why and this is where (perhaps?) with a 

view pointed towards the distant future, all the way to our time, Kant exclaims that “psychology 

 
267 Ibid., p. 141, English p. 29-30. 
268 IAK, p. 76.  
269 Anth., p. 141, English, p. 31. 
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may not ever hope: to complete this task and answer satisfactorily the question: "What is the 

human being?"270 In this paragraph, we again find what Nuzzo has called “the precarious line 

separating rational from empirical psychology”, as the two seem to be merged together. The 

impossibility of psychology ever answering the question as to what the human being is lies 

precisely in the fact that the psychologists perpetuate this division between the empirical and 

apperception and are unable themselves to abandon it. They take the inner sense and 

apperception to be “synonymous”, although the inner sense, as Kant repeats in the 

Anthropology, “should indicate a psychological (applied) consciousness” and the 

“apperception merely a logical (pure) consciousness.”271 This brings forth the wrong 

conclusions, whereby once again what is merely subjective is in fact objective; and again here 

in order to have a valid conclusion one has to recur to time as the “formal condition of inner 

intuition of the subject”, which is not “a concept of understanding” but “a subjective condition 

according to which inner sensations are given to us.”272  

Although none of this is part of pragmatic anthropology per se, as the anthropology deals 

precisely with those experiences and appearances that are part of our finitude, namely 

understanding, Kant still had to settle accounts so as to limit the space and the scope of 

anthropology— a path, as we will see, Foucault will follow in his archaeological project. 

Kant’s discussion of sensibility in the Pragmatic Anthropology depended on separating the 

senses from the illusions of psychology, making them thus dependent on understanding. Kant’s 

idea is, like that developed in his Critique, that we are beings of sensibility, but sensibility in 

and of itself, unless related to understanding, would remain “indeterminate, but determinable”, 

as we do not produce objects, but depend on “objects being given to us.”273  

 

“Understanding, as the faculty of thinking (representing something by means of 
concepts), is also called the higher cognitive faculty (as distinguished from sensibility, which 
is the lower), because the faculty of intuition (pure or empirical) contains only the singularity 

of objects, whereas the of concepts contains the universality of representations, the rule to 
which the manifold of sensuous intuitions must he subordinated in order to bring unity to the 
cognition of the object. Therefore, understanding certainly is of higher rank than sensibility, 
with which irrational animals can manage provisionally, following implanted instincts, like a 

people without a sovereign.  But a sovereign without a people (like understanding without 

 
270 Ibid., And is this not precisely what Foucault strived to argue throughout his entire career? 
271 Ibid., p. 142, English p. 33. 
272 Ibid.  
273 Cf. Höffe, Otfried, Immanuel Kant, State University of New York Press, 1994. p. 54. 
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sensibility) is not able to do anything at all. Therefore, between the two there is no dispute 
about rank, though the one is addressed as higher and the other as lower.”274 

 
 

Sensibility is granted the status of cognitive faculty within anthropology and is divided 

into two parts: sense and power of imagination. The difference between the two is that the first 

one is intuition with the presence, and the latter intuition without the presence of an object. He 

further divides the senses into outer and inner: “outer sense is where the human body is affected 

by physical things; inner sense, where it is affected by the mind.”275 This duplicity of the senses 

is what, at once, enables the duplicity of the affectation: as being affected and affecting, “the 

play of our own thoughts.”276  

This play, however, should not be mistaken with introspection, which Kant expelled from 

the anthropology from the very outset,277 and he repeats it once again, for we cannot know the 

“order of things present to the outer sense” by retreating into ourselves. And the problem 

resides in the fact that introspection cannot be a valid method for pragmatic anthropology, 

which is oriented towards pragmatic and practical ends and understands man as the citizen of 

the world.278 Kant had refused both empirical and rational psychology precisely because he 

was against the possibility of mathematization of the inner sense in the way Wolff in primis 

had thought it possible.279 The second target of Kant’s pragmatic anthropology is, as stated, 

physiology and physiological anthropology.  

This criticism is primarily directed at “obscure representations” which can only be 

perceived “in the passive side as play of sensations.”280 Again, his target is Descartes and all 

those who can be said to be a part of the attempt to explain the causality of the ideas in our 

mind following the “hypothesis of the so-called material ideas in the brain”. For, according to 

Kant, “no explanation of this kind is pragmatic; that is, we cannot use it for any technical 

application, because we have no knowledge of the brain and of the places in it where the traces 

of the impressions made by ideas might enter into sympathetic harmony with one another, in 

 
274 Anth., p. 196. English p. 90. Italics are mine. Although Kant uses the terms lower and higher, it is clear 
that this is for the sake of form as it were, for the distinction between the two cannot be established that way, 
for one does not exist without the other.  
275 Ibid., p. 153, English p. 45. 
276 Ibid., p. 161, English p. 53. 
277 Ibid., Cf. P. 134, English p. 22 and p. 162, English, p. 54. 
278 Cf. Sturm, op.cit., p. 260-80. 
279 Cf. Guyer, Paul, Psychology and the Transcednental Deduction, in: Ed. Förster, Eckart, Kant’s 
Transcendental Deductions. Three Critiques and the Opus Postumum, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 
1989, pp. 47-69, p. 56. 
280 Anth., p. 136, English p. 25. 
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so far as they touch each other (at least indirectly), so to speak.”281 In this way, physiological 

anthropology fails to understand the binding laws of rationality.  Kant’s criticism of physiology 

and its attempts to localise the soul as it were outside of the body was a longstanding 

preoccupation. We have seen that his criticism of paralogisms consisted not only in critique 

per se, but constructively pointed to the importance of our bodily existence precisely in order 

to halt the illusion perpetuated by rational psychology. In fact, the criticism of Descartes’ 

dualism dates all the way back to the Träume eines Geisterseher of 1776.282  

In short, the observations conducted by Descartes and the physiologists are unconvincing 

and their attempt at localising the soul is futile and impossible from the point of view of science 

as conceived by Kant. It remains in other words at the level of prognosis (vermutung) and 

cannot yield any concrete knowledge. Kant’s positions will from then on progressively 

develop, so that even at the time of the publication of the Pragmatic Anthropology (1798) he 

continues to hold that the knowledge of physicians and physiologists is not yet sufficient to 

“see deeply in the mechanical element in the human being.”283 As Thomas Sturm shows, Kant’s 

criticism and rejection of physiological anthropology in the context of his pragmatic 

anthropology is ultimately related to the important distinction we have already mentioned, 

namely that between Schul and Welt philosophy, or in other words the distinction between what 

nature makes of man and what “men as free acting being can and should do of himself.” Sturm 

points that it is precisely from this that a pragmatic knowledge of man can arise: only and 

exclusively to the extent that men are understood as citizens of the world (Weltbürger).284   

Kant’s pragmatic anthropology dedicates the first three books of the Anthropological 

Didactic (and here we should bear in mind, as Brandt reminds us, that the structure of Didactic 

and Characteristic could be said to correspond to that of the Elementar and Methodenlehre 

from the Critique of Pure Reason)285 to the discussion of three principal capacities (Vermögen) 

we mentioned earlier. These differ not only from Aristotelian conceptions, but also from certain 

positions held by Kant himself. The importance of Kant’s analyses of our capacities 

(Vermögen) lies in the fact that these are inseparable from the intention he states at the 

beginning: that is the overall program of pragmatic anthropology which directly bears upon 

what we as “free acting beings can and should do of ourselves”. It is to this end that we should 

 
281 Ibid., p. 176, English p. 69. 
282 On this point see in particular Sturm, op.cit. p. 268-269.  
283 Anth., 214, English, p. 108.  
284 Cf. Sturm, op.cit. p.298. 
285 Cf. Brandt, op.cit., pp.94-5. 
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understand his attempt to found anthropology not merely in the empirical study of men, for 

“the analysis of the empirical condition of men is not the purpose in and of itself, but rather 

serves so as to identify psychic determinants of acting…”286  The aim of this approach is not 

merely explanatory, but functional to the entire pragmatic anthropology and its understanding 

of the human being as a whole within a whole. After having “completed” or undertaken the 

criticism of both empirical psychology and physiological anthropology, Kant turns towards the 

“positive” part of his conception of pragmatic anthropology.  

Here, in discussing the feeling of pleasure and displeasure under the overall umbrella of 

the faculty of desire, he turns his attention to observations of sensuous, affective phenomena 

that we can place under the more general term of aesthetic phenomena of our existence. The 

development of this section of his pragmatic anthropology stems once again from the so-called 

First Introduction to the Critique of Judgment and follows it. In the Introduction Kant says: 

“accordingly the critique of the aesthetic power of judgment contains first the critique of taste 

(the faculty for judging the beautiful), and second the critique of the feeling of spirit, for thus I 

provisionally call the capacity for representing a sublimity in objects.”287 Again, this section is 

far from being merely explanatory and serves the purpose of enhancing our moral and practical 

capacities so that we can become citizens of the world and realise our freedom by “enjoying 

ourselves and cultivating ourselves.”288  

Cultivation is thus rendered as a possibility and as a task—  a usage similar to that which 

we will later find in Foucault, when he talks about the Enlightenment as an attitude, as a 

possibility of exercising this attitude —as this “contains a tendency toward external 

advancement of morality.”289 The faculty of desire is thus inherently related to the possibility 

of advancement “from a pragmatic point of view” and the external advancement of morality.  

This precisely why Kant discusses the importance of the Spirit in this section.  Kant mentions 

the Spirit as the animating principle on at least two occasions in the pragmatic anthropology, 

the first time defined as the “the animating principle in the human being”290 in the section 

dedicated to genius, and the second as “the principle that animates the mind (Gemüt) by means 

of ideas”291 in the section dedicated to the feeling of pleasure and displeasure. Spirit animates, 

that is provides the ideas in that it arouses the interest, and these ideas are then arranged or 

 
286 Sturm, op.cit. p. 403. 
287 EE, p. 250,  English, p. 50. Italics mine. 
288 Anth., p. 236, English p. 132. 
289 Ibid., p. 244, English, p. 141. 
290 Ibid., p. 225, English p. 120. Italics mine.  
291 Ibid., p. 246, English p. 143. 
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limited by taste “to the form that is appropriate to the laws of the productive power of 

imagination and so to form them (fingendi) in an original way (not imitatively).”292 Spirit as 

the moving, animating force behind the aesthetic ideas of taste is analysed in terms of its 

productive relationship with the power of imagination that serves the function of cultivating 

our Gemüt or ourselves as persons so as to render us free from affects and passions that slow 

us down and, Kant, paraphrasing Rousseau, asks: “for who wants to put himself in chains when 

he can be free?”293 Without the Geist there would be no life of Gemüt and the ideas could not 

in any way affect experience, that is understand what man as free acting being can and should 

do of himself.294 Once again, we see the initial, Rousseauian impetus: human beings while not 

being perfect, are perfectible.  

There is also the implied relationship of the spirit to our will as character, because spirit, 

whilst being the animating principle, is indeed related to will that is solely responsible, morally 

or in terms of character, for what we do with spirit, which is the animating principle, and as 

such, that is as principle is possible only through the use of reason or a priori. Kant’s usage of 

the notion of spirit in this sense is very close to that of the Metaphysik der Sitten (1797), 

published just a year before the Anthropologie von pragmatischer Hinsicht (1798). In 

Metaphysics of Morals, Kant spoke of the “powers of spirit” (Geisteskräfte) which he defined 

as “those whose exercise is possible only through reason.  

They are creative to the extent that their use is not drawn from experience but rather 

derived a priori from principles.”295 We are now in a position to understand better how 

pragmatic anthropology is dependent upon those same principles expounded in the 

Metaphysics of Morals, because ultimately in both cases it is related to character. The usage of 

the word “pragmatic” in these two works and their comparison tells us a lot about how Kant 

envisioned the Pragmatic Anthropology both as a scholarly work and as an intellectual concept, 

or better it reveals the role and place assigned to pragmatic anthropology within his system. If 

we reflect for a moment upon the usage of the word pragmatic in the Metaphysics of Morals, 

we notice a certain line of continuity and unity in Kant’s attempt to found a pragmatic study of 

man. Initially, the notion of “pragmatic” is used to describe the study of the doctrine of 

subjective ends which differs from objective ends, that is moral ends we adopt as duties.296 

 
292 Ibid.  
293 Ibid, p. 253, English, p. 151. 
294 Diaz, Marsa, Marco. Antropología Crítica y Lenguaje Común o del Suelo Lingüístico, in: Estudos 
Kantianos, Marília, Vol. 3, n. 1,  Jan./Jun., 2015, pp. 93-104, p. 96. 
295 MdS, p. 445, English translation p. 565 (Practical Philosophy, Cambridge Edition).  
296 Ibid., p. 354, English p. 490. 
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Pragmatic is related to a “merely technical end” as we are in the realm of the conditional 

imperative that Kant also calls pragmatic, and as such it relates to the notion of pragmatic 

maxim which is different to the moral one.297 Here, pragmatic is counterposed to the moral, 

whereas in the Pragmatic Anthropology it is counterposed to the physiological.  Interestingly, 

Kant states that “anthropology is based on empirical principles and that it is a doctrine of the 

nature”298, whereas in the Pragmatic Anthropology he will criticise physiology under the rubric 

of nature as it were, and pragmatic will be conceived precisely in opposition to physiological 

attempts claiming to know what nature “makes of the human being”, and not counterposed to 

morality as objective doctrine as is the case here.  

On the one hand, we can see a subtle change of his conception of anthropology from the 

empirical and the study of nature, to the pragmatic and the study of man “as free acting being”. 

On the other, however, the usage of pragmatic in both cases, in the first being subordinated to 

the moral, objective realm and in the second being superimposed on the physiological, serves 

the same function: it is a (organising) principle that aims to show that man is more than the 

sum of his parts as it were, and that there is a whole (Ganzes) of which he is both creation and 

creator.  Pragmatic is in both cases used to point to the realm of subjectivity, that which is in 

empirical, phenomenal reality, but exceeds it at the same time. A pragmatic maxim would, 

although not fully, correspond to the definition of a maxim given earlier in the Grundlegung 

der Metaphysik der Sitten, where Kant differentiated between a maxim and a law, that is 

between a “subjective principle of volition” and the “objective principle that is the practical 

law.”299 

 It is clear that we can follow an idea from the Groundwork through the Metaphysics of 

Morals to the Pragmatic Anthropology, while obviously distinguishing the nuances of usage 

Kant makes. Whereas in Grundlegung and Metaphysik der Sitten the subjective (pragmatic) 

element is related to ends and imperatives, law and duties, in anthropology the significance of 

the pragmatic is revealed in its relationship to character:  
 

“The sum total of pragmatic anthropology, in respect to the vocation [bestimmung] of the human 
being and the Characteristic of his formation, is the following. The human being is destined by his 

reason to live in a society with human beings and in it to cultivate himself, to civilize himself, and to 
moralize himself by means of the arts and sciences. No matter how great his animal tendency may be 
to give himself over passively to the impulses of comfort and good living, which he calls happiness, 

 
297 Ibid., p. 392, 429,  English p. 522, 552. 
298 Ibid., p. 385, English p. 517. 
299 GMS, p. 402, English p. 56. 
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he is still destined to make himself worthy of humanity by actively struggling with the obstacles that 
cling to him because of the crudity of his nature.”300 

 

 

 This is already announced in the Metaphysics of Morals where Kant talks about duties to 

oneself and accentuates the “duty to develop and increase his (man’s) natural perfection, that 

is for pragmatic purpose.”301 Pragmatic here corresponds exactly to the same Rousseauian 

motto of the Pragmatic Anthropology that is defined not in relation to what nature makes of 

man, but what man not as perfect, but as perfectible being, capable of cultivation, as “free 

acting being can make of himself.” It is clear that the Pragmatic Anthropology, having rejected 

and criticised both psychology and physiology, is able to show that man is ultimately to be 

understood precisely as being composed of, but not reducible to the characteristics the latter 

want to ascribe to it, mistaking it in the first case with the thing in itself and in the second 

identifying it with pure matter, i.e. mechanical, machine-like being. Man is neither the thing in 

itself, nor is he merely nature.  

Were this not the case, the impetus of perfectibility as impetus would cease and the spirit’s 

animating principle would no longer be related to the pragmatic principle (as subjective 

principle) of realising what man as free acting being can and should be and do. If the Didactic 

served as an exposition of our capacities, then the Anthropological Characteristic is where they 

find their application and further explanation. The Anthropological Characteristic sees “us as 

both passive and active bearers. It observes us as products and as producers of certain action 

positions.”302  

According to Sturm, Kant introduces the notion of Denkungsart, relevant for his pragmatic 

anthropology to the extent that it denotes an active component of the subject who is represented 

thus within “what he as free acting being makes of himself”, contrary to Sinnesart, which is 

merely passive.303 It is in the play of both Didactic and Characteristic that we then find the 

crucial aspect of the reading and research that Foucault will insist upon: source, domain and 

limit, and no less importantly, bearing in mind the subtitle of the second book of Pragmatic 

Anthropology, “On the way of cognising the interior of the human being from the exterior”304, 

Foucault’s own project of philosophical ethnology.  

 
300 Anth., p. 324-5, English, p. 230. Vocation in effect stands for Bestimmung here.  
301 MdS, p. 445, English, p. 565 Italics mine. 
302 Sturm, op.cit., p. 411. 
303 Ibid., p.419. 
304 Anth., p. 283, English edition, p. 183.  IAK, p. 51, and Foucault will repeat this in the introduction to 
Naissance de la Clinique.  
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We turn now to the Opus postumum305 and its ramifications. The fact that Foucault felt 

compelled to confront the Anthropology with the Opus Postumum, as if it were impossible to 

read one without the other, as this if this were not so uncommon as to be a kind of provocation, 

invites us to ponder why. What is it in the Opus Postumum that made him read the two works 

together? What is the overall significance of this work for Kant’s philosophy? The answers to 

the last question vary, but there is a general agreement that the work represents an attempt to 

reconceptualise transcendental philosophy. Some critics, like François Marty, ascribe to this 

work an immense value, as nothing short of the ambition of writing the Fourth Critique, while 

saving the principle of autonomy as included now into the realm of empirical and not just 

transcendental.306  

The peculiarity of Opus postumum is not that is represents a somehow mysterious and 

inexplicable part of Kant’s philosophical project, but rather an effort to clarify some points he 

felt were unresolved in his transcendental philosophy. The notions of source, domain and limit 

of knowledge will not cease to obsess Kant, and that is precisely what the Opus postumum will 

try to re-establish.307 He does this by engaging in self-criticism, in particular of the positions 

of the Critique of the Power of Judgment. We will focus on the sections on which Foucault 

concentrated and try to discern what it was in these pages that attracted his attention. 

Fundamentally, we can, with Marty, claim that the aim of Opus Postumum is that of 

reaffirming the question of subject and autonomy anew. But what subject are we talking about? 

Unlike the anthropology, where the problem and ultimate goal is said to be “man as free acting 

being”, here we have to do with the analysis of the transcendental subject on the one hand, but 

on the other also with that of the empirical subject: the subject of affection and self-affection. 

What is at stake is not only the status of the transcendental subject, but also that of the idea of 

the whole (Ganze) as such. What constitutes a whole and how is it to be defined and 

understood? Kant revisits his positions from the both the Critique of Practical Reason, namely 

 
305 Opus Postumum, On the peculiarities, the composition of the work, its place in Kant’s opus and its later 
(mis)fortune, see the general introduction to the English edition of the works of Immanuel Kant, in particular 
by Eckart Förster, pp. xv-xxxviii. 
306 Marty, François. Opus Postumum comme le quatrième critique, in: Bulletin de la Société Français de 
Philosophie, 1988, 82/4, pp. 121-157. 
307 Kant AA X, Briefwechsel, p. 98. In a letter to Lambert of 1770, Kant says that what is needed is a new 
science that precedes metaphysics and that would, by means of the critical self-examination of reason, 
establish the origin, limit and extent of possible knowledge. This science, as we know, was that of the Critique 
of Pure Reason. Quoted in: Kant, Opus postumum. English translation, Introduction, p. xxix. Italics are mine.  
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the thesis about the automaton,308 and the Critique of the Power of Judgment,309 thinking anew 

the concept of body qua living being or organism, that is an organism within the general realm 

of forces. The Opus postumum deals with two major transitions: the first concerns his 

theoretical philosophy where we go from the metaphysical foundations of natural science to 

physics, and the second is the so called Selbtssetzunglehre,  related to practical philosophy and 

the idea of the subject positing itself as an object.310 Although the secondary literature on the 

issue varies as to which of the sections is to be given prevalence and how Kant proceeds with 

his argumentation,  there is however an agreement that what is at stake is a reconceptualization 

of transcendental philosophy and subjectivity.311 This reconceptualization is conceived in a 

double sense. Firstly, Kant is here performing an auto-critique of some of the positions 

defended in the Critique of Judgment, in particular section 65 entitled, “Things, as natural 

 
308 Kant, KdU, p. 97, English, p. 79. “Just for this reason, all necessity of events in time in accordance with 
the natural law of causality can be called the mechanism of nature, although it is not meant by this that the 
things which are subject to it must be really material machines. Here one looks only to the necessity of the 
connection of events in a time series as it develops in accordance with natural law, whether the subject in 
which this development takes place is called automaton materiale, when the machinery is driven by matter, 
or with Leibniz spirituale, when it is driven by representations”; and further Kant, KdU, p. 101, English, p. 
82, where Kant discusses once again the relationship between the thing in itself and the appearance, and the 
position of the human being whose actions as determinations in time belong to him as appearance, and not 
as a thing in itself: “if it is granted us that the intelligible subject can still be free with respect to a given 
action, although as a subject also belonging to the sensible world, he is mechanically conditioned with 
respect to the same action, it nevertheless seems that, as soon as one admits that God as universal original 
being is the cause also of the existence of substance (a proposition that can never be given up without also 
giving up the concept of God as the being of all beings and with it his all-sufficiency, on which everything 
in theology depends), one must admit that a human being’s actions have their determining ground in 
something altogether beyond his control, namely in the causality of a supreme being which is distinct from 
him and upon which his own existence and the entire determination of his causality absolutely depend. In 
fact, if a human being’s actions insofar as they belong to his determinations in time were not merely 
determinations of him as appearance but as a thing in itself, freedom could not be saved. A human being 
would be a marionette or an automaton.”  
309 For example, in KdU p. 374, English translation, p. 245, Kant says:  “An organized being is thus not a 
mere machine, for that has only a motive power, while the organized being possesses in itself a formative 
power, and indeed one that it communicates to the matter, which does not have it (it organizes the latter): 
thus it has a self-propagating formative power, which cannot be explained through the capacity for 
movement alone (that is, mechanism).” And Kant continues, introducing the reflective power of judgment: 
“and thus the power of judgment, as a reflecting (on a subjective ground) rather than as a determining 
(according to an objective principle of the possibility of things in themselves) power of judgment, is forced 
to think of another principle than that of the mechanism of nature as the ground of the possibility of certain 
forms in nature.” See, KdU, p. 388, and English, p. 260.  
310 “Transition from metaphysics to transcendental philosophy. (2) From transcendental philosophy to 
physics through mathematics in pure intuition of space and time. I am conscious of myself (apperceptio). I 
think, that is, I am an object of understanding to myself. But I am also an object of the senses to myself and 
of empirical intuition (apprehensio); the thinkable I (cogitabile) posits itself as the sensible (dabile), and this 
a priori in space and time - which are given a priori in intuition and are mere forms of appearance.” See, 
Opus. post., p. 119, English, p. 202. 
311 See the most extensive book on the reception of the Opus Postumum yet to be written, in: Basile, Giovanni 
Pietro, Kants Opus Postumum und seine Rezeption, De Gruyter, Berlin/Boston, 2013. 
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ends, are organised beings”, where he introduced the difference between an organism and a 

machine, arguing that the organised being cannot be explained through the mechanism alone. 

The organism, unlike the machine, has not just motive power, but also formative, that is internal 

power. Unlike the machine, which needs external forces in order to come into being, the 

organism has its own internal formative power.  

Kant gives famously takes a watch as the example of machine in contrast to organised 

nature: “thus one wheel in the watch does not produce the other, and even less does one watch 

produce another, using for that purpose other matter (organizing it); hence it also cannot by 

itself replace parts that have been taken from it, or make good defects in its original 

construction by the addition of other parts, or somehow repair itself when it has fallen into 

disorder: all of which, by contrast, we can expect from organized nature.”312 Organised nature 

here also exists only in relation to a whole, so that the parts are possible only to the extent that 

they form a relation to a whole. In the Opus Postumum we have an extension of this position 

in the sense that now “organic bodies are natural machines”, whereby “an organic (articulated) 

body is one in which each part, with its moving force, necessarily relates to the whole (to each 

part in its composition). The productive force in this unity is life.”313 What we have here is the 

concept of life as the productive force within the unity of the organic body. This contradicts 

the Critique of the Power of Judgement, where towards the end of section 65 Kant actually 

opposes the idea of endowing nature with life, for that would mean that matter itself is vital, 

what he calls “hylozoism”. For Kant, this implies that there is a “vital principle” that can be 

applied a priori not only to the sphere of plants or animals, but to the totality of our world.  

In this sense, as in the Critique of Judgment, what is needed is the idea of purpose. Only 

then do we have the precondition which renders possible the organism as part of a unity, of a 

whole which we can know empirically, nature which we can now understand not in its unity 

as in the Critique of Judgment, but as whole, that is in general. An organism can be thought of 

as a natural machine, not in the sense that it indeed is a machine, but precisely to the extent that 

the relationship between the logical possibility and the empirical actuality are not to be 

confused.   In what sense are these not to be confused? Precisely in the sense that,  despite the 

fact that Kant sees organic bodies in analogy with natural machines, he still does not conceive 

their principle as immanent bearer of matter (nota bene, this was the critique of physiology in 

 
312 KdU, p. 374, English, p. 246. On this see also Canguilhem’s discussion in his text, ‘Machine et 
Organisme’: in, Canguilhem, Georges, La Connaissance de la vie. Vrin, Paris, 1971, in particular, p. 121-
22. 
313 Opus.post., p. 211, English, p. 64. Italics mine.  
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the Pragmatic Anthropology); in other words, it is only by conceiving the organism as 

immaterial, as Noumenon as it were, as purely formal, that Kant can think the human body as 

organic, as a machine whose idea is “indirectly contained a priori in the idea of moving forces”. 

These moving forces are part of a whole.  

The idea of the whole here will lead Kant to think the subject as positing itself as an object. 

It is only when the idea of the whole is considered that the subject can posit itself as an object 

in the double sense- as object of conceptual knowledge and as an object subject to 

conceptualisation. This idea of the possibility of the subject positing itself as an object will be 

Foucault’s incessant theme, from his first works to his later considerations on subjectivity, as 

we will see in what follows. It is this idea of whole that will, despite Foucault’s insistence on 

ruptures and discontinuities, in the end prove to be crucial. The whole will be displayed in the 

idea of “being responsible for humanity”, where “an individual is bond with all individuals”, 

where the mutual implications of different acts of parrhesia bare consequences to the ways we 

relate to the whole:  within the world in the form of ethical universality where we each and 

every one of us is at once le même et l'autre of and for oneself and the others.  

Despite this insistence, in his problematisations of subjectivity throughout the late 1970s 

and the 1980s, he recognises and insists on continuities in the subject (and subjectivity), 

ultimately saying that although his aim was to show the other side, the obverse of the history 

of philosophy that is metaphysics, he equally set himself the task to “study the relations of 

being and truth […] which implies the presence of relations”.314  If there is one continuity that 

Foucault will recognise as profoundly politically important, as potentially subversive, as 

punishable throughout history, as a form of freedom precisely in relation to a whole, it is the 

notion of subject related to, doing or practicing parrhesia. What is more, Foucault will insist 

that the fundamental problem is that of establishing and determining the relationship the 

subject has with truth, the form this relationship between subject and truth takes.315  

In this sense, just as in Kant, in Foucault the relationship between the subject and truth is 

related precisely to this whole which implies both a priori and a posteriori, both the conditions 

of possibility as it were and the empirical character to which it refers. For both there is no 

outside, no exteriority. In Kant, the very conception of the whole is possible on condition that 

we presuppose an analogy with the machine whereby we can generalise concepts in relation to 

ourselves precisely because this enables to think the whole of the world (Weltganzes) in analogy 

 
314 Foucault, Michel, CV, p. 309, English, p. 338.  
315 Cf. GSA. 
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with an organism.316 We also “possess” a faculty of desire—which as we have seen in the 

Pragmatic Anthropology precisely had the task of assuring the pragmatic instance inasmuch it 

was related to realising ourselves as free acting beings, to the possibility of actualising the 

Spirit as animating principle. 

 In the Opus postumum the classification of bodies presupposes indirectly that this is 

possible “because man is conscious of himself as a self-moving machine, without being able 

to further understand such a possibility…. He [must], however, generalize the concept of vital 

force and of the excitability of matter in his own self by the faculty of desire.”317 The faculty of 

desire is here intended as a generalising (and hence universalising) principle, just like it was in 

the Pragmatic Anthropology. The concept of desire is related to the possibility of affection and 

self-affection that is in fact here conceived in the function of reconceptualising the 

transcendental subject.  

What exactly the role of self-affectation is and what place we should assign to it in the 

entire project of Opus postumum remains an open question. It is however, generally accepted 

that one ought to distinguish “between the affectation of our sense through empirical objects 

and the affection of the I in itself through the thing in itself”,318 and that this is the mediating 

function it performs set between the sensibility and understanding. Kant’s aim is to explain and 

reconceptualise transcendental philosophy, which he is unable to do without analysing the role 

of the subject. The impossibility of conceiving this transition without the subject tells us once 

again that Kant has to think of the subject in both empirical and transcendental terms: 

affectation once again, as Eckart Föster claims, confirms the importance of the body for the 

development of the Kantian argument.319  

But, he is unable to arrive at this except by introducing the notion of perception. Empirical 

powers of representation have to be thought of as having the potentiality of becoming 

perceptions as it were. Hence the double affectation: “the subject, which affects itself, 

recognizes itself as phenomenon, and, likewise, necessarily determines its existence in 

experience, through apprehension in space and time.”320 This is what enables Kant to talk about 

an idea that will be important for Foucault’s reading, namely that of the phenomenon of 

 
316 Basile, op. cit., p. 424-5 in particular.   
317 Opus.post., p. 213, English, p. 66. Italics are mine. 
318 Basile, op.cit., p. 111, and further, p. 115. 
319 Cf. Förster, Eckart, Die Wandlungen in Kants Gotteslehre, in: Zeitschrift für philosophische Forschung, 
Bd. 52, H. 3 (Jul. - Sep., 1998), pp. 341- 362, p. 357. 
320 Opus.post., p. 465, English, p. 131; and in this we see smiliarities with his general idea of the Critique of 
Pure Reason.  
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phenomenon. Kant’s teaching of the transition from metaphysics to physics as the doctrinal 

system, as he calls it, requires precisely the auto-affectation of the subject that is produced by 

the motor forces that work upon it so that it becomes: “the appearance of appearance, thought 

in the connection of the manifold, is the concept of the object itself.”321 

As we can see, appearance is considered in its metaphysical and physical significance; 

there is a sort of meta-discourse here, a sort of representation of representation where Kant 

talks about the “concept of the object”, which implies a transition from the “empirical to the 

rational” idea of the whole of the senses, a whole which can be cognised, although the two 

parts are never fully equal. It can be cognised precisely because the physical is subordinated to 

the metaphysical: and we know that Kant’s greatest advancement in the field of metaphysics 

consisted in fact in switching of the focus that metaphysics had assumed since Aristotle to him. 

In other words, since Kant metaphysics is no longer concerned with what is meta-ta physika, 

but rather deals precisely with phenomena pertaining to the realm of what he calls 

Erscheinungen or phenomena. 

 Thus, what we are dealing with here is the idea of a whole and not the analysis of the 

formal separation between the two per se. What Kant is interested is a unity of man, of human 

being, and not the duality and the split as intended by Descartes. Kant will insist on this and 

throughout the Opus postumum repeat the expression “appearance of appearance.” With it he 

intends: “the appearance of appearances (that is, how the subject is mediately affected) is 

metaphysically [the same] as how the subject makes itself into an object (is conscious of itself 

as determinable in intuition).322  

In order to have the appearance of appearance, Kant will introduce the notion of perception 

so as to arrive at the conception whereby the subject becomes its own object and knows itself 

as such. The fact that Kant introduces the notion of perception is telling of the duplicity he 

intends here, so that what we have is “subjectively indirect appearance- since the subject is an 

object of empirical knowledge for itself, and, yet, at the same time, makes itself an object of 

experience, insofar as, in affecting itself, it is the phenomenon of a phenomenon.323 That it is a 

phenomenon of phenomenon is related to perception in that it is at the same time, on the one 

hand, subjective representation and, on the other, physical objectivity, given 

(Gegeständlichkeit): it implies the duplicity that can only be resolved through the fact that the 

 
321 Opus.post, p. 325, English, p. 109. Italics are mine. 
322 Ibid., p. 326, English, pp. 109-110, Italics mine.  
323 Ibid., p. 373, English, pp. 118-9, Italics mine  
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subject has to be related to man as the subject capable of auto-determination through autonomy, 

where he is affected by the law of duty.324 The implication and imbrication of man within the 

(hi)story of the subject-object relationship as an object of empirical knowledge, that is as a 

relationship between particular and universal, between the general and the singular in the end 

implies determining (bestimmen) the relationship between a whole (Ganzes) as the totality of 

particulars. This is why we now turn to the section What is transcendental philosophy within 

the Opus Postumum- and significantly this section follows the Selbstsetzunglehre, or the 

doctrine of the positing of the subject as an object in the sense of being a guarantee of the unity 

of experience- given also that Foucault will read it together with the Pragmatische 

Anthropologie. 

 In the Selbtstsetzunglehre section of the Opus postumum what is at stake is once again 

the discussion of how we think and experience our own sensibility, or the relationship between 

what can merely be thought (cogitabile) and what is experienced or given in perception 

(dabile).  The significance of this part is to be read in the fact that Foucault, precisely because 

he is unable to read the Pragmatic Anthropology without the Opus postumum, will analyse its 

significance not for the division of anthropology itself, but of transcendental philosophy in 

general. In other words, as we will see, it is only by reading the Pragmatic Anthropology with 

the Opus postumum that Foucault will be able to claim that its function is not to inscribe its 

status into the realm of positivity but, quite the contrary, the impossibility of its reduction to 

any realm of positivity of knowledge. In other words, Foucault will recognise that Pragmatic 

Anthropology is part and parcel of transcendental philosophy and not simply an empirical 

discipline pure and simple. This is because a terminus medius appears: man.  

However, man is not an empirical positivity, the concept of finitude deployed by Kant is 

not positivist in the form it is in the sciences Foucault primarily criticises, such as psychology, 

physiology, psychiatry, anatomy or medicine generally. This is why Foucault will, as we will 

see, speak of a “lesson” he takes from Kant. It is precisely this status of not being either purely 

transcendental or purely empirical that will lead Foucault to postulate in Les Mots et choses the 

thesis concerning man as ‘empirico-transcendental doublet’, again excluding Kant from his 

“attack” and polemics. In the section that concerns us, Kant is trying to answer the question of 

the relationship between man, world and God within the system of transcendental philosophy 

which follows the transition from metaphysical foundations to transcendental philosophy. Man 

is here considered as a moral being: hence Marty’s claim of the resolutely ethical tone to the 

 
324 On this point, see Marty, op.cit.  
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Opus Postumum and its culmination. Again, what we have is a discussion about man and the 

will as a causality different to that of natural necessity (and it is not difficult to hear the echo 

of the problems discussed in the three Critiques, in particular the distinction introduced 

between the causality of nature and of reason introduced in the First and elaborated further in 

the Second Critique). Kant’s aim here is to analyse the relationship between God, man and 

world with the intention of positing the concept of the whole (Ganzes). He relates these 

principles, namely God and the world, only by adding the third, the subject, which unites them 

and “brings synthetic unity into these concepts (God and world) a priori insofar as the reason 

makes this transcendental unity itself.”325  

This transcendental unity is rendered possible again by introducing the principle we saw 

in the Anthropology, that of spirit, for only the human spirit, Kant now tells us, is able to 

combine the two as “moral-practical reason with its categorical imperative.”326 In this we see 

a practical dimension intended as the possibility of self-determination, as the consciousness 

that understands itself as a part of the whole. God, world and man, or subject as rational world-

being as Kant calls man, are what transcendental philosophy consists of, whereby “the medius 

terminus (copula) is the judging subject (the thinking world being, man in the world)”:327 man 

in the world as moral and practical being and reason constituting itself “into a thought-object”. 

This, however, would remain outside the sphere of our cognitions without the principle of duty 

or categorical imperative that commands our sensibility; hence here it is not simply a matter of 

positing sensibility nor the ways we experience it, but of commanding over it, and precisely 

because of this it implies the relationship between nature or world and freedom.  

Man appears here as the “means of the combination of ideas into an absolute whole” as 

only in man and through man is it possible “to connect the principle of the senses with that of 

the supersensible”, and it is only man as “cosmopolita person (moral being), as sensible being 

(inhabitant of the world) conscious of its freedom; the rational sensible being”328 that can 

proceed analytically, that is it is only man who is able to start with the idea of the whole and 

from this proceed to its parts; and in doing so he understands and determines (bestimmt) himself 

inasmuch as “man is subject and object to himself”329, whereby the objectivity of man is never 

to be reduced to the mere realm of empirical given in the form of positivity.  

 
325 Opus.post., p. 23, English, p. 229.  
326 Ibid. 
327 Ibid., p. 27, English, p. 231. 
328 Ibid, p. 31, English, p. 234-5, The italicisation of 'cosmopolita' is mine, while in the original it was written 
in parenthesis. 
329 Ibid., p. 34, English, p. 236. 
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Man is here to be understood as the principle of unification and unity 

(Vereinigungsprinzip)330 for it is in man that theoretical and practical reason find their 

expression: arguably, this is precisely what Foucault is interested in in his last two courses at 

the Collège de France as we will see. This is also reminiscent of the expression “phenomenon 

of the phenomenon” and that of “double affectation”, and it reminds us that we are relating 

critical thought with that of man, without however abandoning the realm of transcendental 

philosophy. Most importantly, as Marty had argued, what is at stake in the Opus Postumum is 

a reconceptualization of the whole project of transcendental philosophy and therewith, of the 

autonomy, now conceived not as merely encompassing morality, but as relating to the question 

of self-positing, inseparable empirical elements or “sensible conditions of application.”331  

For Kant, this implied self-criticism, which he espoused here. The subject that posits itself 

in the Opus Postumum is no longer merely a subject of autonomy merely as moral quality, but 

rather autonomy as the capacity for self-creation. Subject of the Opus Postumum is thus in 

Kant’s own words: “founder and originator of his own self, by the quality of personality: the I 

am.”332 As such, Kantian subject here is constituted as productive and as such constitutive of 

itself. It is not merely the subject of legislation as obligation (prohibitionist model in Foucault’s 

account) but is productive of itself in its quality of being able to found itself precisely both in 

the realm of transcendental and empirical, and it is this that now constitutes the autonomy.  

For the problem arises, as Thorndike has put it from the fact that “autonomy is a noumenal 

property of the will, and it is only in virtue of this property that agents can distinguish their 

agency from physical causation. However, agency takes place in the phenomenal world.333 This 

is why Paul Guyer stresses the importance of Kant’s perspective which is different to that of 

Wolff for whom both man and world depended on God or Spinoza for whom the world and 

men were but iterations or substances of God334, Kant, unlike these two perspective, treats man 

in the Opus Postumum as “being which unites these concepts”335 (of God and world). 

 
330 Förster, 1998, op.cit., p. 358. 
331 Thorndike, Oliver, Kant’s Transition Project and Late Philosophy. Connecting the Opus Postumum and 
Metaphysics of Morals, Bloomsbury, London, 2018. Thorndike explains in the introduction the aim of his 
book which stems not just from relating two of Kant’s works, but solving a broader issues within the Kant 
scholarship, namely that of autonomy as seen on the one hand “noumenal property of the will”, and on the 
other as something applied in the phenomenal world. This is what according to him Kant of the Opus 
Postumum tries to do.  
332 Opus.post., p. 14, English p. 221. Italics mine. 
333 Thorndike, op. cit. p. 14. 
334 On this point see: Guyer, Paul, Kant on Freedom, Law and Happiness, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2000, p. 403.  
335 Opus.post. p.21, English p. 233.  
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This is then is what constitutes the peculiarly new perspective between Metaphysik der 

Sitten and Opus Postumum, found between “a priori morality and embodied agency” as 

Thorndike has put it. The aim of Opus Postumum in other words is precisely to resolve the 

issue which in the KrV was that of the role of the subject in the synthesis of the manifold of 

experience, whereas here it is about the synthesis of the manifold in the sense that “the moral 

transition connects the supreme value of autonomy with its manifold implementations in 

specific circumstances.”336 This is the role of the transition discussed in the Selbstsetzunglehre, 

where the subject is thought in the transition from empty to sensible space,337 to a whole (unity 

between theoretical and practical) which is in question for Kant.  

It can be said that Kant never fully succeeded in uniting them, and equally it can be said 

that this was a task Foucault undertakes. It is from these premises, although not stated in these 

terms, that Foucault in effect departs in his reading of Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology and 

generally Kant’s work which will appear as decisive throughout the 1980s and the question of 

self-constitution so crucial for Foucault. But not only 1980s, since from here a whole series of 

further consequences concerning his work throughout the 1960s arise as well.  We will now 

turn to Foucault in order to see what all this means for the development of his work, principally 

in the late 1950s and into the 1960s, as it is not difficult to hear the echo (and echo does not 

mean that Foucault simply took these to be his own arguments, but it does imply that the use 

he made of them is more profound than usually accepted) of many of the Kantian discussions 

and arguments we saw above.  

The latter can be discerned in Foucault’s criticism of psychology, psychiatry, physiology 

and medicine, and ultimately in his understanding how the sciences humaines came to be at 

all, or in other words the very core of what culminated in Foucault’s archaeological project as 

such. By this it is not meant that these themes were not discussed in the French intellectual 

context or that they were not part of French tradition. Of course, they were: from Condillac and 

Destutt de Tracy to Maine de Biran, les Idéologues or French sociology of the 19th century— 

in a different form in the French philosophy of concept— in some sense main the adversaries 

of Foucault,  which he often without saying so explicitly, addresses throughout this phase of 

his work.  In order for them to become his adversaries and polemical targets, he is forced to 

make some choices. Although Foucault does not want to discuss transcendental consciousness 

 
336 Thorndike, op.cit. p. 163.  
337 Cf. Wedemeyer, Arnd, Kant Spacing Out, in: MLN , Apr., 1994, Vol. 109, No. 3, German Issue (Apr., 
1994), pp. 372-398. , p. 380.  
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nor the founding subject, he constantly has to face their avatars. In order to make sense of this 

situation his choice had to be that of Kant. Foucault recognised very early on that Kant was a 

thinker who was more than a transcendental philosopher in the strict sense, grasping that Kant’s 

anthropology consisted of both a metaphysical and empirical element so as to foster the 

moment of social progress. Kant’s philosophy thus enabled him to think savoir (knowledge) 

rather than connaissance. This very distinction is possible only and only to the extent that we 

think of Kant or better neo-Kantianism, in particular Dilthey and his differentiation between 

Erkennen und Verstehen. What Foucault then sees in Kant is not just a philosopher standing at 

the “threshold of our modernity” as he will say, but the very texts he read enabled him to 

(in)form his own philosophy, to base it as it were on reading Kant’s “marginal” texts, using 

them in a novel way so as to broaden his own perspective and understand the ruptures that 

ensued after Kant.  
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3. FOUCAULT'S READINGS OF KANT: FROM ANTHROPOLOGY TO 
ETHNOLOGY TO ARCHAEOLOGY AS A „RUINOLOGY“ 

 

3.1.  Foucault, Kant and the project of an archaeology 
 
Now that have we have established that Foucault in fact belonged to a neo-Kantian school 

or tradition, even a positivist one, as Descombes338 does not hesitate to call it, it is only logical 

to ask: to what extent is Foucault indeed an heir of a tradition that relied heavily on Kant, even 

when and where Kant was a polemical target and not simply a model to be followed? The 

answer was given by Foucault himself on several occasions. Firstly, he retrospectively claims, 

for example in the preface to Canguilhem’s “The normal and the pathological”, that his line of 

thought clearly follows Kant. He will repeat the same line, which we should rather understand 

as a philosophical gesture, as processual, rather than simply a linear and literal statement of his 

Kantianism tout court, in the short entry Foucault composed about himself in a philosophic 

dictionary edited by Denis Husiman using the not so secretive pseudonym Maurice Florence 

(M.F).339 This is one of many passages where Foucault incessantly repeats his allegiance to 

Kant and the problematics opened by him, and I take it to be even more relevant precisely 

because of its temporal posterity, which then presupposes a logical anteriority. In other words, 

it is precisely because Foucault is writing about himself, after having followed his 

philosophical road of impossible analogies and themes, he still comes back to the problems 

posed and raised by Kant. Moreover, he admits that Kantian problems were always his, guiding 

his research and philosophical project in its totality. We will quote a lengthy passage from this 

intervention, or better gesture:  

 

 
“To the extent that Foucault fits into the philosophical tradition, it is the critical tradition of 

Kant, and his project could be called a Critical History of Thought. This should not be taken to mean 
a history of ideas that would be at the same time an analysis of errors that might be gauged after the 
fact; or a decipherment of the misinterpretations linked to them and on which what we think today 
might depend. If what is meant by thought is the act that posits a subject and an object, along with 
their various possible relations, a critical history of thought would be an analysis of the conditions 
under which certain relations of subject to object are formed or modified, insofar as those relations 

constitute a possible knowledge [savoir].  

 
338 Descombes, op.cit. 
339 Huisman, op.cit.  
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It is not a matter of defining the formal conditions of a relationship to the object; nor is it a 

matter of isolating the empirical conditions that may, at a given moment, have enabled the subject in 
general to become acquainted with an object already given in reality. The problem is to determine 

what the subject must be, to what condition he is subject, what status he must have, what position he 
must occupy in reality or in the imaginary, in order to become a legitimate subject of this or that type 
of knowledge [connaissance]. In short, it is a matter of determining its mode of "subjectivation," for 
the latter is obviously not the same, according to whether the knowledge involved has the form of an 
exegesis of a sacred text, a natural history observation, or the analysis of a mental patient's behaviour. 

But it is also and at the same time a question of determining under what conditions something can 
become an object for a possible knowledge [connaissance], how it may have been problematized as 

an object to be known, to what selective procedure [procedure de découpage] it may have been 
subjected, the part of it that is regarded as pertinent. So, it is a matter of determining its mode of 
objectivation, which is not the same either, depending on the type of knowledge [savoir] that is 

involved.  
 

This objectivation and this subjectivation are not independent of each other. From their mutual 
development and their interconnection, what could be called the "games of truth" come into being-that 

is, not the discovery of true things but the rules according to which what a subject can say about 
certain things depends on the question of true and false. In sum, the critical history of thought is 

neither a history of acquisitions nor a history of concealments of truth; it is the history of 
"veridictions," understood as the forms according to which discourses capable of being declared true 
or false are articulated concerning a domain of things. What the conditions of this emergence were, 
the price that was paid for it, so to speak, its effects on reality and the way in which, linking a certain 

type of object to certain modalities of the subject, it constituted the historical a priori of a possible 
experience for a period of time, an area and for given individuals.  

 
Now, Michel Foucault did not pose this question-or this series of questions, which are those of 

an "archaeology of knowledge" -and does not wish to pose it concerning just any game of truth, but 
concerning only those in which the subject himself is posited as an object of possible knowledge: 

What are the processes of subjectivation and objectivation that make it possible for the subject qua 
subject to become an object of knowledge [connaissance], as a subject? Of course, it is a matter not 

of ascertaining how a "psychological knowledge" was constituted in the course of history but of 
discovering how various truth games were formed through which the subject became an object of 

knowledge.”340 
 

 

Taken as an accurate summary - and in my opinion this is indeed one of the most succinct 

summa of Foucault’s philosophical project - we can see here how the issues raised by Kantian 

critique and the contents of the previous chapter overlap. According to this, Foucault was in 

fact a classical philosopher concerned with the relationship between subject and object. 

Moreover, he describes his own philosophical endeavour as the attempt to describe the positing 

of the subject as an object of knowledge (connaisance), or rather he tried to show how, in what 

ways, and under what circumstances it was possible for the subject to posit itself as an object. 

 
340 Foucault, Michel, DÉ II, 1976-1988. Gallimard, Paris, 2001. p. 1450-1. English translation in: Rabinow 
Paul, Essential Works of Foucault. Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology, The New Press, New York, 1998, 
pp. 459-460. Italics are mine.  
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What is the relationship between objectivation and subjectivation? How and in what ways do 

they determine each other, according to which modality is this relationship possible?  

The form of Foucault’s questioning is that of Kant, not in the sense that Foucault uses a 

transcendental subject to found and conduct his inquiry, but precisely in the sense that he 

continues where Kant had left off. Foucault’s questions about the modality of this relationship, 

of the subject positing itself as an object (in a double sense, as the object for itself and the 

object of the sciences), the status of the subject, the status of the knowledge that results from 

this, the subject’s passivity or activity— these are all questions essentially posed by Kant and 

pursued all the way to his Opus Postumum.  

These are, by extension, questions that the French epistemological tradition adopts, and it 

is from this perspective or position that its thinkers develop their specific approach to the 

sciences and to the philosophy of the concept as opposed to the subject.341 How successful this 

change of perspective is in avoiding the traps of Kant’s transcendental and founding subject 

remains an open question, for it could be said that the philosophy of the concept is struck by 

the same aporia as the philosophy of the subject. We now turn our attention to the variations 

in Kantian themes within Foucault’s discourse from the late 1950s up to the end of 1960s. We 

will start with some of his early essays and progressively develop the argument that we will 

end with the Archaeology of Knowledge, the book that closes a “golden decade” of French 

philosophy.  

Indeed, Foucault not only closed but opened this “golden decade”: from Folie et déraison: 

histoire de la folie à l'âge classique (1961) to L’archéologie du savoir (1969). It is important 

to recognise the affinities and complementarities between these two works and think of 

Foucault as a philosopher who is grappling with the problem of the transcendental, theorising 

its ramifications, without ever saying explicitly that that is the framework he operates within. 

From this perspective, one of Foucault’s earliest texts of interest is “La recherche scientifique 

et la psychologie” (1957).342 The first reason why this text is important is because here we find 

 
341 This is at least the sense attributed to this problematic by Foucault in his text dedicated to G.Canguilhem, 
La vie: l’expérience et la science, op. cit. This brings me to ask: to what extent is this position essentially 
Kantian? It has to presuppose a concept (say, a concept of life) and subsume under it everything else, and as 
we have seen Kant himself posited life and the principle of vitality in his Opus postumum, which we know 
for a fact Foucault had read. I am not trying to imply that Canguilhem did so too, but the question remains 
open as to what exactly their relationship to Kant is, given that Kant’s philosophy, as we already above, 
could be said to have generated both positivism and anti-positivism in philosophy.  
342 DÉ I, op.cit., pp.165-186. It is interesting that here, just as in Les Mots et les Choses, psychoanalysis will, 
on the one hand, be criticised and, on the other, will be praised. This represents the argument that he will 
later, in a somewhat different form, repeat in Les Mots and les Choses, where psychoanalysis and ethnology 
will be defined as counter-sciences. We will come back to this later.  
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one of his earliest clearly defined counterpositions of history to other disciplines, in this case 

psychology. The second reason is that here the notion of the historical a priori343 in Foucault 

appears for the first time in all its clarity. The third reason is the implicitly (if not explicitly) 

Kantian theme of the critique of psychology—and let us not forget that phenomenology with 

Husserl was on the same track, as was the entire French tradition of the epistemology of the 

sciences—which by the time Foucault is writing this text is of course understood as a positivist 

science, the child of the 19th century search for the principle that could, against Kant, Hegel 

and philosophy tout court, posit certainty within the physiological parameters of the biological 

organism. In this sense, Foucault’s project could and should be seen as a defence of precisely 

that philosophical line that rejects and refutes the very idea of a living organism or body to be 

reduced solely to its physiological characteristics.  

The text in question is, we claim, of a programmatic character and represents Foucault’s 

attempt to come to terms with what would come to dominate his philosophical discourse. 

Namely, the creation as it were of a certain scientific positivity, fields of scientific objectivities 

that then produce or allow for domains of research to emerge and delimit the very scope and 

limit of a certain science and the discourse defining it and belonging to it, and the forms or 

types of both subjectivity and objectivity it produces.  Foucault thus claims that the “historical 

a priori of psychology is this possibility of being (possibilité d’être) based on exclusion, 

scientific or not.”344  

The mode of operating of psychology is then always, at least potentially, based on 

exclusion, and Foucault continues posing the question whether or not there is a true and a false 

psychology, one that is practiced by the psychologists and the other that philosophers speculate 

over. Foucault’s answer is allusive, by no means conclusive, but it nonetheless gives itself away 

in the very criticism of the psychology to which it is committed. Even more interestingly, his 

analyses reveal another polemical target Foucault will never cease to confront: psychoanalysis, 

embodied here by Freud. For Foucault, the practice of research in psychology is exactly the 

opposite of what for centuries has been medical practice; if medical practice was based on the 

 
343 For a detailed and varied discussions about the notion of historical a priori in Foucault see: Continental 
Philosophy Review (March, 2016), Historical a priori in Husserl and Foucault (special issue);  Lebrun, 
Gérard. Notes on phenopmenology in Les Mots et les Choses, in: Ewald François Ed.: Michel Foucault, 
Philosopher. Harvester Wheatsheaf, Exeter, 1992, pp. 20-38; Han, op. cit., p.65. For Han, the first 
deployment of the notion of historical a priori is to be found in Foucault's Naissance de la Clinique and Les 
Mots et Choses, but its usage as we see is prior to these works, and stems precisely from what we can 
recognise as a Kantian-inspired criticism of psychology.  
344 Foucault, Michel, in: DÉ I, op.cit., p.166. 
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visible, on the body, on anatomy, vivisection and dissection, psychology is in fact “une 

enterprise magique,”345 it conceals more than it reveals precisely because it appears not to have 

any proper content, for unlike research in the other sciences the fact that it deals with man 

himself renders its techniques non-“utilisable” in the manner of chemistry or physics, but 

instead “alienable”.346  This is why Foucault’s turn against Freud— although the overall status 

of Freud in this text is ambiguous to say the least and we can follow this trace all the way to 

Les mots et les choses, where the concluding sections will be dedicated to the (im)possibility 

of psychoanalysis as a way out of the trap of finitude and the invention of man— who he claims 

has reduced “human existence to the determinism of homo natura”,347 a deeply problematic 

gesture in which Foucault recognises the proximity and similarity of psychoanalysis in its 

Freudian version with psychology.  

This is because in both cases we have a reductionist approach whereby social and affective 

relationships and other dimensions of experience are “deciphered in mechanic or dynamic 

terms”348 and the scandal introduced by Freud consists in the fact that “for the first time in the 

history of psychology the negativity of nature was not referred to the positivity of the human 

consciousness, but this positivity was denounced as the negative of the natural positivity.”349 

The reversal performed by psychoanalysis as well as by psychology introduces nature as 

positivity and man is in effect shown to be the negativity of nature: this, Foucault claims, was 

Freud’s innovation and is today “the condition of possibility of all research in psychology.”350  

In this sense, there is a fundamental difference for Foucault between critique in the form 

of the critique of History by history, which ultimately has the meaning of foundation, whereas 

psychological critique deploying the notion of psyche merely has the sense of negation. The 

fundamental difference is that historical critique performs a demystification, it results in what 

Foucault calls a “positive consciousness”, whereas psychology merely takes the form of an 

exorcism.351 These views will come to dominate much of Foucault’s early archaeological work, 

 
345 Ibid., p.178. 
346 Ibid., p.180; and we can intuit how the young Foucault here is still using Marxist categories like alienation 
in order to corroborate his argument.  
347 Ibid., p. 181. 
348 Ibid., p. 182. 
349 Ibid., p. 181. 
350 Ibid., p. 182. Foucault in this period is still greatly impressed with Freudian psychoanalysis, the science 
that together with ethnology, he thinks, as he will state later, forms a counter-knowledge as it were, counter-
science, able to provide the lines of future research and understanding of the question of man.  
351 Ibid., p.175; and here one can see the importance of this text for Foucault’s later work, in particular 
Histoire de la Folie and Naissance de la Clinique, which will in various ways deal with the issue of illness, 
insanity and the difference between the historical and the logical, that is between the conditions of possibility 
and the existence of an empirical phenomenon as such. Also, we can see Foucault’s rather historicist 
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also coinciding with his thesis on Kant’s Anthropology (1960) which we shall now examine in 

order to understand the extent to which this work marked Foucault’s engagement with Kant 

generally and his archaeology in particular as both an approach to history and historical 

approach to the sciences and disciplines. In order to do so, we will move between Foucault’s 

own reading and the Heideggerian mediation to determine where he follows and where he 

diverges from Heidegger. In this regard, I think it important to state certain disagreements with 

several interpretations offered in the secondary literature. The next section will be devoted to 

what I take to be Foucault’s autonomous reading of Kant on the one hand, and on the other the 

interpretations it has received in the secondary literature. 

 

3.2. Foucault’s reading of Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology and Opus 
postumum and its consequences 

 
 

Foucault’s translation of and commentary on Kant’s Anthropology from a Pragmatic 

Point of View was part of the “these complémentaire” he completed under the supervision of 

Jean Hyppolite.352 Foucault left this thesis unpublished and its successor could be said to be 

the book published six years later, namely Les Mots et les Choses. The secondary literature 

has, in fact from very early on, argued that both these works bear the trace of his reading of 

Nietzsche and Heidegger. Whilst their influence is obvious, it is also the case that these 

readings or approaches minimise the impact that Foucault’s own reading of Kant had on his 

subsequent philosophy. Better still, reducing Foucault simply to other influences denies the 

possibility of an autonomous intellectual development which would presuppose the basic leçon 

Foucault learned from the venerable philosopher from Königsberg.  

Introduction à l'Anthropologie (IAK) actually testifies to this in several important places. 

Following Heidegger’s trace in availing himself of the very same edition the latter used and 

quoted in his Kant Buch, Foucault writes his commentary at a time when the Pragmatic 

Anthropology is at the margins of interest and the Opus Postumum barely discussed even 

within Kantian circles. And it is the introduction of the Opus Postumum to the reading of the 

 
approach to history and to the history of particular disciplines and sciences, as he himself somewhere 
remarked that in this period he was still a resolutely historicist in his view of the things.  
352 Foucault's commentary Introduction à l'Anthropologie, Vrin, Paris, 2008, pp. 11-85, (IAK). 
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Anthropology that in fact differentiates Foucault’s approach from that of Heidegger. This is 

why Foucault will ultimately step out from the “image of the world” that Heidegger was trying 

to impose, of a Kant who had brought his project to an end by reducing the entire question of 

his philosophy to that of man.353 I believe that the influence of Vuillemin’s book that we 

analysed in a previous chapter is the reason why Foucault distanced himself from the 

Heideggerian interpretation: precisely because Vuillemin showed that Heidegger too is 

involved in yet another displacement of the problem of the transcendental. The critical 

literature has given quite a lot of interpretative power to some key concepts that are indeed 

important for Foucault’s reading, such as the relationship between Können and Sollen, the 

notions of Spiel, Gedankenspiel, Gemüt and/or temporality (Zeitlichkeit). Interestingly, the best 

books to be written with specific reference to IAK are also written by women. It is in the works 

of Mariapaola Fimiani, Béatrice Han and Andrea Hemminger that we find analyses of these 

central concepts. My reading, although indebted to theirs, is quite different. In particular, I 

disagree with Béatrice Han’s claim that the importance of Foucault’s commentary on Kant’s 

Pragmatic Anthropology is “strategic” rather than “theoretical.”354 I do not see how the two 

could at all be separated, given the framework Foucault operates in. This is most clearly visible 

in his overall debt to Kant and the fact that he does not, ever, criticise Kant per se. The 

polemical targets Foucault choses are always, as a rule, the traditions of post-Kantianism, 

above all those of 19th century, and not Kant himself.  

Hence, I think that the commentary has not only strategic, but first and foremost theoretical 

value. Foucault used Kant to make philosophical, that is, theoretical points. Certainly, Foucault 

is not a philosopher of transcendental subjectivity in stricto sensu, but nor is he is the 

postmodern relativist trying to dispel any meaningful notion of the subject either.  I think 

Balibar’s notion of “destitution” comes closest to describing not only Foucault’s project, but 

that of most of his contemporaries.355 Against the grain, I focus on those areas and points the 

secondary literature has left underdeveloped or underexplored, in particular Foucault’s real 

debts to Kant.  

 
353 And here I disagree with the thesis developed by Han which completely disregards the fact that Foucault’s 
reading of Kant’s Anthropology confronted the problem of finitude in a new way, opposing it to Heidegger’s 
ontology. See: Han, pp. 55-59. 
354 Han, op.cit., p. 32. 
355 Balibar refers to Lacan: “On a rappelé au cours de la discussion que le mot « destituer », auquel 
s’opposent, de diverses façons, « instituer », « restituer », « constituer », était de Lacan.”, Balibar, 2005, 
op.cit., p. 14. 
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The single most important of these is to the Anthropology and the Opus Postumum when 

it comes to his criticism of psychology, physiology, psychiatry or medicine: in a word, 

empirical disciplines that have all made claims to know and cognize human subjectivity whilst 

being completely based on the exteriority and understanding of the object. This I take to be 

Foucault’s fundamental Kantian lesson. A lesson he himself will acknowledge and profoundly 

assume. In an interview published in 1966 Foucault distances himself from Heidegger, 

claiming that today there are “two kinds of philosophers. Those who open new paths to thought 

like Heidegger, and those who in some sense play the role of archaeologist, who study the 

space within which thought is deployed, as well as the conditions of this thought, its mode of 

constitution.”356 This interview is published six years after IAK, but this does not diminish its 

importance, in particular as it stands precisely between Foucault’s Les Mots et les Choses and 

Archéologie du savoir. It perfectly captures the fundamental difference between the two, 

namely the level, stratum and space of the application of thought, its point d’appui, neither its 

origin nor its originary, but rather its conditions of thought and the way it is understood or 

applied in concrete, empirical and phenomenal reality, in concrete history and not in the 

originary historicity of being.357 In this, Foucault is once again closer to Kant than he is to 

either Heidegger or Nietzsche for that matter, for both of them are in fact thinkers of the origin. 

The one negative, the other positive. This is as far from Foucault as can possibly be and is 

already visible from IAK onwards. So, what is the significance of Kant’s Pragmatic 

anthropology according to Foucault?  

The “notice historique” that precedes Foucault’s commentary shows the extent and depth 

of his study of Kant, in particular the trajectory and genealogy of Kant’s thought in relation to 

the lectures on Anthropology and the published work of 1798. Foucault thus relates the latter 

to a whole series of issues and themes spanning from the pre-critical to the critical periods.358 

He begins by recognising that the pragmatic anthropology as conceived by Kant is more than 

Schulkenntnis, and that as such it contains the seeds of a knowledge that concerns the world 

and society as a whole, in their totality. According to Foucault, it explores not freedom or its 

 
356 Qu’est-ce qu’un philosophe? Interview with M.G. Foy, 1966, in : DÉ I, op. cit.  p. 581. As for the concept 
of space as an organising principle within Foucault’s thought and its Kantian origins, see: Deleuze, Gilles,  
Foucault, Éditions de Minuit, Paris, 2004 [1986]. Deleuze plays with the notion of space (space, topology, 
visibility, the visible, strata…) and the allusions to Kant in Foucault’s entire philosophical project.  
357 For the claim that IAK represents a distancing from both Heidegger and Sartre, although the distancing 
from Heidegger remains fundamentally unexplained, see: Sardinha, Diogo, Le Kant de Foucault. Une lecture 
téléologique de l’anthropologie, In: Kant-Studien (2012), 103. Jahrg., pp. 361–369, pp. 367-8.  
358 IAK, op.cit, pp. 11-34 in particular. I aim to offer a better interpretation of Foucault’s distancing from 
Heidegger, one that in fact cuts across the question of finitude.  
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use taken per se, nor „pouvoir“ (Können) or „devoir“ (Sollen)  in their separation, but precisely 

in the „play which pins them one to another, where the world becomes school within the 

prescriptions of a culture.359  

We come to the heart of the matter: the man of the Anthropology is neither homo natura 

nor the pure subject of freedom; he is caught within the synthesis already at work in his 

relationship to the world.”360 Thus Foucault reads what he calls „the heart of the matter“ in 

exactly the way that Kant expounds his own views of the Pragmatic Anthropology.We saw that 

this discipline deals neither with pure nature nor with pure freedom, but precisely with the 

question of what we can do as free acting beings, enclosed within a relationship to the whole, 

in our co-imbrication with the world, a question which the Opus Postumum sought to 

consummate and finalize. This is the reason I claim, against the secondary literature, that 

Foucault’s aperçu concerning the world is here much more Kantian than Heideggerian.361 

 It is also why reading Foucault as an ethnologist and his philosophy— along with the 

entire structuralist philosophy and ethnology362— as ethnology aligns him even more closely 

to the project of the Pragmatic Anthropology. The concept of the world Foucault operates with 

in his commentary is the Kantian one of the Opus Postumum. He argues that the roots of the 

Pragmatic Anthropology are to be found in the section dedicated to the paralogisms of pure 

reason from the First Critique: “without saying so, it [anthropology] distances itself from 

rational psychology.”363 But, Foucault does not end there. The strength of Kant’s argument lies 

precisely in the fact that Kant also dispelled the possibility of Pragmatic Anthropology being 

related to empirical psychology, and this move as we have seen determines Foucault’s own 

understanding of the problem of finitude and Kant’s peculiar role in the history of philosophy. 

 
359 This is, in my reading, reminiscent of Foucault’s later usages and his own self-description as ethnologist 
of Western culture, a project that coincides with Foucauldian archaeology as such. For some authors, the 
pragmatic aspect, situated in Können and Sollen, will be important for Foucault’s later development of the 
notions of “pratiques et rapports du soi à soi”. See: Volbers, Jörg, Michel Foucault, philosophe de la liberté? 
Sur sa lecture de Kant dans l'Introduction à l'Anthropologie, Rue Descartes, 2012/3, pp. 6-20, p. 18. 
360 IAK, op.cit., p. 34. 
361 And here it is worth recalling that one of the first interpretations that related Foucault's project to that of 
Heidegger was that of Rabinow and Dreyfus. See: Rabinow, Paul, & Dreyfus, Hubert, Michel Foucault: 
Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1982. Although not dealing 
directly with IAK, they set the tone for later critical encounters between Foucault and Heidegger. For a 
detailed discussion, see: Rayner, Timothy, Foucault's Heidegger: Philosophy and Transformative 
Experience, Continuum Press, 2007; and Milchman, A, and Rosenberg, A, Ed.: Foucault and Heidegger. 
Critical Encounters, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 2003.  
362 Balibar, 2005, op.cit.   
363 IAK, op.cit., p. 36. 
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Foucault states: “one understands that Anthropology has ultimately rendered empirical 

psychology and a knowledge of the spirit entirely based on nature impossible.”364  

Nature here is obviously to be understood as a sphere of pure externality and objectivity, 

a theme often discussed in the secondary literature, but symptomatically never related to its 

Kantian origins. For Foucault, by refusing to found anthropology on either rational or empirical 

psychology, Kant is not the thinker that posits finitude for finitudes sake, as for example 

Heidegger will claim. Although Foucault is without doubt even influenced by him, his position 

is fundamentally different to that of Heidegger. The points where they differ are several, but 

the crucial one is the fact that Foucault, in the final instance, relates the project of Anthropology 

to that of Critique, without collapsing the critical project into anthropology pure and simple as 

Heidegger does. Before we come to this section, let us interrogate in detail why is it that 

Foucault reads Kant’s Anthropology against the grain, that is, understanding that Kant occupies 

a peculiar position at the threshold of our modernity as he will claim later.  

Foucault’s interpretative strategy lies in his absolutely unique reading of Kant’s work, 

which not only combines insights from both the Pragmatic Anthropology and Opus Postumum, 

but on a more fundamental level treats them as separate in order to unify them towards the end 

of his commentary where he shows their complementarity. The importance of Kant’s strategy 

for Foucault is that it works, as it were, on a different level, operates within a different sphere 

so as to repeat the argument already developed in the Critique of Pure Reason. In this sense, 

the Anthropology is to be seen as “a negative of the Critique.”365 In my opinion, this is a key 

moment, one that will determine his entire subsequent archaeological project. As such, it 

deserves further reflection. If one thinks of the negative, that something is or appears as the 

negative of something else, it usually means that it either appears as its reverse image, as its 

opposite, and thus as a complementary and constitutive moment or part, or as in the case of an 

X-ray or photographic negative, it sheds light on what is usually obscured and, vice versa, it 

obscures what is usually visible.  

In this play between the visible and the invisible, between the obscure and the transparent 

lies Foucault’s entire relationship to Kant. If the relationship between the Anthropology and 

the Critique is such that one is or appears as the negative of the other, I claim that same can be 

said of Foucault and Kant. In other words, Foucault appears precisely as the negative of Kant, 

for his philosophical project is to be understood as an attempt to transform the transcendental 

 
364 Ibid., p. 39. Italics mine.  
365 Ibid., p. 41. Italics mine.   
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project. For the moment, let us say that in Foucault this appearance as negative has a 

constitutive role. If for Kant the moment of transcendental consciousness and the I of 

apperception is crucial for his entire critical project, his later moral and political philosophy, in 

Foucault this is precisely what is obscured, as in a photographic negative.  

Instead, what is rendered visible are the relationships and elements that render a certain 

savoir (knowledge) acceptable and applicable over another, or better he shows, functioning as 

Kant’s negative, under what conditions of possibility a science is conceived in one and not 

another way, how is it that the subject is posited as object and why is it that a certain object is 

chosen over another in certain historical periods.366 After having established that the Pragmatic 

Anthropology excludes both rational and empirical psychology— one of the key points 

established by Foucault— the aim is to delimit as it were its own content.  

This is where Foucault introduces the Kantian notion of Gemüt367 (see chapter 2). But, as 

Foucault notices, this concept, although one of the central pillars of Kant’s Pragmatic 

Anthropology, is not used independently. Given that its form is not sufficient to show the 

complexity of the matter nor to produce effects independently, it is not possible to think the 

role of Gemüt without joining it with another concept, that of Geist. And it is precisely here 

that Foucault, although taking inspiration from Heidegger, at the same time significantly 

diverges from him. Whereas, as we saw, for Heidegger the concept of Gemüt was one of the 

central concepts of the Kantian enterprise in general, and the one that crucially preserved 

something of the “originary”, for Foucault there is nothing originary in Gemüt, precisely 

because it is not self-standing and as such is not directly productive of further actions.  The 

main point, notwithstanding the importance of Gemüt, lies in “a discrete presence of Geist 

[that] is no less decisive…if we pause for a second we arrive at a principle, not simply a 

Vermögen such as memory, attention or knowledge [connaissance] in general…”368  

German scholar, Andrea Hemminger underlines the fact that the term Geist is not 

uncommon in Kant’s work and that moreover he uses it quite often in a non-pejorative sense, 

 
366 In this sense, I think that the interpretation of Han is wrong, not because she claims that Foucault’s project 
failed due to the lack of an ontology, but because, although she recognises the “strategic importance of the 
Commentary for archaeology”, she fails to understand the deep underlying structure of Foucault’s 
archaeology as fundamentally an expression and development of Kant at the very level of the structure of 
this negative repetition, or what Ricœur called “Kantianism without the transcendental subject”.  
367 For a beautiful interpretation that insists on the importance of Gemüt (but does not acknowledge 
Foucault’s insistence on Geist as a moving principle behind Gemüt) see: Fimiani, op.cit, pp. 111-114; see 
also: Hemminger, op.cit., pp. 35-38. 
368 IAK, op.cit., p. 37. Italics are mine.  
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and always concerning the aesthetic point of view.369 This is, as we have seen, the case in his 

Anthropology as well. For Foucault, the importance of Geist reveals itself not only in the fact 

that it is a “belebende Prinzip”, but also essentially “an originary fact that in its transcendental 

version implies that the infinite is never already there (n’est jamais là)…and in its empirical 

version that the infinite animates the movement towards the truth and the inexhaustible 

succession of its forms.”370 In my view, this is the crux of all Foucault’s subsequent 

archaeological readings throughout the 1960s. Without Geist it would be impossible to think 

Gemüt as an active principle, that is Gemüt would end up being enclosed upon itself and 

anthropology would then be merely physiology and there would be no succession of forms.371 

Foucault thereafter becomes a thinker of forms in his own way and in his own right; the forms 

he analyses are overarching and entail Western culture in toto and the ways it developed and 

changed throughout history.  

In this sense, the crucial point for Foucault is not that of the criticism of possibility but of 

the possibility of criticism which would understand that that although there is contingency 

(form), we ought to recognise its necessity, of one form over another.  This is why for him 

Geist is simply “an originary fact that in its unique and sovereign structure rises above the 

necessity of a Critique and the possibility of Anthropology.”372 The theme of the originary in 

Anthropology represents an important part of Foucault’s interpretation,373 and although it gives 

away its Heideggerian motto this is not what concerns Foucault per se. He is interested in 

understanding the way that the Anthropology operates in relation to the Critique but is always 

fully aware that there is no “originary” that would precede empirical and phenomenal reality 

within the realm of Anthropology.  

This is because Anthropology distinguishes between “internal sense and apperception” 

whereby the “I conserves its unity, but arrives at consciousness here as a content of perception, 

and there [in the Critique] as the form of judgment, to the extent that it can affect itself, being 

in one and the same act “das bestimmende Subjekt” and “das sich selbst bestimmende 

Subjekt””374, because in the Anthropology something like “an originary passivity”375 does not 

exist. This demonstrates what we said earlier about the relationship between Geist and Gemüt, 

 
369 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 39. 
370 IAK, p. 40.  
371 See also, Han, op.cit., in particular pp. 28-36. 
372 IAK, p. 41. 
373 On this point see Han, op. cit., pp. 28-32.  
374 IAK, p. 23. The German phrases are in the French original.  
375 Ibid., p. 42. 
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namely the utter impossibility for Anthropology to be a mere physiology. Here Foucault comes 

precisely to the problem that will be important for all French (neo-Kantian) philosophy and for 

his own development of the concepts of episteme and savoir.  

The question of the a priori is fundamental: the order of the a priori in the Anthropology 

reveals itself as the inverse of the structure it has in the Critique: the a priori in the 

Anthropology within the order of concrete existence becomes originary, but not an originary 

that is chronologically first, rather it appears as always already there within the order of 

synthesis.376 The very idea that an originary can be and yet not be chronologically first is what 

enables the order of the Anthropology to appear, since it too follows the division of the faculties 

first introduced in the Critique. The Anthropology, at the level of sensibility, takes the division 

between Schein and Erscheinung from the first Critique. It thus reveals that the domain of the 

Anthropology is structurally different precisely because it is possible to hide within it what 

appearance is supposed to reveal and mirror, so that the very plasticity of the structure it 

addresses comes to the fore: “within the region of Anthropology, there is not one synthesis that 

is not threatened…possible experience defines both, in its limited circle, the field of truth and 

the field of the loss of truth.”377 For Foucault, the entire structure of the Anthropology is 

understood in this seemingly opposed and yet complementary relationship that exists between 

the two. Hence the division of the Anthropology into Didactic and Characteristic does not in 

any way represent “the reorganisation of Critique,”378 but in fact merely confirms it. In this 

sense, Anthropology represents - and this is consistent with its fidelity to Critique - the attempt 

to recognise the interior and the exterior of man: this is the true meaning of the anthropological 

Didactic, the first part of Kant’s pragmatic anthropology which can only discover, according 

to Foucault, inasmuch as it “teaches and prescribes”, disclosing thus its potentially normative 

order and character (which implies its relationship to the first Critique).  

The second part of Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, the Characteristic, “reveals that the 

totality of the phenomena- body, couple, race, species- are not once and for all given and closed 

upon themselves, but that they refer to the seemingly immobile truth of phenomena, to its 

radical possibilities that give them sense and movement: it allows the move from sign to power: 

“das Innere des Menschen aus dem Äußeren zu erkennen.”379 In this last part of the citation we 

can see and intuit why this text was so important for Foucault, in particular for the Foucault 

 
376 Ibid. 
377 Ibid., p. 43. 
378 Ibid., p. 45. 
379 Ibid. Italics are in the original text.  



 
 
 

119 

who saw himself as an “ethnologist of Western culture”, of the interplay and the relationships 

that have led to the formation of the sciences, the scientific disciplines and methods that have 

created peculiar objects of research precisely on the sole basis of using the implicit power of 

grasping the inner based on the outer, interiority based on exteriority. In both cases, as we saw 

in Kant, and as Foucault recognises, Anthropology can only arise to the extent that it is 

delimited from metaphysics.  

This is the sense of Kant’s criticism of both psychology and physiology and of Foucault’s 

reading of Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology. Although the passage just quoted is allusive, 

Foucault does not think that this is what Kant is trying to do in relationship to the whole that is 

so important for his entire project. The whole needs to be completed and this is why Foucault’s 

reading does not stop at merely repeating the Anthropology. He goes a step further fully aware 

that Anthropology the way Kant conceived it is not psychology, neither rational nor empirical 

psychology, nor can it ever be.  

Critical philosophy is not based on anthropology, but anthropology cannot do without 

critical philosophy. Foucault here introduces the Logic (we saw how Heidegger had dealt with 

the logic in the previous chapter) and the fourth question, “What is man?”, 380 as the question 

to which the three previous questions announced in the Critique of Pure Reason can be reduced, 

or to which they all lead. The text of the Logic, and Foucault does not fail to point this out, 

implies a double relationship, “first in relation to object, [and] second in relation to subject”, 

and he underlines the fact that the very text of Kant’s Anthropology nowhere implies that it is 

supposed to answer the fourth question, nor is it intended as an empirical interrogation of it. 

The analysis that pertains to offer an answer to the fourth question comes later, is in part related 

to the Logik, but is mostly to be found in the Opus Postumum.381  

Here the problem is that of reformulating the transcendental question and once more 

setting its limits, and one of the peculiarities of the Opus Postumum is that it did indeed 

introduce the notion of man- in particular in the section that Foucault seizes upon. Its 

importance lies precisely in the fact that “the world can be investigated within the implications 

of the “I am,”382 and in such a way so as to understand the mediating role of man as it were. 

This is why man in these writings is revealed as “a mediator from whom one can see developed 

“ein absoluter Ganze”. It is starting from man that the absolute can be thought in the first 

 
380 Cassirer, Vol VIII, pp. 343-344, AA IX, pp. 24-25, IAK, p. 47. 
381 IAK, pp. 47-8. 
382 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 46. 
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place.”383 Man, as part of the world is to himself an object of the outer sense, and thus a part 

of the world: “the world is discovered in the implications of the “I am” as a figure of the 

movement by which the I, becoming an object, takes place within the field of experience and 

finds its system of belonging in it.”384 But the world of the Opus Postumum was admittedly 

announced, as Foucault notes, in the Transcendental Analytic and the Refutation of Idealism, 

whereas the world here is in fact of a different order. Whereas in the Critique of Pure Reason 

the world was related to time determination as an object of inner experience, as Anschauung, 

in the Opus Postumum the world no longer presupposes a “Zeitbestimmung, but a 

Sinnesbestimmung of the I. The world is not given at the opening of All; it is present in the 

flexion over the whole (Ganze).385  

This is the true meaning of the world in transcendental philosophy as envisioned by Kant. 

The world is not the universe, the world is not autonomous per se, but forms the concept of a 

whole, of totality, and according to Foucault it is only starting from this whole (Ganze) that we 

can understand how the world implies or encloses a reality. Throughout the 1960s, Foucault 

will take as his own Kant’s saying that “der Begriff der Welt ist der Inbegriff des Daseins”.386 

For Foucault, this means that the world represents a world of relations and relationships, where 

all conceptual determinations take place as it were. The world is at the same time an opening 

to freedom and its internal limit. Once we have the world the way it is, it can yield no other 

relations to those in existence but, Foucault continues, “absolutely nothing prevents us from 

conceiving another system where other relationships, would be differently defined.”387  

Shortly after, Foucault offers a crucial interpretation of the importance and the meaning 

of the world within Kant’s Opus Postumum and its specific relationship to Anthropology: the 

world in its triple structure is at once “the source, domain and limit”, because the “possible can 

only be thought from a given system of actuality.”388 It is precisely this framework of possibility 

and actuality that will lead Foucault’s research, not only strategically as Han suggests, but 

theoretically as well.  The question of actuality, so important to the later Foucault, so 

 
383 Opus.post, p. 31, IAK p. 49. 
384 IAK, p. 50. 
385 IAK, p. 50, resembling Foucault’s ‘Pli’.  
386 AA XXI, p. 22, The English translation is somewhat misleading: ‘The concept of the world is the complex 
of the existence”, IAK, p. 50. 
387 IAK, p. 51. Italics are in the original. In my view, this conception of the world and the internal conflict 
that it entails, the possibility of being other and different, a possibility of the other (l’Autre) is already an 
explicitly Foucauldian theme that will span throughout his entire work, and is as we can see again or yet 
again inspired by Kant. In particular, we will see how this develops in his work of the 1960s.  
388 Ibid., p. 51. Italics mine.  
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fundamental for his later analyses of the Enlightenment and Kant (to which we will arrive), is 

already present here. World as source, domain and limit: these are at the same time for Foucault 

equivalent with thought itself- as in Kant, no possibility can be thought without the actuality 

which is itself already present in the world (déjà-là).  The triple structure of the world implies 

the three questions of the Critique: in relation to source we find the question “what can I 

know?”, in relation to domain the question “what ought I do?”, the limit responds to the 

question “what may I hope for?” Each corresponds first to the division established by the first 

Critique between sensibility, understanding and reason, and later on to each of the Critiques 

individually389 - and as in Kant, the three questions are fixed, but the answer to them lies in the 

possibility that can only give itself from present, that is actuality in Foucault’s case.  

Thus, the Fourth Critique is announced. In this sense, for Foucault the fourth, 

anthropological question does not have an independent content (although he does talk about an 

analysis of temporality reminiscent to that of Heidegger, he nevertheless refuses the 

independence of the fourth question), since it simply repeats and points to the three questions 

indicated. Relationships that exist between the world and man “are necessary correlations […] 

that form eine Ganze”.390 In this sense, man for Foucault is not the foundation or the principle 

of the whole (Ganze), because Ganze is given only in our relationship to the world, and not 

separately. This is why for Foucault the analysis of time and temporality form the inevitable 

framework where this relationship is played out and applied. This could be read in two ways: 

on the one hand, as the most Heideggerian aspect of the entire commentary: the time of the 

Critique is a transparent time of a synthetic activity which is not itself temporal, but 

constitutive, whereas time in the Anthropology “renders impenetrable synthetic acts, and 

substitutes the sovereignty of the Bestimmung to Kunst.”391  

On the other hand, according to Andrea Hemminger392, this could also be seen as “Erbe 

Kants”: namely, the fact that the Anthropology repeats the Critique not in the domain of a 

priori but of zeitlichkeit. For Foucault, like for Kant, there is no Ur, origin but the originary 

that is itself within time, that is temporal. It is in this context that Foucault speaks of the Kantian 

 
389 IAK, p. 51-2. 
390 IAK, p. 54-5. Foucault will insist on the notion of correlation, and thus will remain within the realm of 
the relationship subject-object. Perhaps somewhat paradoxically, I believe that Meillasoux’s notion of 
correlation is in fact heavily dependent on Foucault’s commentary on Kant’s Anthropology.  
391 IAK, p. 55. For a more detailed discussion of the notion of Kunst see: Fimiani, op.cit. Again it is important 
to note here that the notion of Kunst appears in Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, and thus should not be seen 
as a Heideggerian influence on Foucault. 
392 Hemminger, op.cit. p. 49. 
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leçon, stating that “there would be a false Anthropology- one that we know all too well: it is 

that which attempts to shift the structures of the a priori back to a beginning, to an archaism”.393  

Foucault’s analyses, although possibly stemming or taking inspiration from Heidegger, are not 

related nor motivated by the Seinsproblem of Heidegger’s Kantbuch.394 In my opinion, without 

a doubt, the targets here are both Heidegger and Sartre, and Foucault, immersed in Vuillemin’s 

interpretation, recognises Heidegger’s philosophy as also species of “false anthropology”, 

inclined to shift the a priori to some beginning and originary which would precede everything. 

This, for Foucault at least, is impossible. It is why, despite the fact that Heidegger is surely 

present and visible, in particular in the analyses of time, temporality and repetition, the fact 

that for Foucault there is a continuity between the Critique and Anthropology shows that his 

interpretation differs in a crucial aspect: he does not reject Anthropology as such but rather 

anthropological universals.  

The time of the Critique is the a priori form of intuition and as such the foundation, 

whereas the time of Anthropology shows the structure of the “Beziehung auf” characteristic of 

it, and whereas the time of the Critique is ultimately that of Vorstellung, the time of the 

Anthropology is the one that gives itself through Kunst. Foucault, however, fails to explain 

what the relationship between Vorstellung and Kunst would be, and how these are related in 

the Anthropology. Kant is explicit about this, saying that there is in effect a relationship 

between the two, and it is to be found precisely in the labour of Geist, which is not only a 

“belebende Prinzip”, but is also the “originality of thought” of our ability of Vorstellung, and 

thus the time of Vorstellung and the time of Kunst factually and actually are co-related and 

imply each other.395 The separation between the two is not as clear cut as Foucault seems to 

suggest precisely because there is the third moment to which he himself refers, namely the idea 

of the whole analysed in the Opus Postumum.  

For Foucault, Anthropology is ultimately “systematically projected” Critique that passes 

through and in time, but its main characteristic is in fact its “popularity” and the fact that it 

refers to man as Weltbürger (and here, we should not forget that Foucault himself in the 1980s 

 
393 IAK, p.58. The English translation published by Semiotexte has: “There could be a false anthropology- 
we know all too well what that would look like: it would attempt to go back to a beginning, to an archaism 
of fact or law, to the structures of the a priori.”- which is a material error in translation. Foucault in fact is 
stating the opposite, and criticising both Sartre and Heidegger. Sardinha, op. cit., sees here only Sartre 
precisely because he is apparently unaware of the mediation of Vuillemin.  
394 Cf. Heidegger, 1991, op.cit. p. 239.  
395 Anth. p. 248. Kant used the example of the painter of nature and painter of ideas. Only the painter of ideas 
is the master of beautiful art.  
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will say that we are all citizens of the world!- a moment to which we will return). What Foucault 

insists on is the fact that man is not “Weltbürger” in the quality of belonging to some group, 

but in the quality of possessing language, that is, “simply because he speaks”.396 The truth of 

Anthropology in this sense is not prior to language but depends on it. The Anthropology repeats 

the First Critique at the level of the empirical where we already find implied, at least according 

to Foucault, the Critique of Practical Reason: “the domain of the necessary is also the domain 

of the imperative. Anthropology, then, in its essence is the investigation of a field where the 

practical and the theoretical intersect [...] it reveals the belonging of truth and freedom.”397 And 

in this Foucault sees foreshadowed the themes of the Opus Postumum, those of God (source), 

world (domain), and man as their synthesis (limit), and it is these three notions that encompass 

the three questions of the Critiques. 

 This is why Foucault, having like Kant rejected psychological and physiological 

determinations as the grounds of any anthropology, places language, in Kant’s Anthropology 

relating to what is Geistige, to the fore. With this Foucault arrives at the problematics of 

finitude, that is, to Grenzen, in Kant. It is within these three notions of the Opus Postumum, 

source (a prioi), domain (originary) and limit (fundamental), that he sees virtually all 

philosophy after Kant being trapped: “since Kant, implicitly, the project of all philosophy will 

be to surpass this essential division, until the impossibility of a similar surpassing, outside of a 

reflection that repeats it, and by repeating it founds it, becomes clear.”398 This is what Foucault, 

unlike other post-Kantian philosophers, recognises in Kant’s Anthropology- its internal 

relationship to transcendental philosophy. By contrast with the post-Kantian mainstream, for 

which the Anthropology will in effect always be the source of confusion, Foucault assigns the 

Anthropology a mediating role between the a priori and the fundamental, which are never 

independent, for this would be to confuse the “analyses of conditions” with the “interrogation 

of finitude”.  

The polemical targets are then not only Husserl, but all philosophies that start from the 

“region of the fundamental”, all phenomenological philosophies and other “variations of the 

analysis of existence” which claim to, but cannot escape what Foucault calls “the mortgage of 

empiricity”.  The targets are again clear: both Sartre and Heidegger, who accept empiricity as 

it were, but deny its transcendentality (and this refers to Heidegger in particular). For Foucault, 

 
396 IAK, p. 64. 
397 Ibid., pp. 65-6. 
398 Ibid., p. 67 
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the problem of empiricity, of the empirical within the realm of anthropologico-critical, appears, 

but only to be resolved in the tension that cuts through the Anthropology: on the one hand, its 

relationship with the critical edifice and transcendental philosophy, but on the other, in its 

relationship to the whole series of issues dominant within the German intellectual climate of 

Kant’s time. This is part of the strength of the Anthropology, and this is why subsequent 

philosophy for Foucault could have fallen into what he calls the “anthropological illusion”, 

which he sees as the “mirror image of the transcendental illusion”.The problem here resides in 

the fact that philosophy after Kant failed to see “the necessary character of transcendental 

belonging not as a structure of truth, phenomenon and experience, but as one of concrete 

features of finitude. What Kant designated with it, in an ambiguous way as “natural” was 

forgotten as the fundamental form of the relationship to object and recuperated as “nature” of 

the human nature. Thus, the illusion instead of being defined by the movement that criticised 

it in a reflexion about knowledge (connaissance), was referred to the anterior level, where it 

appeared as at once unfolded and founded: it became the truth of the truth. […] this illusion 

defines now finitude as the par excellence retreat of truth: as that where it hides and that where 

it is always to be found”399  

In this sense, the anthropological illusion also belongs to the order of “regressive 

reflection” which forgets that finitude is never and can never be itself and that it always points 

to something other than itself, forgetting as it were that this other is itself “folded”400 or doubled 

within experience itself that it at the same time limits and founds. This finitude is not thinkable 

nor knowable without the other two terms of the tripartite structure. This is why here, for 

Foucault, Kant is not the thinker of finitude in the sense of the anthropological illusion which 

would think the finitude in terms of some positivity. To do so would mean missing a 

fundamental insight of Kant, the Kantian leçon Foucault embraces:  

 

“in fact, the moment one believes oneself able to evaluate critical thought at the level of 
positive knowledge (connaisance), one forgets what was essential in Kant’s lesson: 

…finitude, within the general organisation of Kant’s thought can never reflect at the level of 
itself: it offers itself to knowledge and discourse only secondarily: that to which it is forced to 
refer is not an ontology of the infinite; but, in their overall organisation, to a priori conditions 
of knowledge. That is to say that the Anthropology is subjected to the Critique in a twofold 
way: as a knowledge (connaisance), to the conditions it sets and the domain of experience it 

 
399 Ibid., p. 77 
400 The theme of Les Mots and Choses as well.  
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determines; as exploration of finitude, to the originary and unsurpassable forms that Critique 
makes manifest.”401 

 

 

Kant is not the thinker whose idea of finitude can be reduced to any kind of positivity, to 

any sort of objectivity that would be independent from subjectivity, that could ever escape or 

be outside of the limits set by the Critique. Finitude of the sort Foucault finds in Kant is always 

in the last instance exactly the opposite of any anthropological illusion precisely because it is 

itself never fully anthropological in the literal, positive, sense of the word. Whereas for Kant, 

the issue was that of the limit and its transgression (Überschreitung), the anthropological 

illusion instead embarks upon “the interrogation of the return to the self”, moving “from the 

problematics of truth to that of the same and the other.”402 This is exactly the direction in which 

Foucault’s subsequent project will go, precisely trying to understand how this came to be. If, 

on the one hand Kant’s philosophy is marked by the separation between Denken on the one 

hand and Sein on the other, all philosophy after Kant will try to surpass this separation, starting 

from Hegel all the way down to the present.  

Foucault’s commentary on Kant’s Anthropology shows that he departs from the idea that 

this separation is crucial Kant’s philosophy, and this is why he ultimately reads Anthropology 

as inseparable from Critique: Anthropology in other words is conceivable only on the basis of 

this separation. Foucault’s argument lies precisely in the claim that philosophy after Kant is 

engaged in the attempt to overcome this relationship by trying to “concretise” the formal 

aspects of Kant’s Critique, thus inevitably conflating finitude with positivity. Kant’s 

Anthropology “mimicked the Critique” and thus served a particular function: it required no 

recourse to the infinite, and thus was not ontologising finitude, in which case it would have 

merely been the “science of man”.403 If Kant was the thinker who posited this dualism, then 

the anthropological illusion, that is the idea that finitude, by its very virtue of being something 

positive and as such subsumed under a single principle, is the one that, contrary to what Kant 

envisioned, sees itself as fulfilling a mission of finding a positivity that would be “absolutely 

first” and thus discover the essence of man in the unity of Denken and Sein, freedom and nature. 

This is the aim of every thought attempting to annul the separation between Denken and 

Sein instituted by Kant, an attempt that led to the “liquidation of Critique”, which is why Kant 

 
401 IAK, p. 75. Italics mine.  
402 Ibid., p. 78.  
403 Ibid., p. 76. 
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was the thinker who woke Foucault up from his “anthropological slumber”.404 He was not the 

Hypnos who sent philosophy to sleep by understanding man as solely a form of positivity. 

Foucault will repeat this on numerous occasions, stating that it was the philosophy of the 

nineteenth century in particular that invented a particular kind of man, one of his many possible 

forms, whose liquidation Les Mots et les Choses will demand some six years later. Reading 

Kant, Foucault does not discover man in or as a positivity, but instead discovers Critique, as 

both philosophical work with its idea and as philosophical ethos, as an attitude. This duplicity, 

this double meaning of the Critique discovered and amply described in the Anthropology will 

follow Foucault all the way to the end of his life and his last works. Inevitably, this has 

implications for the modern philosophy of the subject and Foucault’s understanding of it, to 

which we will come shortly.  

 

 

3.3. Histoire de la Folie and Naissance de la Clinique  

 
 
Foucault’s Histoire de la Folie inaugurates the “golden” French decade. First published 

in 1961, it is contemporaneous with the period of the commentary on Kant’s Anthropology. 

The two works should be read in their proximity, not only time wise, but problem wise. Histoire 

de la Folie not only inaugurates the French golden decade, but Foucault’s own archaeological 

period. The aim of this section is not to lose ourselves at level of the surface of these works, as 

is often the case, but instead, to present the general Kantian framework that these texts put to 

work in particular fields. The idea here is that it is not simply about transposing as it were onto 

the level of the historical what in Kant was the level of the transcendental, but to show other 

elements emerging here. In particular, the element of space. Space as the space of contestation, 

power, control, the political status of space and the role of the sciences in organising politics 

and organising life.405   

If, with Kant there was a separation between the two domains, that of Denken and that of 

Sein, if finitude in Kant was not thought as later positivist sciences or forms of knowledge 

 
404 Schnädelbach, Herbert, Das Gesicht in der Sand. Foucault und der anthropologischer Schlummer, in:  Zur 
Rehabilitireung des animal rationale, Vortrage und Abhandlungen 2, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.M. 1992. pp. 
277-307. 
405 Cf. in particular the second chapter of MC, The political consciousness, pp. 21-37. 
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would, but instead depended on another element, that of Critique and thus of the transcendental, 

Foucault’s polemical targets in these two books consist precisely in those attempts that have 

determined the realm of finitude as one of utter positivity and objectification, to which the 

either the subject itself will cede, or to which they will try to subordinate the subject to. Most 

certainly the first two books are determined by the fact that Foucault is interested in classical 

age in primis and then particularly in the French tradition of positivism. As we have noted, 

with Pierre Macherey, this is the period in which Foucault is interested in the negative, 

prohibitory, constraining elements of the norm.  

The norm here for Foucault can never be separated from what it prohibits because it is 

from this negative moment that it takes its power or effect and creates its own object of 

scientific research in its positivity. The norm is obviously to be understood in its generality and 

impersonality precisely as a product of certain sciences which then base themselves on 

excluding what does not conform to or comply with the standard of norm(ativity) they impose. 

These negative effects of the norm occupy Foucault’s attention in this period, in particular 

those pertaining to the realm of the sciences of anatomy, medicine, psychiatry, physiology, and 

psychology. All of these sciences, and this is “Kant’s lesson”, not only are founded (the 

transcendental element), but depend (the empirical) precisely on the attempt to understand 

finitude in its positivity, while at the same time, unlike Kant, refer to their own infinite 

positivity whether it be expressed in life or death. Such is precisely the example of Descartes 

in Foucault’s analyses, who, as we have seen, could not but make recourse to God’s existence 

in order to solve his problem; that is, contrary to Kant, precisely to the infinite, a mark of the 

classical age in Les Mots and Choses. Given that Foucault’s commentary on Kant is 

contemporaneous with that of the Histoire de la folie, it is quite probable that Foucault was 

lingering precisely over the lessons of the IAK, namely the critique of psychology and 

physiology, which Kant had excluded from his pragmatic anthropology from the outset.  

Although the criticism of these sciences has been a part of French epistemological 

tradition, this should not diminish the fact that Foucault, in reading Kant and writing the 

Introduction in the form of a commentary, was in fact also taking lessons, important lessons 

for understanding the ways in which these sciences were in effect contrary to what Kant had 

defined as the “pragmatic” element of his Anthropology, that is contrary to an understanding 

that would depart from the idea of what man “as free acting being” can and should do of 

himself. Taking the example of Descartes, who as is well known, in Foucault’s philosophico-

historical narrative represents a sort of inaugurating philosophical act, namely the exclusion of 
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madness from the space of reason and hence the beginning of classical age. Madness with 

Descartes for the first time becomes “exiled”, it becomes the other of reason. Foucault was 

able to think this central division cutting through the history of reason only to the extent that 

he had Kant before him, in the form of Kant’s lesson as his own guiding motto. In this sense, 

the second chapter of the Histoire de la folie has a telling title.  

Le grand renfermement refers not only to the fact that the Renaissance unity of man was 

broken into pieces, but that a new figure arose: not only to the process of institutionalisation 

such as l’Hopital général, but to the enclosure of reason on itself. The question that Foucault 

asks is interesting, as it pertains to the body: “this possibility of being mad, does it not risk 

dispossessing one’s own body?”406 And this is precisely the act that was enabled by  Descartes’, 

rendering the body as outside, es extensa. This is also the legacy of Descartes’ physiologue.  

He can only think reason, thus madness, by separating, that is stripping reason of its body, 

which is thereby ultimately exposed to the modern discourse about madness, about illness, 

about what is this condition. By contrast, in Foucault’s reading Kant’s anthropology is not 

physiology, nor is it medicine, it is not psychology, nor is it anatomy. Foucault grasps that in 

Kant it is precisely by negating the positivity of these sciences that either transcendental 

philosophy or for that matter any specifically pragmatic anthropology is possible. He therefore 

turns his attention to historical developments of these sciences and their a priori as attempts at 

grasping the objectivity of man qua positivity, criticising these and opening a space for his own 

reading, which as we saw is based on the  understanding of the role that the Critique performs 

in relation to pragmatic aspect of Kant’s Anthropology. 

 He can only do so because the notion of pragmatic anthropology and its idea of man is 

before him: one radically different from the idea of man or human being proposed by the 

sciences he is studying. These literally treat man as some external truth to be grasped, the truth 

not of his body, but about his body, the truth not of his brain, but about his brain, etc…as, in 

other words series of objectified positivties and its propositions. Descartes is consequently seen 

as inaugurating the first separation, the first presupposition of madness as it were, or better of 

a discourse on madness. Reason can only be founded on itself as it were, starting from itself, 

from the fact of its own certainty, the certainty of cogito. I can doubt everything says Descartes, 

but I who think, I cannot be a fool.407 Reason is thus founded on this scissione between same 

and other. Having expelled madness as the other, reason from now on can only be that which 

 
406 Histoire de la folie (HdF), Gallimard, Paris, 1972, p.56 
407 Cf. Ibid., p. 57. 
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knows itself as the same. If we observe Foucault’s argument in detail, we can see that his 

analyses not only depend on Kant, but that he, moreover, in an original way repeats the entire 

Kantian critique of Descartes developed in the Dialectic of Pure Reason. How, one might 

wonder? Well, the answer is the fact that in both cases critique depends on the body as it were. 

We saw that for Kant in the paralogism of pure reason the mistake that rational psychology 

commits is, inter alia, related to its “jumping over” the body and sensibility in general, 

concluding that the “I” is a disembodied being, that it, by virtue of not being, or not recognising 

itself to be body, is then soul. 

The finite in Descartes can only be posited in recourse to the infinite, but precisely because 

of this from now on it is as if only the body was condemned to be mad since: “the impossibility 

to be mad” is “essential not to the object of thought, but to the subject that thinks.”408 It is the 

subject who doubts, who thinks, that cannot be mad, whilst the object, as res extensa is supple, 

subject to external truth that is to be grasped, the truth not of madness, but about madness, as 

something exiled, foreign, outer, outside. The body, in the first case is jumped over, sensibility 

denied as it were, and in the second is externalised as radical outside, as that finitude on which 

one exercises truth to be grasped as it relates to the object, not to the thinking subject whose 

truth consist precisely in not having a body.  

Although Foucault departs from Descartes going through what he calls l’age classique, 

his real target, as in his later books, is the 19th century. From the classical age, where madness 

inhabits the world of déraison, where the practices of isolation and confinement are first used 

in peculiar sense Foucault describes, to the 18th century which relates madness to ethical 

experience, to the 19th century which posits it as an object: it is here that madness is understood 

not as an illness of the body, not as the body, but as related to passions and language, 

institutionalised, it is here that it “finally becomes an object”.409 This outside, this espace autre 

as it were, represented in the work of Bichat or Pinel, these “heterotopias of deviation”410 is 

where science meets the mad and the sick. The object that is external and extraneous, not 

belonging to thought, hence not participating in the truth, not part of the truth, unable to 

 
408 Ibid. 
409 Ibid., p. 440. In his following book, to which we will come shortly, Foucault will talk precisely about the 
body and bodily experience of madness and illness generally, about the role of medicine and the birth of the 
clinic as the place that targets, isolates and founds the discourse on illness and constitutes its positivity from 
an angle different to that treated here.  
410 M. Foucault, Des espaces autres, in: DÉ II, op.cit. p. 1576. A lecture originally delivered in 1967 at the 
Circle of Architectural Studies, confirming once again the profound relationship of Foucault's thought to 
space. 
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perceive it, the object, whose ultimate “limit is animality”411 is precisely where the psychiatry, 

psychology, medicine and physiology step in. This is why Foucault can speak of those “figures 

of madness” that “managed to manifest the negativity of the madness in a positive way.”412 

Thus, for example, Foucault’s analysis of Bichat and his introduction of “vitalism” cannot be 

interpreted as for example Deleuze does in his book on Foucault413, where he claims that 

Foucault “admired Bichat for having invented a new vitalism”, when Foucault is actually 

critical of Bichat in Naissance de la Clinique and in fact relates him to finitude understood as 

form of positivity, of which Foucault is an ardent critic from the Introduction to Kant’s 

Anthropology onwards. Thus he will state that for Bichat vitalism appears as “moralisme”, and 

the irreducibility of the living to the mechanical or chemical is secondary in Bichat in relation 

to death: from Bichat onwards, Foucault tells us, life mirrors itself in death414, where it is clear 

that Foucault is precisely critical of it in relation to the finitude implied in the anatomic-clinical 

gaze (regard).  

Foucault, it should be stressed, throughout Histoire de la Folie, remains, to an extent at 

least, faithful to various traditions he inherits, so that the usage of Gurvitch’s translation of 

Heidegger’s Dasein as “existence humaine” is repeated several times in the course of his 

argument, and this, I claim, testifies to the fact that Heidegger was at the time in France at least, 

read as someone firmly grounded in the anthropological thought of finitude contrary to the 

thought of finitude that Foucault discovers in Kant. The faith of Heidegger’s Dasein thus 

remains between Gurvitch’s “existence humaine” and Corbin’s later translation of “réalité 

humaine”, but in any case, as seen with Derrida, deeply anchored in the question of man. 

Foucault is not an exception, but merely confirms the rule. As for Kant, mentioned in the book 

on several occasions, invoked to provide an argument against the rising dominance of the 

medical sciences: the Kant that certainly seems to be the most important is the Pragmatic 

Anthropology and the allusive relationship that this section has with Kant’s text “Streit der 

Fakultäten”, written and published the same year, where Kant, in social matters at least, gave 

the advantage to the philosophical faculty over theology, medicine and law.  Von der Macht 

der Gemüts  is implicitly counterposed to the ideas presented by Zacchias, a seventeenth 

century physician who could be said to have developed a proto theory of forensic court 

expertise and who thought that doctors were in a full possession of the truth about mental 

 
411 HdF., pp. 166-7. 
412 Ibid., p. 269. 
413 Deleuze, 1986. p. 98-9. 
414 Cf. NC, pp. 148-9.  
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illnesses. Kant famously objected to this in his Anthropology.415  To take another example, the 

role assigned to the doctor in the asylum initially depended on his “wisdom” and the medical 

profession was rather the guarantor of some moral and juridical order than science itself. 

Foucault reminds us that this was also Kant’s preference, with the primary role assigned to the 

philosopher, alluding thus again both to the Anthropology and to the Conflict of Faculties 

which, contrary to the scholarly consensus, was a central Foucauldian text well before the 

1980s.416 For Foucault, the very possibility of the positive science of man depends on there 

being around madness the space in which “human existence (existence humaine) falls into 

objectivity….the possibility of man being mad and the possibility of him being an object are 

joined towards the end of the 18th century, and this encounter gives birth to the postulates of 

psychiatry […] positivism thereby would no longer be only the theoretical project, but the 

stigmata of alienated existence….alienation becomes something like a secret truth in the heart 

of every objective knowledge (connaissance) of man.”417 

 This objective knowledge of man that puts human existence, first alienated in order for it 

to be liberated, into a secluded space so as to liberate it there (not an absolute liberation, of 

course), appears in the chapter dedicated to the birth of the asylum and it is here that we first 

notice this “movement by which, being objectified for the other, the alienated comes by it to 

its own freedom, this is a movement that one equally finds in Labour and in Gaze (Regard)”418 

(both being themes of his subsequent books). The personalities of Tuke or Pinel are at the 

threshold of the “divorce” of the previous notions of medical treatment of mental illness and 

the attempts to relate it to some form of “moral conduct”, whereas from the 19th  century 

onwards, psychiatry became autonomous and its norms ended up absorbed into those of 

positivism: psychiatry from then on would attempt to localise madness in organic causes or 

hereditary dispositions- its relationship to physiology becomes its main characteristic, 

 
415 Ibid., p. 143, and for Kant, cf. Kant, Anth. p. 214, English p. 108: “physicians and physiologists in general 
are still not advanced enough to see deeply into the mechanical element in the human being so that they 
could explain, in terms of it, the attack that led to the atrocity, or foresee it (without dissecting the body). 
And forensic medicine (medicina forensis)- when it depends on the question of whether the mental condition 
of the agent was madness or a decision made with sound understanding - is meddling with alien affairs, 
which the judge docs not understand. He must at least refer it to another faculty, as something not belonging 
to his competence.” And Kant adds as a footnote to this section something worthy reporting here, as it is 
precisely this that will be the core of Foucault’s inquiry, namely the criminalisation of all madness and 
poverty, again even if ex negativo in relation to what Kant says in his text.  
416 HdF., p. 524. 
417 Ibid., p. 482. And here, I think it is important to insist on this usage that Foucault makes of existence 
humaine, as he has precisely that in mind not just man as empirical being, but his entire existence reduced 
to one or another form of positivity.  
418 Ibid., p. 505. 
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separating it from the previous understanding of both medicine and illness. The last chapter of 

the book is entitled “The anthropological circle” and it is here that Foucault turns to the 19th 

century in fact, the point of arrival of his inaugurative criticism of Descartes. The notion that 

now appears is that of the milieu,419 internal to the French sociological tradition starting 

precisely from the 19th century onwards, but equally common to biology and later to the French 

epistemological tradition as well. The fate of this concept seems to me can be traced in the 

different social, medical, political moments of the formation of the subject in Foucault’s work. 

 It is the 19th century that in its attempt to “liberate the mad” renders them not absolutely 

free, but absolutely open and vulnerable into the “horizon of madness”; in the attempt to 

liberate madness from its relationship to evil and crime, one ends up subsuming it under the 

rigour of a determinism, and this is why Foucault says that the end of the 18th century is marked 

by the “objectification of the concept of their freedom”, freedom that is no longer related to 

any horizon of the possible, but rather to be found in things and mechanisms; at the level of 

facts and observations; madness will from now on simply point to the relationship of man to 

his truth; madness will from now on speak of the being of man.420 Madness will, and this is the 

core of Foucault’s argument from now on, “maintain an anthropological language…aiming the 

truth of man and the loss of this truth, and consequently, the truth of this truth”421, and madness 

encloses thus man in space, the space of the determinism of his own body, leading to the 

triumph of the organic, “the only truth of man that can be objectified and scientifically 

perceived.”422  

The anthropological structure, operating with the three fundamental notions of man, 

madness and its truth, becomes the dominant discourse, substituting that of the classical age 

and leading to “a spontaneous psychologisation of man” whereby “madness is the purest form, 

the main and first form of the movement by which man is sided with the object and thus 

accessible to a scientific perception. Man becomes nature for himself to the extent that he is 

capable of madness. Madness, as a spontaneous passage to objectivity, is the constitutive 

moment of man becoming object.”423 Foucault brilliantly shows, announcing as it were the 

argument of Les Mots et les Choses, that if there is one paradox of the positivist psychology of 

the 19th century it is that it was possible only starting with negativity (duplicity, amnesia, 

 
419 Ibid., p. 532. 
420 Ibid., p. 533-534. 
421 Ibid., p. 535. 
422 Ibid., p. 539.  
423 Ibid., p. 544.  
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aphasia, mental incapacity), and only starting with these that it tried to conquer the truth about 

man, confirming the truth only exists at the moment when man has already disappeared, the 

truth that manifests itself “when it has already become other than itself”424- thus repeating 

“Kant’s lesson” and remaining faithful to it, rejecting the reduction of the truth about man to 

any notion of positivity invoked by the medical sciences. Here we come to the “regard 

medical” of Naissance de la Clinique, une archéologie du regard medical425. This book was 

published in 1963 and according to Alessandro Fontana, who wrote the introduction to the 

Italian edition,426 it is to be seen as bridging Histoire de la Folie with Les Mots and Les Choses.  

Hence, it has a mediating role. As such, it occupies a peculiar place in Foucault’s 

production because it testifies to its unity and not its discontinuity as in the standard scholarly 

dogma shared by Fontana. In this book, Foucault discerns the relationships that exist between 

various discourses: that of madness, illness and knowledge. It thus connects them, trying 

however to avoid any recourse to the activity of a founding subject, but instead insisting on an 

approach that would scrutinise, as objects of history, those themes and issues thus far excluded 

from the field of analysis. Before we enter into detail, it is worth saying that this book, like 

virtually all Foucault’s works from this period, is not only about birth of the clinic but also the 

advent of modernity in its philosophical, political and scientific iterations. In this sense, it is 

worth repeating that modernity, like no other epoch is lacerated by a problematic relationship 

between rationality and time, exemplified in various ways in the Scientific, French and 

Industrial revolutions. According to Wolf Lepenies, one of the central features, or better one 

of the main conditions of possibility of the development of sciences at the end of the 18th into 

the 19th century was the separation (die Trennung) of what he calls natural history and history 

(Geschichte), whereby the process that the sciences in particular underwent was a movement 

from natural history to the history of nature. 

 Once it was established that nature too had its own history, the sciences were able to adopt 

different methods and thus fortify their own structures. This separation implied, inter alia, that 

various sciences adopted different positions in relation to time, were intertwined with time in 

a different way (Verzeitlicht), and furthermore both everyday life and the sciences themselves 

were affected. Many sciences were organised according to the principle of space, trying to 

enclose time in space. In particular, the 19th century saw a strange mixture between the sciences 

 
424 Ibid., p. 545. 
425 Naissance de la Clinique (NC), Gallimard, Paris, 1963. 8th edition 2009. 
426 Cf. Fontana, Alessandro, Introduzione. In: Foucault, Michel. Nascita della clinica, Torino, Einaudi, 1969.  
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of life and sciences of society, many notions and concepts were used and borrowed 

interchangeably, and statistics expressed these in mathematical language.427 Both life and 

society were from now on to be measured, taken externally, as things to grasp, understand and 

explain.428 The birth of the clinic in this sense is no exception, as it could be said to be a specific 

condensation of the time of history into the time determined and limited by a particular 

experience of the “painful” birth of the institutions enclosing time within them. This is why 

Foucault in his 1967 text on heterotopias spoke about our epoch as the epoch of space, rather 

than time, as “time appears as one of games of possible distribution between elements 

distributed in space.”429  So, with Deleuze, we could say that Kant again appears here: space 

as the condition of possibility, “conditions are”, says Deleuze, speaking of a peculiarly 

Foucauldian neo-Kantianism, “those of real experience, …on the side of the object.”430 To the 

extent that time appears as related to space, Foucault continues, to the extent that we do not 

live in a void, one ought to question this real experience. This is the task of Naissance de la 

Clinique, and we will limit our reflections to the introduction and the conclusion, two 

philosophical repetitions and clarifications of the themes treated in the book. But what is 

Foucault’s interest here? How, if in any way does this relate to Kant?  

As most of his books of this period, it is always ordered in such a way that each Kantian 

question is followed by a Nietzschean one, as if Nietzsche were there to reply to Kant and Kant 

to reply to Nietzsche. Naissance de la Clinique is perhaps the most philosophical of Foucault’s 

works where the tradition so familiar, so internal to Western philosophy since Aristotle is at 

stake: the gaze, theorein, as Derrida would say, occularism. The passage described, pointing to 

the target and subject of his attack, is one marked by the end of Enlightenment and the transition 

to the 19th century: it is that, we learn in the opening pages of the book, of the “attentive gaze”, 

 
427 On this point see: Lepenies, Wolf, Das Ende der Naturgeschichte. Wandel kultureller 
Selbstverständlichkeiten in den Wissenschaften des 18. Und 19. Jahrhunderts, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt, 1978. 
The examples Lepenies gives are numerous, and it is outside of the scope of this project, but it is worth 
recalling that this separation had, in effect, affected everyday life as much as the sciences themselves. A 
certain dehumanisation of everyday life took place, the entirety of life itself became the object of scientific 
discourse: for example, the control of populations, the introduction of categories of normality-abnormality, 
the usage of state violence, etc.  
428 Given this positivist idea of society being a “thing”, in any case something external to be studied, 
something unknown, and yet statistically provable - Foucault’s own, repeated insistence that he wants to 
study Western culture as something foreign, unknown, as something of which we do not know anything 
appears particularly contradictory. If, on the one hand, his aim was to criticise all these processes, why then, 
on the other, adopt the very same methodology as his own? Foucault’s ethnological moment thus remains 
deeply problematic from the point of view of his own methodological stance and the results of his own 
research. In other words, can there be a structure without a subject?  
429 Des espaces autres, in: DÉ II, op.cit., p. 1573.  
430 Deleuze, op.cit., p. 67. 
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where “the eye becomes the depositary and the source of clarity”, so as to “render perception 

transparent for the exercise of the spirit.”431 If, in the last instance, one of the goals of this book 

is to ask how is it and when is it that a discourse becomes rational, self-satisfied and productive 

of other concepts, notions, states (madness, illness, normal, abnormal), then Foucault proposes 

to question the “originary distribution of visible and invisible”, where “the words and things 

are not yet separated.”432 This is Foucault’s way of introducing another set of problems, related 

to, as we announced with Deleuze, what he himself calls the “spatialization and 

verbalisation”433 of the pathological. In order for this to be possible, there had to be a colossal 

change of the “regard”, a change in the paradigm, itself functioning as a sort of a 

transcendental. Conditions of possibility were no longer those of connaisance as in Kant, but 

the fact that “il y a du language”. It is now within this “il y a”, which takes the form of the 

transcendental, that the subject is to be found.  

The anonymity of the “il y a” conforms perfectly with Kantian pure formalism. Instead of 

the founding subject, it is now this “il y a” that is the only thing pinning us down, relating us 

profoundly to history. We are doomed to history says Foucault. But history in Foucault is never 

given without at least one mediation: language throughout the 1960’s, which makes his 

philosophical position idealist in fact. This obviously is not an argument against nor a criticism 

of idealism, but it wants to be a criticism of a dogma existing within Foucault scholarship, 

where all too often we are offered Foucault the omnipotent thinker, prestabile to just about any 

interpretation one “desires” him to convey. History- and we do not know yet which history- is 

all there is for Foucault, but not one that relies on analogy (aestheticist), or psychology, which 

he attempts to refute. His is an analysis of “medical experience”434, of those historical 

conditions of possibility that brought about the new “a priori” of medicine as a clinical 

science.435 Now, if Foucault rejects the aestheticist and psychologistic views of history, it does 

leave the question of history rather open. Can we, as Habermas does, speak of transcendental 

historicism in Foucault? Leaving the question of history aside for now, we will turn to those 

aspects that Foucault seems to accept in relation to Kant. Once again Foucault can think the 

problems outlined above only to the extent that he has Kant before him: he is aware that medical 

 
431 NC, Préface, p. ix. This could have equally been written by Maine de Biran.  
432 Ibid., p. vii. 
433 Ibid., p. viii.  
434 Ibid., pp. xiii-xiv.  
435 Foucault introduces the notion of a priori in the Introduction in order to delimit space, to determine the 
parameters of what constitutes domain, source and limit. Clinical experience is limited precisely by its very 
own discourse of rationality.  
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discourse is rational, or at least founded on a certain rationality, which, although not 

immediately present or visible, or audible, or there, nevertheless appears as that which 

determines: we have the repetition of the reading of the Anthropology with the Opus 

Postumum, of “domain, source and limit”436, which Foucault employs without citation, 

omitting thus to say that it is in effect Kant that enables him to think the history of medicine as 

clinical experience, its source, domain and limit, recognising historical change and mutation, 

the epochal reorganisation of knowledge needed to apply the a priori of medicine into concrete 

existence.  

This epochal change did not answer to the question “what?”, but “where”- the localisation 

and spatialisation of pathology, reorganising thus the entire possibility of the discourse that 

determines what constitutes illness and where is it to be found. Foucault’s project presents itself 

not as the opposite of Kant’s Anthropology, which is not physiology, medicine or psychology, 

but as its complementary image. If Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology had dedicated the second 

book entitled Characteristic to the recognition of the “interior of the man from the exterior”, 

Foucault’s ethnology of Western culture consisted precisely in showing the inverse flexion of 

this process.  

Ethnology showed how Western culture had come to cognise the exterior from the 

interior. This is what the medical sciences testify to and why Foucault’s paradigm is exactly 

the inverse of the Kantian, and hence complementary to it, applied to Western modernity and 

its institutions, culminating in 19th century. The concluding remarks of Naissance de la 

Clinique are instructive in this sense. They testify to what appears to be “a transcendental 

analysis of philosophical ethnology,”437 founded on the claim that language had to be “opened 

to a new domain: that of the perpetual and objectively founded correlation between the visible 

and sayable (l’énoncable).”438  This spectre of correlation underlines the difference between 

two thoughts about finitude; that of the classical age and that starting from the end of the 18th 

century. The latter had posited finitude as something positive, “the anthropological structure 

that appears then to simultaneously play the critical role of the limit and the founding role of 

the origin.”439 This, as we have seen does not refer to Kant, as it would in its very principle go 

against “Kant’s lesson”.  

 
436 Ibid., p. x.  
437 Fink-Eitel, Hinrich, Die Philosophie und die Wilden. Über die Bedeutung des Fremden für die 
europäische Geistgeschichte, Junius Verlag, Hamburg, 1994. p. 207. 
438 NC, p. 200. This will be particularly important for the Archéologie du Savoir, as we will see. In particular 
the element of the sayable (l’énoncable).  
439 Ibid., p. 201.  
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The “regard medical” in Foucault’s interpretation refers not only to changes in historical 

understanding of the practice of medicine, its own self-perception and how it is perceived by 

others, but precisely the implications of the fact that “an individual can at the same time be 

subject and object of her own knowledge (connaisance)”, which “implies that the game of 

finitude is inversed within knowledge”440 where the “historical and concrete a priori of the 

modern medical gaze is constituted.”441  Finitude now revolves around itself and becomes 

bodily to the extent that it is subject to the oeil and regard;442 death is now epistemologically 

integrated in medical experience and illness is never to be separated from its counter nature, 

becoming embodied in the living body in its generality. This is the story of the “constitution of 

the Western man”443, who is constituted in relation to his own destruction, to the experience of 

Déraison, the story of le meme and l’autre that Foucault will insist on. In this sense, one of the 

most important theoretical contributions of Deleuze’s Foucault is the claim that what Foucault 

introduces is epistemology.   

According to Deleuze, Foucault’s main achievement is to convert phenomenology into 

epistemology and in such a way that knowledge (savoir) is understood as an act unifying seeing 

and speaking. This is why in Foucault “everything is knowledge, and this is the first reason 

why there is no such thing as “savage experience”, there is nothing prior or beneath knowledge. 

But knowledge is irreducibly double, speaking and seeing, language and light- this is the reason 

why there is no intentionality.”444 The fact that there is no intentionality obviously has 

repercussions for the modern notion of the subject. And if we have not, at least thus far, touched 

upon the question of subjectivity it is precisely because the moment of its incipit in Foucault 

comes only in the form of devastating critique, of destitution of the subject, that is, in the form 

of the same critique that Kant had offered in respect to his predecessors and 

contemporaries.The itinerary opened by Kant remained very much alive and present in 

Foucault: the critique of physiology, medicine and psychology. These themes are all but 

external to French tradition and philosophical thought, as the works of French neo-Kantian 

Maine de Biran testify to. 

 
440 Ibid.  
441 Ibid., p. 197.  
442 On this point see Moravia, 1978, op.cit., p. 165 in particular. Moravia is here speaking of Les ideologues, 
who, in Foucault's periodisation are still part of the classical age, on the threshold of a later episteme, that of 
modernity. They are nonetheless direct predecessors of the tradition of the 19th century positivism that 
Foucault will criticise. 
443 NC., p. 200. 
444 Deleuze, op.cit., p. 117. 



 
 
 

138 

 In Foucault they are a product not only of this peculiar tradition, but very much indebted 

to his reading of Kant as well. In that sense, even his master G. Canguilhem is himself indebted 

to Kant, and there is a direct lineage criticising positivism, French 19th century sociological 

thought, medicine and anatomy. All these in various ways were themes inaugurated by Kant 

and developed in a very peculiar way within French philosophical and historical tradition- 

related equally to the questions of history and philosophy. This is why Descombes can say that 

in Foucault, “the history of madness is the history of the possibility of history”445, which 

necessarily leads Foucault to pose the question of the conditions of possibility in the manner 

of Kant. It is in this context that I think one ought to discuss Nietzsche. Far from considering 

the role of Nietzsche in French culture after the Second World War, a task beyond the scope 

of this research, I will however consider his precise role as far as Foucault is concerned.  

To do so, we must turn once again to Deleuze and his 1962 book Nietzsche and 

philosophy,446 which precedes his La philosophie critique de Kant from 1963.  Foucault 

himself insists on this book in the interview cited earlier with Gérard Raulet precisely to the 

extent that it offered a possibility, a way out and a questioning of the phenomenological subject, 

a way of passing from phenomenology to epistemology.447In this book and in particular in the 

chapter entitled La Critique, Deleuze compares Nietzsche and Kant, claiming that what 

Nietzsche tried to do was to transform the “sciences humaines”, that the entire project of the 

Genealogy of Morals is to be read as an attempt to rewrite the Critique of Pure Reason,448 and 

that subsequently his ambition was to revise the critical question posed by Kant as the question 

of critique. Nietzsche in this interpretation was trying to do the same thing Marx did to Hegel: 

to turn critique on its head, to stand it on its feet.  

This meant not submitting reason to a legislator as in Kant, but questioning truth itself, the 

will to truth.449 Kant had conceived critique as “an immanent critique”450, and hence was unable 

to conceive of critique from the outside, that is to question its own truth(fulness)- this, at least 

is Deleuze’s reading.  

 
445 Descombes, op.cit., p. 133. 
446 Deleuze, Gilles, Nietzsche et la philosophie, PUF, Paris, 1962.  
447 Cf. Foucault, Interview with Gérard Raulet, op.cit, p. 199. In the same interview Foucault says that what 
he owes to Nietzsche derives from Nietzsche’s texts of the 1880s where the questions of truth, history of 
truth and the will to truth are central, p. 204. 
448 Deleuze, op. cit. 1962, p. 100. 
449 Cf. St. Watson, Kant and Foucault: on the Ends of Man, in: Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, 47ste Jaarg., Nr. 1 
(MAART 1985), pp. 71-102, p. 90. 
450 Ibid., p. 104. 
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Nietzsche is accorded the merit of transposing the question of the truth of critique to the 

critique of truth itself. This was Nietzsche’s intention in Beyond Good and Evil when he asked: 

“is it high time to replace the Kantian question ‘how are synthetic judgments a priori possible?’ 

by another question, ‘Why is belief in such judgments necessary’- and to comprehend that such 

judgments must be believed to be true?”451  Foucault seems also to reject these judgments, and 

yet he repeats them. Beyond Nietzsche’s peculiar and relativist position vis-à-vis truth, in this 

specific sense and context Nietzsche had a singular role in French philosophy of the time, that 

of putting not Hegelian or the Marxist, but Kantian critique on its feet. Moreover, in Deleuze’s 

second, 1965 book on Nietzsche,452 the concluding sections, consisting of selected Nietzsche’s 

quotes from various works, are particularly relevant for our discussion here.  

Nietzsche, and in my reading, by extension Foucault, both belong to the history of 

Kantianism. Why is Deleuze’s book peculiar, what are the questions that Nietzsche could 

possibly be answering, what mask is he wearing? In short, in the final part of the book entitled 

Extraits Nietzsche is made to answer Kantian questions, in particular: “masked philosopher; 

critical philosopher; philosopher physiologist, doctor (médecin), philosopher legislator; the 

function of madness.”453 According to Foucault, his own and Deleuze’s reading of Nietzsche 

conformed to the extent that they were both trying to find their way out of the tradition in which 

they were educated, in particular phenomenology. It is then all the more interesting that 

Foucault was to distance himself from phenomenology not by becoming a Nietzschean tout 

court, but precisely by taking a step backwards as it were, to archaeology qua epistemology 

and savoir.Instead of conditions of possibility immanently related to consciousness or subject, 

his was a question precisely about the epistemology of the very possibility of history, which he 

was able to explore only to the extent that he, as Macherey powerfully argues, posed the 

question of the relationship—and hence of causality or better yet correlation— between the 

type of norm and the type of subject or society we belong to.454  

In several important aspects Foucault’s work presents itself as a reworking of the themes 

in fact opened by Deleuze’s Nietzsche. The problem of archaeology is, as we will see, one of 

the key issues and differences. Leaving it aside for now, it is time to say something about the 

question of metaphysics. I will follow Enrico Berti, who introduces a fundamental distinction 

 
451 Nietzsche, Friedrich, Beyond Good and Evil, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002. p. 13.  
452 Deleuze, Gilles, Nietzsche, PUF, Paris, 1965.  
453 Ibid., p. 53-4, 54-5, 58-9, 61-2, 100-1 respectively. The extracts are all teaken from various Nietzsche’s 
works.  
454 Macherey, op. cit. pp. 70-73.  
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between the metaphysics of immanence and the metaphysics of transcendence.455 Ignoring the 

specifics of his interpretation, I believe this is one of the crucial points relating Kant and 

Foucault: precisely the metaphysics of immanence. In my reading, they can be both classified 

under this category because for neither of them is there an outside, a fuori, there are only 

principles that Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason calls “immanent principles…whose 

application keeps altogether within the limits of possible experience”456— these are principles 

of understanding, and these are exactly principles and categories Foucault operates with and 

transposes onto history. Not the transcendental consciousness, not the metaphysics of the thing 

in itself, but the level of experience that is understanding (Verstand), is Foucault’s point of 

departure and final destination.  

This is particularly the case with his first two books, which never renounce the “lesson of 

Kant”, refusing to think man in the exclusivity of his positivity, as objectified in scientific 

thought. This is the Kantian pragmatic-anthropological basis of criticism that invests every line 

of these works. Before proceeding with Foucault’s next two books, I would like to briefly 

reflect upon Foucault’s famous homage to G. Bataille.457 This text too is written in such a way 

that Kant and Nietzsche appear as two figures opposed one to another. My interest here is not 

in Bataille as such, but to try to discern why is it that we once again see Nietzsche and Kant 

not only as counterposed but possibly as complementary thinkers. What then is the role 

assigned to Kant in this text? Why would Kant appear at all in a text dedicated to Bataille and 

transgression? What role does Kant have in the very possibility of conceiving, thinking and 

practicing transgression as a philosophical act? According to Foucault, Kant is the thinker who 

opened the possibility of transgression as philosophical act, so that for “contemporary 

philosophy, discovering the possibility of a non-positive affirmation inaugurated a shift whose  

only equivalent is to be found in the distinction between nihil negativum and nihil privativum—

a distinction that, we know well, opened the path of critical thought.”458  In his essay, “On the 

attempt to introduce the concept of Negative Magnitudes in Philosophy”459 (1763), Kant 

 
455 Berti, Enrico, Una metafisica problematica e dialettica. In: Metafisica, il mondo nascosto. Laterza, Bari, 
1997. pp. 41-69, p. 49. Although Berti claims that only the second type is indeed metaphysics, we will use 
his distinction to point to some problems that seem to be common to the authors we are examining here.  
456 KrV, A296, p. 235, Pluhar. P. 349. See the essay of Domenico Losurdo in Metafisica, il mondo nascosto, 
op. cit. Losurdo, unlike Berti, who claims that the only metaphysics is that of transcendence, starts with Kant 
and rightly claims that the only metaphysics possible since Kant is the one directed to our phenomenal world 
and experience.  
457 Foucault, Michel, Préface à la transgression, in :  DÉ I, op.cit., pp.  261-288. 
458 Ibid., p. 266. 
459 Kant, NG, p. 172. English translation in Cambridge Editions, “Theoretical philosophy 1755-1770”, p. 
211. Logical opposition, says Kant, “consists in the fact that something is simultaneously affirmed and 
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introduces the distinction between a logical opposition depending on a law of contradiction 

(nihil negativum, irrepresentabile, absentia)  and a real opposition where two predicates are 

opposed, where we are talking about the privation of the law of contradiction (nihil privativum, 

representabile, privatio). The difference between the two is not just the difference between 

impossibility and possibility, but one between what is a real what is a logical opposition. In the 

case of logical opposition, the subject of contradictory predicates becomes nihil negativum and 

as such is overcome, while in the second case, that of the real opposition, the subject is or 

becomes thinkable (cogitabile). In other words, the difference is essentially in the fact that the 

latter (nihil privativum) is to be understood as the nothing (Nichts) of a predicate and hence 

possible, while the former (nihil negativum) is to be understood as the nothing (Nichts) of the 

subject and hence impossible.460   

The difference between the two then is in the fact that they contain different sense or 

meaning given to objectivity. While in the first case (nihil negativum) which Kant in the 

Critique of Pure Reason also calls “logical repugnancy” we are simply talking generally about 

the mere absence of some object, feature or quality (for example: it is not sunny today). In the 

second which Kant calls “real repugnancy” we are talking about something more, something 

inf not then dependent on the subject, because in this case both predicates are affirmative. Here 

it is about a negation that refers not to some general, but particular, to a negation that has a 

positive ground as it were, to a positive negation, a negation based on accidents. In the case of 

real opposition in other words, what is expressed is not something that can be classified as mere 

or simple absence, but instead what is meant is privation, where the task of the negation is not 

to simply overcome something as in the former case, but to underline the fact that there is a 

positive conflict of two things which purport to be a positive reason or foundation for the same 

thing at once.  

 
denied of the very same thing. The consequence of the logical conjunction is nothing at all (nihil negativum, 
irrepresentabile) as the law of contradiction asserts….the second opposition is that where two predicates of 
a thing are opposed to each other, but not through the law of contradiction; here too, one thing cancels the 
other; but the consequence is something (cogitabile)….the consequence of the opposition is also nothing, 
but nothing in another sense to that which it occurs in a contradiction (nihil privativum, representabile). We 
shall, in future call this nothing: zero=0. Its meaning is the same as that of negation (negatio), lack, absence- 
notions which are in general use amongst philosophers”. It is important to note that the relation between the 
two changes in Kant’s work, and the Reflexionen and the Critique of Pure Reason exhibit these in somewhat 
different ways.  
460 On this point see: Schultess, Peter, Relation und Funktion Eine systematische und 
entwicklungsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zur theoretischen Philosophie Kants, De Gruyter, Berlin, 1981, 
pp. 166-169.  
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Nihil privativum is not marked by any logical contradiction, but  the contradiction that 

persists is real to the extent that it goes beyond whatever it is that we are negating, and what 

we have is that contrary or opposing consequences working on the same object,  and  thus, as 

Kant himself says negation here becomes a “repulsion”, a  “force”, as it involves positive 

ground of both affirmative and negating consequence or magnitude.461  In a recent discussion 

on this subject, Roberto Esposito has powerfully argued that this is one of the things that once 

again relates Nietzsche to Kant, and we add a third philosopher: Foucault, who once again 

stands torn between these two names, as if himself situated in a real opposition and subiectum 

to  forces from both of them, which mutually annul each other, but not the object, that is not 

Foucault himself. 462  

The fact that Foucault recognises this as the opening of a path for critical thought is a 

superb testimony as to how well he knew Kant and how profoundly his unorthodox reception 

of Kant is embedded in structures of his thought. Foucault compares this Kantian distinction at 

the very heart of the critical path to Blanchot’s notion of contestation, and calls the latter a 

“non-positive affirmation” which is “proof of the limit” and “an affirmation that does not affirm 

anything.”463 Blanchot’s contestation is not a gesture that negates all values and existence, but 

rather its task is to bring them to their limits.464 To overcome the limits imposed by Kant? The 

fact that Foucault cannot think this limit without invoking Kant and the Kantian notions of 

limit (Schranke) and boundary (Grenze) is symptomatic. For he is not only unable to think the 

limit or transgression without implying Kant but must also presuppose the idea of subject: a 

subject in suspension. This is because in the final instance the act of transgression is subjective 

and can only be recognised and performed inasmuch as we presuppose that this subject has an 

 
461 Cf. Kant, NG. p. 178, English translation p. 217.  
462 “For a detailed discussion see: Esposito, Roberto, Politica e negazione. Per una filosofia affermativa, 
Einaudi, Roma, 2018. Electronic edition “Quando due forze della stessa entità premono sul medesimo corpo 
da parti opposte, questo resta bloccato, ma non perciò scompare. Ad annullarsi reciprocamente sono le forze 
che si contrappongono, non l’oggetto su cui si esercitano. Certo, anche in questo caso la conseguenza è un 
nulla di fatto – vale a dire l’immobilità del corpo. Ma un nulla privativo, comunque rappresentabile (nihil 
privativum, repraesentabile), e non negativo e dunque inafferrabile dal pensiero (nihil negativum, 
irrepraesentabile), come avviene nell’opposizione logica. Tale nulla privativo è sí uguale a zero – ma nel 
senso della mancanza o dell’assenza anziché in quello di una vera negazione. La differenza di fondo, tra 
questi due generi di opposizione, sta proprio nel rapporto che in essi s’intreccia tra negazione e affermazione. 
Mentre nell’opposizione logica – per esempio tra buio e non-buio – non importa quale tra i due termini sia 
positivo perché l’uno non è che il negativo dell’altro, nell’opposizione reale ognuno di essi è in sé positivo, 
nel senso che non deriva il proprio senso dalla negazione dell’altro, ma si limita a contrapporsi a esso. Lo 
zero che ne risulta, come effetto del loro contrasto, è relativo alla loro relazione, e non assoluto, come nel 
caso della contraddizione logica…”, p. 308.  
463 Foucault, op.cit., Preface, a la transgression, p. 266. 
464 Ibid.  
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active relationship to the world, to the norm, to whatever it is that she is transgressing: all of 

which is contained in these Kantian distinctions: those of nihil negativum and nihil privativum, 

as well as those between Schranke and Grenze, to which we will come back further on in the 

text. For now, let us prepare the ground without entering into detail.  In this context, even more 

telling is Foucault’s invocation of Nietzsche, once again related to Kant and made to answer 

questions resulting from the Kantian gap: pushing or the opening of the limit by the very act 

of transgression, announced, but never completed in critical thought. Foucault continues, once 

again invoking Kant, this time playing with the Heideggerian interpretation— when he presents 

“the opening” made by Kant in Western philosophy, as an opening which was able to articulate 

not only metaphysical discourse, but at the same time open the discourse on our limits, of the 

limits of reason— according to which Kant closes this very opening by invoking or reducing 

it to the anthropological question. This, Foucault seems to suggest, was the fatal mistake Kant 

committed, thereby condemning us to a dialectical and anthropological sleep. What was needed 

to awaken us from this anthropological slumber were the Nietzschean “figures of the tragic and 

Dionysus, of the Death of God, of the philosopher’s hammer, of beyond-man and return”.465  

And yet, once again, we find that Foucault himself is unable to think either the experience 

of limit or that of transgression, or that of an experience of a non-dialectical language without 

Kant.466 Kant appears as the one either setting or imposing the ordering function of Foucault’s 

own philosophical discourse.  Kant and Sade together are famously invoked as two possibilities 

of thinking the “philosophy of eroticism” as the fundamental experience of our culture, as an 

experience of finitude and being (être), of limit and transgression. On the one hand, Foucault 

is unable to think what he would later call - but is already present here – ‘the analytic of 

finitude’ without Kant and, on the other, it means that for Foucault the experience of Kant and 

Sade is relevant to the extent that it is with them that we can perhaps for the first time speak 

about the “split subject”, for it is precisely this being split of the subject that guarantees our 

freedom and the possibility of transgression.467  

 
465 Ibid., p. 267. Famously, in Les Mots et les Choses, Foucault will introduce this figure of anthropological 
sleep but, as we will see, this time he was aiming less at Kant than post-Kantian philosophy.  
466 Ibid., p. 269. 
467 Here, we should bear in mind that Foucault is echoing Lacan's essay on Kant and Sade published in the 
journal Critique several months before Foucault’s.  This is also in accordance with his later attempt in Les 
Mots et Choses to claim ethnology and psychoanalyses as forms of counter-knowledge.  Cf. Lacan, Jacques, 
Kant et Sade, Critique, n. 191, April, 1963. 
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This is why, as Alenka Zupančič brilliantly shows, it is not just that “Kantian ethics has a 

perverse value”, but that Sade’s discourse also has an ethical value468 — and Foucault has 

perfectly understood this in this text, whose echo we will hear loudly and clearly in Surveiller 

et Punir, to the extent that it is this “being split of the subject” that will enable the imposition 

of the norm in its productive moment.469 Thus, Foucault’s essay on Bataille—echoing Lacan— 

read as a preface to transgression should, a fortiori, be read as a Kantian ethical act and as 

Sadean plea for “encore une effort.” Foucault returns to this in his later thought on the question 

of the subject and concludes that we are subjects to the extent that we transgress norms, limits 

of experience and language by inventing new ones - to the extent that we are autonomous? 

Transgression will be the both the act of desubjectivation and of desubjection, a resistance to 

the form of ourselves that is produced and that we produce throughout modernity. Finally, it is 

worth noting that this text, if read carefully, represents a first and still indistinct sketch of 

Foucault’s later writings on sexuality and language, about the denaturalisation of sexuality 

within language and the function of this process within Western society as whole. Foucault is 

able to think this not only because he is reading Bataille or Nietzsche, without a doubt two 

fundamental figures, but because he applies ‘the lesson of Kant’ to our own finitude with all 

its ramifications and forms of appearance.   

 

3.4. Les Mots et les Choses  
 

 
Foucault’s next two books are the subject of this section. Do these books continue his 

project started at the end of 1950s and following his first two major publications, and if they 

do in what way? Or are they irreducibly different to one another? Is there a thread connecting 

them or instead a thread separating them?  What, if any would be the place assigned to Kant in 

this so openly archaeological period? In order to clarify some of these issues, I will begin in 

reverse order with some contemporaneous criticisms of Les Mots et les Choses conveniently 

collected in the recent volume, “Les Mots et les Choses, Regards critiques 1966-1968”,470 and 

 
468Zupančič, op.cit. p. 2.  
469 Macherey, Pierre, Le sujet productif. De Foucault à Marx. pp. 149-213, in : Le Sujet de Normes, Editions 
Amsterdam, Paris, 2014.  
470 Artières Philippe et al., Les Mots et les Choses, Regards critiques 1966-1968, Presses Universitaires de 
Caen, 2009.  
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end this introductory section with Canguilhem’s famous text, Mort de l'homme ou épuisement 

du cogito.471  What I am interested in is the presence of Kant in the texts of Foucault’s critics. 

They did not fail either to see or mention the very Kantian framework in which Foucault was 

inserted. A common denominator of all the contemporaneous texts —except Sartre’s— is that, 

although far from convinced, they recognise the novelty of the method deployed. François 

Châtelet, in the main generous to Foucault, nevertheless concludes his essay by saying that 

Foucault’s archaeology is “a literary German gongorism”472 and that it “remains descriptive”, 

unlike Nietzsche’s “genealogy, which is at the origin of our bâtardise”. Foucault’s philosophy 

would be one of confuting or abandoning all philosophies of history, whether idealist or 

materialist.473 Here intended as a criticism, this will nevertheless remain the doxa of subsequent 

interpretations of Foucault, who allegedly took aim at the naivety of all attempts to reduce 

philosophy to either one of these two strains. Lest we forget, Foucault himself committed this 

same mistake and took thought to be reducible to its extremes and polarities, clearly divided in 

the form of epistemes.474 This is why Balibar’s characterisation seems like a felicitous choice: 

anti-historicist historicism.  

As Deleuze points out in his own contemporaneous response, Foucault had to make 

recourse to an archaeology of the sciences humaines so as to replace the metaphysics of the 

infinite with an analytic of finitude where life, labour and language find their transcendental 

structures475— not those of his literary style but of his philosophical convictions. Although the 

scholarly consensus rejects the notion476 of transcendental when it comes to Foucault, I think, 

with Deleuze, that it is the only correct one here. Not only because of its proximity to Kant, 

but also because it points to Foucault’s proximity to idealism. One of the strongest points of 

 
471 Canguilhem, Georges, Mort de l'homme ou épuisement du cogito, in : Critique, n. 242, 1967, pp. 599-
618. 
472 Gongorismo is a literary style of the Spanish Baroque characterized by the use of poetic forms that are 
difficult to understand, based on abundant and complicated metaphors, a Latinizing syntax and a vocabulary 
rich in learned terms; it flourished in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and its highest 
representative was Luis de Góngora. 
473 Châtelet, François, “L'homme, ce Narcisse incertain”, in: Artières, Philippe et al., op. cit., pp. 51-56, pp. 
55-6. Interestingly, Châtelet’s text notices both the Spanish and German influences as it were and for this 
reason goes far ahead of the others. It also announces genealogy, which, as is well known, will indeed 
become Foucault’s next methodological project. In this sense, it is suggestive to think about this text as more 
than just critical observation.  
474 MC. p. 13.  
475 Deleuze, Gilles, L’homme, une existence douteuse, Nouvelle Observateur, June 1966, in: Artières 
Philippe et al., op. cit., pp. 63- 71, p. 68. 
476 On the difference between notion and concept, see: J.P. Sartre répond, Ibid., p. 85. Sartre claims that 
concept is ahistorical; neither time nor history can be an object of a concept, unlike those of the notion; and 
even when temporalised concepts change, are modified.  
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Deleuze’s text is to grasp Foucault’s strongest philosophical side, namely when he turns away 

from the traditional philosophical paths, such as those signposted by Kant and Hegel, and 

instead choses the less explored, subterranean path of genealogy.477 But this forking of paths, 

as other critics notice, depends on Kant in one way or another. In this sense, Deleuze is not the 

only contemporary critic who notices the internal relationship of Foucault’s philosophy with 

Kant. Michel Amiot, for example, points to the ambivalent role assigned to Kant in MC, who 

appears precisely after “the dissolution of the field of representations”, and more importantly 

notices that Foucault uses Kant as a distinguishing element, that is to point to all those 

philosophies that have “despite Kant, made the mistake of confusing the empirical with the 

transcendental”. 478   

Jean d’Ormesson’s text “Passage de l’homme ou les avatars du savoir” brings to the fore 

Foucault’s attempt to think history, which again he is unable to without Kant, in understanding 

the a priori conditions of possibility of knowledge.479 The archaeology of human sciences is 

once again possible only to the extent that there is a gap opened and inaugurated by Kant. Let 

us now proceed to Canguilhem’s “Mort de l'homme ou épuisement du Cogito”. By now a 

classic, this is indeed one of the most beautiful texts written about Foucault’s 1966 book. 

Canguilhem, borrowing Henri Brulard’s term “espagnolisme”, famously argues that Foucault’s 

philosophy in MC is in effect Spanish-inspired.  

Agreeing with this characterisation, one would, however, have to add that it is equally 

German in its inspiration. Canguilhem does not fail to notice this when he says that Foucault 

himself talks about the “grids” (grille) of reading, and points to Foucault’s neo Kantian-

dimension, claiming that we should not be surprised if one day Kant appears, without us ever 

realising exactly how.480 Canguilhem thus, like Alessandro Fontana in his introduction to the 

Italian edition of the Birth of the Clinic, places Foucault in the line of the “critique of historical 

reason” initiated by Wilhelm Dilthey.481 Foucault, on the one hand, performs a historical 

critique of the very history of what we understand to be the role of Geist or 

Kulturwissenschaften (an expression distant to French intellectual culture) in relation to the 

 
477 Deleuze, Ibid., p. 71. 
478 Amiot, Michel, Le relativisme culturaliste de Michel Foucault, in: Artières Philippe et al, op.cit., p. 108 
and 111 respectively.  
479 d’Ormesson, Jean,  Passage de l’homme ou les avatars du savoir, in: Artières, Philippe., op.cit. p. 204.  
480 Canguilhem, Georges “Mort de l'homme ou épuisement du Cogito, in: Artières, Philippe., op.cit. p. 264.  
481 Dilthey, Wilhelm, Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften,  Verlag von B.G. Teubner, Leipzig, Berlin, 
1922 [1883]., p. viii, dedication to Graf Paul Yorck Von Wartenburg, where Ditlthey states his intention and 
limits the discussion in the book to the critique of historical reason.  
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natural sciences and, on the other, there is the account of how what the French call sciences 

humaines were formed in the first place: under which a priori, which historical and social 

conditions? Here, it is important to understand that Foucault was in fact engaged in what 

Vuillemin called the “displacement of the transcendental”. In Foucault, not only is the notion 

of transcendental displaced to history, but more importantly the understanding of the a priori 

is itself thereby modified. Kant’s formal a priori becomes in Foucault an a priori that is 

applicable not only to natural sciences as for the most part in Kant, but to the very history and 

our very notion of how we are able conceive or think the objects of empirical research in the 

first place. The privileged and exclusive object of Foucault’s inquiry is formed from the spirit 

of the divisions that ensued after philosophy in the 19th century was “defeated” and when, 

subsequently other themes started to penetrate into what until then was uncontested 

philosophical ground, forcing philosophy to confront these massive changes that swept a great 

deal of European philosophical culture from the stage of history. The primacy of philosophy 

was thus forever pushed into oblivion.   

As for the idea and development of the sciences humaines, we can refer them in the French 

context to their Saint-Simonian and Comtean origins, without however ignoring the fact that 

Dilthey’s “Einleitung in der Geisteswissenschaften” was translated in French as the 

“Introduction aux sciences humaines” in 1942.  By 1958, the term sciences humaines had 

become official usage in France, and from this moment onwards the study of literature and 

languages was merged with that of new disciplines, such as psychology and sociology, within 

literary and linguistic studies. Interestingly, this very peculiar French term now started covering 

what previously was considered as the terrain of sciences de l’homme, but with one exception: 

history was not to be included within the newly formed discipline of sciences humaines.482  

It is precisely history that becomes a grille in Foucault’s reading, enabling him to question 

the very conditions of possibility of the formation of what he calls épistémè, within which man 

is to be found as the object. This is, as we saw, made possible by his reading of the Kantian 

phenomenon of phenomenon or the subject positing itself as an object, without it ever being 

fully possible to reduce it to any positive objectivity. Foucault’s critical stance in MC depends 

on the deployment of Kant’s categories and notions to the formation of épistémè, as a grille 

and from the distance separating him from the 19th century claim to have deduced certain 

conclusions as to how certain knowledges were formed, how they were functional to further 

development, how they were influenced by previous scientific notions and how they influenced 

 
482 Cf. https://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/sciences-humaines/ 
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the subsequent ones. In this sense, and we will come back to this, it is impossible to read 

Foucault in terms of his own privileged archaeological category, namely discontinuity.483 If, as 

Canguilhem says, Foucault indeed on the one hand appears as the least of normative 

philosophers (but a philosopher nevertheless!), there is the problem of thinking savoir without 

however recurring to the concept of norm. Canguilhem in particular underlines the fact that the 

scientific intra-disciplinary and extra-disciplinary successions are not the same in physics and 

in biology for example.484This is potentially one of the most devastating criticisms and 

objections that one can address to Foucault.  

However devastating to his case, this was not Foucault’s principal aim and, as Canguilhem 

notices right away, Foucault does have—even if simplified— a version of the mathematico-

physical sciences that have contributed to the formalisation of sciences humaines. Moreover, 

with Canguilhem, we can say that the formalisation emerging out of the natural sciences 

contributed to the positing man as the object. Foucault reads this in Kantian terms as an 

interplay between subject and object precisely in the form of the phenomenon of phenomenon, 

appearance of appearance or, to once again quote Kant from the Opus Postumum: “subject is 

an object of empirical knowledge for itself, and, yet, at the same time, makes itself an object of 

experience, insofar as, in affecting itself, it is the phenomenon of a phenomenon.”485  

Simply put, Foucault can understand the effects of this formalisation and the processes 

underlying the formation of sciences humaines in their post-Kantian mode precisely because 

he, with Kant, understands what it means for a subject to become an object of knowledge. 

Foucault thus mirrors the Kantian separation between formal and empirical as the separation 

between historical and empirical. The whole project of the Opus Postumum is in fact repeated 

in Foucault: but in the form of an  inversion of the Kantian paradigm, which after all was 

necessarily limited in its original potentiality to the extent that Kant was writing at the 

beginning of an epoch we today call modernity (in particular political modernity), and  thus 

unable to see fully its development or to predict all of its ramifications and consequences, 

whereas Foucault is writing precisely at the moment when that epoch seems to have exhausted 

itself and society has undergone a major shift in its mode of organisation and political 

representation.  

 
483 MC, op.cit., Préface, where Foucault introduces the notion of discontinuity and develops it subsequently 
in the book, in particular analysing the notion of discontinuity within history, systems of thought and biology.  
484 Canguilhem, in: Artières Philippe et al., op. cit., p. 267.  
485 Opus.post., p. 373, English p. 118-9, Italics mine.  
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In this respect, Canguilhem’s review opens some important questions, which provide the 

proper starting point for our own discussion of the philosophical basis of MC. The question 

posed by Canguilhem remains to this day one of the most pertinent ones: is Foucault’s MC a 

book that, while identifying a great rupture within the history of thought or systems of thought, 

in fact merely testifies to what he calls the “épuisement” of the cartesian Cogito? In particular, 

it is perfectly in line with the Kantian lesson that Foucault presents in his commentary on 

Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology, whereby we have to face not the structural possibility, but the 

structural impossibility of attaining the positivity of any fundamental or originary. As 

Canguilhem put it:  

 
“The Kantian I led by the concepts of understanding, is a light that opens experience to 
its own intelligibility. But this light is in our hands and we cannot turn to it. The 

transcendental subject of thought as the transcendental object of experience is an X. The 
originary synthetic unity of apperception constitutes an ante-representative mode, a 

representation, limited in the sense that it can never have access to its originary place.”486 
 

 

Canguilhem would also have concurred with the conclusion of Foucault’s commentary on 

Kant’s Anthropology, namely the fact that there is no “positive knowledge of the fundamental, 

no empirical access to the transcendental.”487 Rather than refuting the transcendental through 

some positivity or recourse to a fundamental, Foucault proposed a discontinuity not in any 

rigorous way, but more like a substitution in kind, whereby instead of cogito, we now have a 

new subject-object on the scene, that of the ‘empirico-transcendental doublet’ called man. 

What role was then ascribed to Kant and in what way was Kant complicit in this project? 

Foucault is sometimes very confused on this topic in MC. We will focus on the second part of 

the book, which is not only the more philosophical, but presents the anima of Foucault’s project 

in MC. If we wanted to telegraphically summarise MC we would have to repeat the known 

story: “before the end 18th century man did not exist.”488  

This I think perfectly captures the philosophical intention of the book. However, the 

problem, in my view, that appears is precisely that Foucault wants to present us with the notion 

of discontinuity in the realm of épistémè (which he announces already in the Preface489), 

whereas what we get is in fact is a sort of (un)conscious teleology whereby everything leads to 

 
486 Canguilhem, in: Artières Philippe et al., op. cit., pp. 269-70. 
487 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 105.  
488 MC, p. 375. 
489 Ibid., p. 13. 
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the formation of the concept of man, that is of a specific form of man.  If man did not exist 

before the 18th century, it is because there was no épistémè that would enable his existence and 

render it possible— throughout the book Foucault follows Gurvitch’s translation of 

Heidegger’s Dasein as l’existence humaine. As we will see, it is related to a specific form of 

existence, namely the analytic of finitude.490 Epistèmès for Foucault are the most general 

organising and ordering principles of any given epoch. Each epoch is determined by its own 

sets of historical, a priori presuppositions that result in one épistèmé rather than another. 

Epistémès are thus a species of organising principle, yet are themselves outside the order of 

organisation, they organise empirical content and what is visible, yet are themselves invisible, 

they affect and produce a posteriori, yet are themselves a priori. They, as Manfred Frank 

reminds us, take the role of Kant’s transcendental subject in the first Critique.491 Foucault 

presents a narrative of how the systems of classification which give rise to “different forms of 

épistémè or knowledges (connaisance) enforcing their positivity and manifesting a history 

which is not that of their continuous perfection, but more that of their conditions of 

possibility”492 came to be; or how certain cultural codes were turned into systems of 

classification and ordering called épistémè. This is what archaeological inquiry is about: 

Foucault identifies three great épistémès (the Renaissance, based on the principle of similarity, 

the classical age, based on the principle of representation, and modernity, based on the human 

subject) and two “great discontinuities in the Western épistémè: that of the age classique (the 

mid-18th century), and that of the 19th century that marks the threshold of our modernity.”493 

We thus have three épistémès and two discontinuities. In my reading, Foucault the ethologist 

is in fact repeating the Kant of Pragmatic Anthropology. In what way?  

In point of fact, by offering us his own version of the Kantian Didactic and Characteristic, 

or in other words both epistemological presuppositions and the points of their application.  

What he presents us with throughout 1960s is his own version of the peculiar and particular 

way of producing and organising both space and time characteristic of Western culture, the 

explicit object of his study; together with the fundamental insight that in Western culture space 

and time are organised historically.494 All the spaces Foucault so profoundly analysed, 

 
490 Ibid, p. 328.  
491 Cf. Frank, op.cit., pp.142-3.  
492 MC, p. 13. 
493 Ibid. Foucault will state that three notions: mathesis, taxonomy and genesis define the general 
configuration of the episteme in the classical age. But these are not the theme of our research. Cf. MC, p. 88.  
494 On the notion and importance of history as both object of inquiry and method in Foucault and his 
explicitly historical theorisation against Deleuze’s time-oriented perspective, see the excellent lecture 
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understood, took for what they were and what they purported to be, all the functions he saw 

them performing, all the forms he perceived them to have and their changes: all these enabled 

him to see how time itself is transposed onto and into history, how the form of expression it 

takes is itself dependent on periodisation and historical notions of either continuity or, in 

Foucault’s preferred terms, rupture, discontinuity, break.  

History is a break in time in Foucault. It alone is capable of producing. This is the reason 

why we encounter within it the first rupture or discontinuity that Foucault introduces, one that 

inaugurates the classical age and ends the Renaissance and then the second one that inaugurates 

modernity and ends the classical age or age of representation. What I am interested in is 

precisely this mutation that comes about in the 19th century and marks the threshold of our 

modernity. The philosopher standing on this threshold in Foucault’s reading is Kant:  

 

“in the classical age- Locke, Linnaeus, Buffon and Hume testify to it- the critical 
question is the question of foundation of similarity and the existence of genus. At the end of 
the 18th century a new configuration appears that will most definitely, for modern eyes, push 

out the old space of natural history […] whereas for Hume the problem of causality was 
related to the general interrogation of resemblances, Kant, by isolating causality, reverses the 

question; where it was about establishing the relations of identity and distinction based on 
resemblances, he [Kant] makes an inverse problem appear, that of the synthesis of the 

different.”495 
 

 

It is of course true that for Kant the problem was that of the synthesis of the manifold, but 

we should investigate further what the consequences of this Kantian endeavour were in 

Foucault’s opinion, having in mind that the MC has certain continuities with his previous 

works, from NC to HdF.496 One ought to understand why for Foucault it is a question of 

accounting precisely for this difference: here it is worth recalling that this will be one of the 

fundamental categories of French philosophy after 1968.  Kant’s analysis of the synthesis of 

the manifold, on the one hand, showed the irreducibility of the subject to the empirical and, on 

 
delivered at the Berlin Institute for Cultural Inquiry.  Revel, Judith “Time versus History: A Possible 
Cartography of French Thought after 1945”. Available at: https://www.ici-berlin.org/events/judith-revel/  
495 MC, p. 175. 
496 On this point see: Han, op. cit., p. 47. It is also interesting that Han repeats, literally, without ever citing 
the source, despite the fact that it was translated in French in 1989, the argument developed by Manfred 
Frank some fifteen years earlier concerning the very possibility of the experience through a Fichtean 
implanted gaze as the condition of possibility of the analysis in the first place, and Han calls this:  “the blind 
spot, structurally incapable of inscribing itself in the visible field, but which guarantees the very possibility 
of vision.” Cf. Han, p. 36; Frank, op. cit., in particular lecture 6, pp.116-135. Many of the arguments 
developed by Han irresistibly remind us of those already developed by Manfred Frank.  
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the other, the impossibility of ever fully equating the empirical with the transcendental. Put in 

different terms, if Kant separated the realm or the forms of the conditions of possibility on the 

one hand, and those of the appearances on the other, Foucault has to account for this distinction 

precisely in terms of the form that the a priori of the new épistémè of modernity took. Foucault 

does this not by following Kant to the letter but remaining faithful to Kant’s spirit and the 

important Kantian distinctions analysed in Foucault’s Commentary on Pragmatic 

Anthropology. In this sense, were we to read Foucault’s book in a somewhat different way as 

a work problematising not only history, but that of time (specifically the time of finitude as 

Foucault will say), we could read the three épistémès he proposes in terms of Kant’s discussion 

of the analogies of experience. 

 In Kant, what is at stake in the analogies is the relationship of time to experience, that is, 

of “principles for the determination of the existence of appearances in time (permanence, 

succession and simultaneity).”497 Analogies of experience in Kant’s philosophy appear both in 

the Critique of Pure Reason and in the Critique of the Power of Judgement. In both cases, they 

could be said to function as methodological and heuristic principles. Kant’s intention with the 

analogies of experience in the Critique of Pure Reason was that of showing that time is not 

only subjectively, but objectively determinable, and each of the three analogies had a particular 

task in showing how to achieve this from the viewpoint of relational categories to be applied 

to the world of empirical appearances or in Kantian terms, Erscheinungen.  

Without these it would be impossible to establish the objectivity of time in Kant and that 

of history in Foucault. This is perhaps even better illustrated by the problem of analogy in Third 

Critique, where Kant talks about schemata and symbols as “intuitions that are ascribed to 

concepts a priori, the first of which contain direct, the second indirect presentations of the 

concept.”498 Kant defines them both as hypotyposes serving a particular function, that of 

establishing a relationship between the sensible and the intelligible. Foucault’s intentions in 

MC are not that different since the constitution of knowledge is precisely seen as the 

relationship between the sensible and the intelligible, as something that had to appear in some 

“espace d’ordre”, where the positivities of an idea had to appear as an effect of the historical 

a priori, manifesting the history of their own conditions of possibility.499  

 
497 Kant, KrV, A 215, B262, Pluhar, p. 280. 
498 KdU, p. 352, English, p. 226. The difference between the two is that schemata refer to establishing the 
relationship between empirical institution and concepts of understanding, whereas symbols refer to the 
concepts that only reason can think, to which no intuition can correspond, which is why they use analogy.  
499 MC, p. 13. 
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In Foucault’s rather heterodox usage, what is referred to the structure of time in Kant is 

transposed onto history. It is history that with its a priori determines status, existence, 

permanence, succession and simultaneity, or the lack thereof. The objectivity of time is thus in 

Foucault replaced by the objectivity of history. It is under the shadow of history that the world 

is and changes, where continuities and/or ruptures and discontinuities change their strategic 

positions, go against one another or at times complement each other by their internal struggles 

and mechanisms of the production of norms and normativity. He thus takes each of the epochs, 

governed by its own épistémès, as primarily building its own relationship to time in order for 

it to then become historical and materialise as it were the historical a priori.  We are thus faced 

with a methodological problem in Foucault: on the one hand, the “historical function and on 

the other logical or transcendental constitution” of épistémè, epistemic field, system of 

positivity, epistemic discontinuity or knowledge.500   

This is to say that the problem of the transcendental is posed by Foucault to the extent that 

he seeks to account for the a priori structures that enable and bring to light or include certain 

phenomena, aspects and limits at the expense of others. Each of the epochs has its own 

historical form appearance (Erscheinungsform, way of visibility, its possibility of being and 

being perceived), or épistémè, so that in the Renaissance we have similarity or resemblance as 

governing principle. This principle is given in four forms: convenientia, aemulatio, analogia, 

sympathies. These, however different, are forms of similarities, they ensure permanence by the 

very fact that they are in constant motion. According to Foucault, this is crucial because it 

enables the permanence of similarity to govern the game: “the world remains identical; 

similarities continue to be what they are and to resemble one another. The same remains the 

same, foreclosed upon itself”501, thus ensuring the fundamental unity or permanence of the 

relation man-nature and its relationship to interpretation.  

The classical age, governed by the notion of representation is related to the notion of 

Order, inseparable from the notion of succession: “so that the relationship of all knowledge to 

mathesis is given as a possibility of establishing an ordered succession between things, even 

incommensurable ones,”502 to the point of even asking, as Foucault does, about the “regime of 

time that best expresses the relations of succession?”503 According to Foucault, the time regime 

 
500 Balibar, Etienne, op.cit., 2015, p. 47. 
501 MC, pp. 33-40, p. 40. 
502 Ibid., p. 71. 
503 Ibid., p. 94. This is where Foucault will discuss one of the distinctions he was very fond of, that between 
commentary and critique.  
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that permeates the classical age is founded on the a priori of representation, which introduces 

the notion of reflexivity, that is “the inscription of the logic in grammar”504, whereby language 

itself becomes thinking, and not its outside cause. Mathesis, taxonomy and order are expressed 

in a language which, “to the extent that it can represent all representations, is in its own right, 

an element of the universal.”505  

Language, as a medium of representation is supposed to ensure the unity or the 

correspondence between the order of successions of things and what it represents. Foucault, as 

we can see, is engaged in constructing analogies in order to come to terms with what much 

later François Hartog has aptly named the regimes of historicity506, analogies on which he can 

base the regimes of time as a series of a priori historically determined épistémès and conditions 

that enable them.507 We thus arrive at the third analogy deployed by Kant, that of simultaneity, 

which perfectly captures the crux of Foucault’s analyses. The analogy of simultaneity is related 

to the Bruch introduced and inaugurated by critical philosophy, namely that of modernity as 

the third and final regime of historicity analysed in the book. It relates to that peculiar form of 

what Foucault calls the “anthropological slumber”, where the figure of man appears for the 

first time, simultaneously as both empirical and transcendental entity, or ‘doublet’.508  

From Kant onwards, virtually all philosophy will be engaged in transgressing the limits 

imposed by Kant in its attempt to think the empirical and the transcendental simultaneously, 

thereby conflating the two and committing not only an error in logical, but in historical terms 

as well: thus, its anthropological slumber. Foucault’s usage of different metaphors, analogies 

and synecdoche all testify to his attempt to periodise history against the historicist discourse of 

the 19th century that is criticised in MC. In this way, following various ruptures and mutations, 

what in fact are usages of various analogies, throughout the book we find out how the general 

grammar became linguistics, how the analyses of wealth became political economy and how 

natural history became biology, whereby each of these realms created its own corresponding 

object, namely: language, labour and life, named and conceptualised by Foucault as “quasi-

transcendentals.”509  

 
504 Frank, op.cit. p. 163.  
505 MC, p. 100.  
506 Cf. Hartog, François, Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et expériences du temps, Seuil, Paris, 2003. 
507 On the problem of analogy and periodisation in history, see the excellent study by the Italian classical 
philologist: Canfora, Luciano, L’uso politico dei paradigmi storici. Laterza, Bari, 2010.  
508 MC, p. 329.  
509 Cf., MC, Chapter VIII, Travail, vie, langage, p. 262. For a detailed discussion of Foucault’s treatment of 
language, grammar and discourse, see: Frank, op.cit, in particular lecture 7 and 8. Frank masterfully shows 
that Foucault’s treatment of the problems of language is not in fact an attack on the Enlightenment or 
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The positivity of the new sciences of life, language and economy corresponds, according 

to Foucault, to the emergence of transcendental philosophy510, although it is, as he himself aims 

to show, not reducible to it. On the contrary, there are some crucial differences that separate 

transcendental philosophy from the newly formed positivities, which are, as Foucault says, 

“outside knowledge, but precisely because of that, its conditions”511. However, unlike Kant’s 

transcendental field, they differ to the extent that they no longer refer to the field of 

transcendental constitution, but instead are “on the side of the object, and in some way beyond: 

as the Idea in transcendental Dialectic, they totalise the phenomena and state the a priori 

coherence of empirical multiplicities….they concern the domain of a posteriori truths and the 

principle of their synthesis— and not the a priori synthesis of all possible experience”512. In 

that sense, Foucault does not hesitate to claim, to the extent that they refer to the field of objects 

and positivities, they appear as “pre-critical”. This is why, these quasi-transcendentals, which  

concernes a posteriori synthesis, explain the emergence of a certain “positivism.”513  

The emergence of this positivism is in other words related but not reducible to the critical 

project; to the extent that they share the delimiting of the ground of their representation, their 

founding and that of critique is based on similar presuppositions. Foucault shows how, as a sort 

of an effect of the Kantian critical project, this positivism emerges because we can “no longer 

know the substances, but the phenomena, nor the essences, but the laws, not the beings, but 

their regularities”; and this is how the fundamental correlation, as Foucault calls it, is 

established for, on the one hand, we have a metaphysics of the object that is itself never 

objectifiable and, on the other, we have “philosophies that give themselves the task of 

observing what is given in this positive knowledge”.  

This is how these three transcendentals depend or rely on the three positive knowledges: 

that of biology, economy and philology.514 Such is the framework that will give birth to the 

modern form of man, the birthplace of the appearance of man. Kant made space in his 

 
representation, but an attempt at saving it. According to Frank, Foucault is trying to show that the 
development of classical episteme for example is based on the establishment of the order of referentiality of 
the sign, that is convention, and thus the sign becomes an instrument of knowledge, that is, of reason. Frank 
also shows the similarity between Foucault’s analysis of classical semiological models and de Saussure. 
Contrary to the doxa, Frank, in my opinion convincingly demonstrates that Foucault in fact wants to defend 
or rehabilitate the paradigm of representation against the “historical consciousness”, which is fully consistent 
with his attacks on Historismus in MC itself.  This is why, Frank claims, Foucault can speak towards the end 
of his book of the “retour du langage” appearing with Saussure. Cf. MC, p. 395.  
510 Ibid., p. 257.  
511 Ibid.  
512 Ibid.  
513 Ibid., p. 258.  
514 MC., p. 258. 
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philosophy for both things that can and cannot be empirically known (for Erscheinungen and 

noumena) and this is what enabled him to distinguish between theoretical and practical realms, 

or between theoretical and practical tasks of reason. The appearance of man as this “strange 

doublet” is not only the subject, but rather the object of the new sciences emerging at the end 

of 18th and cutting through the 19th century, where in Foucault’s own words: “from Kant to 

Dilthey and Bergson, critical philosophies and philosophies of life find themselves in a position 

of reciprocal repetition and contestation.”515 

 It is precisely these two concepts, repetition and contestation, that command Foucault’s 

attention since they present a vantage point from which to observe phenomena and offer an 

image of history where “modernity appears not as a reflection of the classical age, but as its 

total inversion.”516 This inversion is first and foremost depicted in the rupture at the beginning 

of the 19th century, a rupture that Foucault designates as the beginning of the “age of History”, 

which will become the dominant mode or organising principle, just like the Order was in the 

previous epoch. It is clear that Foucault is aiming here at what we know as Historismus, 

storicismo, or historicism: a 19th century idea which developed on the basis of the criticism of 

previous gnoseological positions, now claiming historical consciousness as the privileged 

mode and site of knowledge.  

According to Foucault, History appears as the “mode of being of everything that is given 

to us in experience, History has become the staple of our thought: in which it is not different 

to classical Order.”517 Here we see that he takes aim at the totalising thought of History of the 

19th century, in particular in Germany with Romanticism on the one hand and Historismus on 

the other, and its subsequent introduction with Ranke of a certain positivism into historical 

science or with Comte into the newly formed science of sociology in France. The implicit 

criticism and playing with Historismus is obvious from his playing on words such as origin, 

forgetting (l’oublie) or return (Retour): all questions pertaining more to this tradition than 

Kantian critique. This appearance of this mode of thinking had one important consequence: 

philosophy was no longer “metaphysics, except possibly to the extent that it is Memory and 

that it will necessarily lead thought to the question of knowing what it is for a thought to have 

a history.”518 From this it appears that Foucault, implicitly at least, expresses his sympathies 

 
515 Ibid., 176.  
516 Cf. Gehring, Petra, Wird er sich auflösen? Foucaults Anthropologiekritik, In: Rölli, Mark, (Ed), Fines 
Hominis. Zur Geschichte der philosophische Anthropologiekritik, Transkript Verlag, Bielefeld, 2015, pp. 
189-213, p. 201. 
517 MC, p. 231.  
518 Ibid.  
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for the previous epoch, that of the Enlightenment, as much as his discourse is critical or can 

seem critical of it, to the disdain of general doxa on Foucault which sees this book as the 

criticism tout court of the Enlightenment. It is clear that when he is attacking a totalising 

version of history in the form of Historismus and Romanticism, he is expressing his contempt 

for these 19th century inventions which are based on a positivity created precisely from the 

break in the unity represented by the classical age, where neither meanings nor knowledge were 

set on positivities in this sense.  

Modernity is thus conceived by Foucault as an inversion, but in order for this inversion to 

appear on the scene of history, in order for an a priori to materialise itself as it were, Foucault 

has to think in terms of oppositions or in a series of what, speaking from a totally different 

philosophical language and tradition Adorno would not have hesitated to call determinate 

negations (bestimmte Negation). Instead of Adorno’s concept, we are presented with a series 

of èpistémès resulting from ruptures and discontinuities in order to arrive to what we are 

primarily interested in, namely Foucault’s criticism of anthropological thought and the analytic 

of finitude which he sees as operative in modes of thought throughout the 19th century and still 

dominating the 20th. In order to recognise these as fully operating, Foucault, following 

Vuillemin, will fundamentally understand what the stakes of the displacement of the 

transcendental are. He will try to avoid them, but unsuccessfully given that he, as already 

pointed out, displaces the transcendental onto history in the attempt to escape, on the one hand, 

the totalising discourse of 19th century Historismus, and on the other, philosophies of 

consciousness. If there is one issue we ought to consider it would consist in explaining why 

Foucault can think modernity only as a series of oppositions in relation to some previous form 

of knowledge or being.  

Although he wants to tell us that modernity is a result of an epistemological break and 

discontinuities, he is not able to offer an explanation of these, but has instead to proceed by 

way of “determinate negations” in order to separate the traits that pertain to the epistemological 

lineage of modernity, or in his language post-Kantian philosophy. The first opposition Foucault 

introduces is that between the Ideology (Idéologues) and Kantianism. Balibar is right when he 

writes about the notion of èpistémè to point to this fact, claiming that these two strictly 

contemporaneous philosophical discourses, which are taken into account as opposing by 

Foucault, are nevertheless “non-contemporaneous”.519 Although they differ in form, style and 

 
519 Balibar, 2015, op.cit., p.60. Balibar is here obviously playing with the Marxist notion of non-
contemporaneity of the contemporaneous, Bloch’s famous die Ungleichzeitigkeit des Gleichzeitigen. 
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aims, Foucault tells us that the “Kantian question and that of the Idéologues have the same 

point of application: the relationship of representations between themselves”.  

However, they differ, despite a “certain correspondence between them”520 in that Ideology 

is the last of the classical philosophies, whereas Kant inaugurates the new epoch, or more 

precisely stands at its threshold521 — unlike the Idèologues who have tried to “extend their 

reflection to the entire field of knowledge (connaisance)…have tried to retake in the form of 

representation the very thing that was in the act of constituting and reconstituting itself outside 

of it (representation)”522— precisely because his critique “questions representation not 

according to the endless movement that goes from simple element to all its possible 

combinations, but starting from its rightful limits. Thereby it sanctions for the first time an 

event in European culture that is contemporaneous with the end of the 18th century: the retreat 

of knowledge and thought outside the space of representation. This space is brought in question 

in its foundation, in its origin and its limits [bornes, Schranke].”523  

With this we arrive at Foucault’s usage of certain Kantian notions which the critics have 

missed, namely: he is using and playing on the meanings and differences established by Kant 

between notions of Grenze (fr. limite) and Schranke (fr. bornes.).524  Famously, the difference 

between the two is initially introduced by Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason and repeated 

afterwards in the Prolegomena and “What does it mean to orient oneself in thinking?” Since 

then philosophy has had to confront the problem of the difference between the two which 

ultimately depends on our subjectivity. In Kant, the difference between the two is 

fundamentally architectonic: the difference between a negativity (Schranke, limit), which is 

contingent, and a positivity (Grenze, boundary), which is necessary. Boundaries “are 

dimensional and belong analytically to the very concept that they delimit, whereas Schranke is 

 
520 MC, p. 254, 255.   
521 Ibid., p. 255. 
522 Ibid. 
523 Ibid.  
524 “Boundaries [Grenzen] (in extended things) always presuppose a space that is found outside a certain 
fixed location, and that encloses that location; limits [Schranken] require nothing of the kind, but are mere 
negations that affect a magnitude insofar as it does not possess absolute completeness. Our reason, however, 
sees around itself as it were a space for the cognition of things in themselves, although it can never have 
determinate concepts of those things and is limited to appearances alone. As long as reason’s cognition is 
homogeneous, no determinate boundaries can be thought for it. In mathematics and natural science, human 
reason recognizes limits [Schranken] but not boundaries [Grenzen], i.e., it indeed recognizes that something 
lies beyond it to which it can never reach, but not that it would itself at any point ever complete its inner 
progression.” AA IV, p. 353, English p. 142; on Schranke and Grenze see also: KrV, B303, A395. Foucault 
will change his perspective and eventually say that the task before us is not that of abandoning Kant 
altogether, but abandoning the Kant of the First critique, the one whose weapons he is deploying here in 
order to offer an argument not against Kant, but post-Kantian philosophy.  
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a determination brought about synthetically, extrinsically”.525  The first (Schranke) would thus 

merely mean or imply a lack or a negation of some (material) magnitude, it would deal with 

what belongs to the sphere of a posteriori and hence is contingent, whereas the second (Grenze) 

is constitutive for the entire Kantian project as it sets the boundaries of sensible experience and 

thus of reason and the application of all theoretical and practical knowledge to the world of 

phenomena it refers to the a priori always however referring to the whole, and hence is 

necessary. Moreover, for Kant the fundamental difference between the two is established or 

has sense to the extent that it is ultimately related to a subject who is not passive, but active 

and part of the world, thus imposing the difference and is able to distinguish between the two 

senses or to establish the difference between them. In Foucault the difference is established 

within a structure operating in the history whose effect is the subject, within the realm of 

positivities and knowledges: the a priori at work is fundamentally that of history.  

 In the above quotation, we see that Foucault is using the notion of Schranke, that is borne 

in French, which is precisely the contingent element brought about extrinsically, which is why 

it is possible for him to talk about ruptures produced in knowledge and productive of it. 

Foucault’s épistèmès and ruptures thus operate on a similar level, that is they establish both 

boundaries and limits, but not those of reason as in Kant, but those of discourses and 

knowledges, determining the fields of application and thus the constitution of knowledge, so 

that within modernity they delimit as it were the space or the field of positivities or the field of 

the application of the épistémè itself. To repeat, Foucault is not engaged in the metaphysical 

project of setting the limits of reason, quite the opposite. He is interested in divisions (partage) 

once reason and its limits have been determined. In fact, what he is interested in are Grenzen 

as forms of positivity operating throughout history. If in Kant’s Dialectic and his analyses of 

transcendental illusions there was always a danger, which we saw in our discussion of the 

section Kant dedicated to paralogisms, of confusing the Grenze with Schranke, boundary with 

limit, that is of confusing the spatial (Grenze) with the logical (Schranke) by going beyond the 

spatial of our sensible world - this danger, Foucault claims, is what properly speaking 

constitutes thought after Kant.526The mistake he ascribes to post-Kantian thought is precisely 

that it confuses the empirical and the transcendental. In this sense, the role that Kant plays in 

Foucault’s entire framework is actually constitutive and in Kantian terms, we could say 

 
525 Cf. Pierobon, Frank, Kant et la fondation architectonique de la métaphysique, Editions Jérôme Million, 
Grenoble, 1990, p. 59.  
526 MC, p. 259. 
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architectonic, precisely because it is only with Kant that Foucault can set his own 

methodological framework. It was Kant who showed the inadmissibility of confusing Grenze 

with Schrenke, which is why in his commentary on Kant’s Pragmatic Anthropology Foucault 

spoke about Kant’s lesson which consisted neither in the separation of the Critique from 

Anthropology, nor in absolute reducibility of one to another. Foucault repeats this exact reading 

in MC. He does not miss the chance to point to the difference between Grenzen and Schranke 

when talking about the analytic of finitude, a theme we will deal with shortly, for now let us 

accentuate the fact that Foucault realises and internalises this:  

 

“announced in its positivity, the finitude of man is outlined in a paradoxical form of the 
limitless: rather than the rigour of a boundary (Grenze, limite), it indicates the monotony of a 

path which, doubtless has no limits (Schranke, borne), but which is perhaps not entirely 
hopeless”527 

 
 

The possibility of announcing finitude in its positivity is possible only after classical 

mathesis has been dissolved, only after the order of representation has been split into two, 

thereby “dissociating mathesis and universal science of order”, which led to the “separation 

between the sciences a priori and a posteriori”, thereby detaching from the “space  of 

representations the possibility of synthesis”.528 Again, we see that this cannot be aimed against 

Kant, given that one of the pillars of Kant’s transcendental project was precisely the synthesis 

of the manifold as the unifying act on the part of the subject. The dissolution of the classical 

mathesis, which Foucault situates as starting from the 19th century, is split twice: on the one 

hand, it follows the line that “separates pure forms of the analyses and laws of synthesis, on 

the other hand following a line that separates, given that it is about founding the synthesis, the 

transcendental subjectivity and the mode of being of objects.”529  

This is has several consequences for philosophical reflection, given that the philosophical 

thought of universality cannot be reduced to the level or the field of  real knowledge (savoir), 

and Foucault insists that it can only be constituted either as “pure reflection able to found, or 

as its opposite able to reveal, disclose.”530 For Foucault, the first of these forms is traceable 

starting with Fichte’s philosophy, the second with Hegel’s phenomenology; Fichte thus 

represents the attempt to deduce the transcendental domain from pure, universal and empty 

 
527 MC, p. 325. Italics are mine. 
528 Ibid., p. 259.  
529 Ibid., p. 260. 
530 Ibid.  
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laws of thought, whereas Hegel is exactly the opposite because he takes the domain of the 

empirical and includes it in the consciousness that reveals itself as Spirit, which Foucault sees 

as simultaneously being the field of the empirical and transcendental.531 Famously, Foucault 

attacks Husserl in the rest of the passage and claims that Husserl’s phenomenology is in fact a 

continuation of this tendency and as such ends up being an anthropology because it anchors :  

 

“rights and limits of a formal logic within a reflection of a transcendental type, and on 
the other side it relates transcendental subjectivity with the implicit horizon of empirical 

contents…. But, he [Husserl] does not avoid the danger that threatens….of an anthropology. 
Doubtless, it is impossible to give transcendental value to empirical contents, without giving 

place, at least silently, to an anthropology, that is to a way of thinking where the rightful 
boundaries [Grenzen, T.O, limites fr.] of knowledge [connaisance] (and consequently all 
empirical knowledge [savoir] ) are at the same time concrete forms of existence, precisely 

such as they are given in this same empirical knowledge.”532 
 

 

Husserl in particular and phenomenology in general are for Foucault part of this general 

tendency within philosophical reflection that ensued after the breakup and splitting of the 

classical mathesis. We thus see Foucault repeating Heidegger’s argument presented in our first 

chapter: the introduction of the anthropological theme traversing philosophical reflection, 

whereby philosophy effectively becomes anthropology. Husserl is part of this tendency 

because he conflates the empirical and the transcendental, or better yet, tries to give a 

transcendental turn to empirical contents, thus ending up in that very thought of the finitude 

that gives birth to anthropology. However, I would like to state here that Foucault is not using 

only Heidegger’s interpretation, who as we saw in the previous chapter initiated the discussion 

of finitude in terms of anthropology, albeit in a different context. What we see at work here is 

another text, perhaps even more important, namely that of Jean Hyppolite dedicated to Fichte 

 
531 Ibid., p. 261. He continues by explaining why is it that Husserl’s phenomenology is in fact only possible 
and conceivable after the 19th century had purged philosophical reflection. That is why his philosophy 
appears as an attempt to, on the one hand, determine the limits and right of a formal logic while, on the other 
hand, trying to relate transcendental subjectivity to the realm of the empirical in such a way that only 
transcendental consciousness has the possibility of constituting, opening and maintaining the horizon of 
empirical contents. Foucault rejects this philosophy given that he does not think it possible to give 
transcendental value to empirical contents, without giving place to an anthropology, and such an 
anthropology would equate the limits and the right of connaissance (knowledge) with the limits of concrete 
forms of existence, precisely as these are given in experience. On this point see also: Hemminger, op.cit. pp. 
121-126; Han, op.cit., pp. 65-66. 
532 MC, p. 261.  
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and Husserl533, where Hyppolite masterfully shows the internal relationship and link between 

Fichte’s and Husserl’s philosophy, claiming that Fichte discovers a “new milieu” in Kant’s 

notion of the transcendental and that ultimately they both want to establish a relationship 

between, one the one hand, rigorous science and its method and, on the other, concrete, lived 

experience. Hyppolite not only suggests that Husserl actually continues this Fichtean project, 

but that from Fichte onwards: “a science has at the same time both a content and a form—what 

is known and what one knows of it- the object of the knowledge and the knowledge of this 

object.”534  Another merit of Hyppolite’s text lies in the fact that he confronts the very 

influential reading we saw in the first chapter, namely that of Kojève’s Hegel, mediated by 

Husserl as Hyppolite rightly underlines in this text (forgetting however Heidegger): the internal 

genealogy now becomes somewhat more clear, and although Foucault never mentioned the 

name of Kojève we can be certain that Kojève’s name was circulating in the air and in 

philosophical texts foundational for Foucault’s own philosophical development. 

 As for Hegel, Foucault seems to literally repeat Hyppolite’s words: “The method of 

Hegel's Phenomenology is already outlined by Fichte: the philosophical consciousness and the 

ordinary consciousness should be reunited.”535 This precisely is the polemical target that 

Foucault opposes in MC. For him, this simply means conflating the empirical and the 

transcendental.  This is why it is clear that the target cannot be Kant, nor is it the case that 

Foucault is set to attack the transcendental per se, given that on the one hand Kant’s system 

rests on the separation between the two realms, which he wanted separated, and on the other, 

Foucault himself is engaged here, implicitly at least, in almost an apology of the transcendental, 

given its irreducible character and the impossibility of it ever being reduced to the empirical, 

although being its condition of possibility.  

With Hyppolite’s text we can actually trace this genealogy, spanning from what Foucault 

terms “modernity” to the 1960s and the mode of philosophical reflection internal to French 

philosophical culture.536 The advent of the modernity that Foucault wants to criticise has had 

several important philosophical consequences: the birth of Man and the analytics of finitude, 

 
533 Hyppolite, Jean, L'idée fichtéenne de la doctrine de la science et le projet husserlien, in: Husserl et la 
Pensée Moderne, "Phenomenological Series", The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1958, pp. 173-182, English p. 
83, Available here : https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/bitstream/handle/1808/8848/auslegung.v01.n03.075-
084.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
534 Ibid., p. 78. And we can see the extent to which such a conception would differ from the Kantian 
phenomenon of phenomenon developed in his Opus Postumum which, as we have said, was a text without 
which it would have been impossible for Foucault to speak of the “Kantian lesson”.  
535 Ibid., p. 82.  
536 Primarily the effect of Husserl, to which we will come back later. 
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which consists of four other parts: the repetition of the positive in the fundamental; the doubling 

of the empirical in the transcendental, the relationship between the cogito and the unthought, 

and the retreat and return of the origin537. From the 19th century onwards, knowledge is no 

longer constituted or based, Foucault tells us on the model of tables, but instead rests on the 

model of series, sequence and becoming (development),538 which has one crucial consequence: 

that of the positivity of the new sciences of linguistics, economy and biology, with their central 

concepts. Man in his various iterations is thus, after the split opened by Kant, a finite being, 

given that the question of finitude now takes centre place and replaces that of representation in 

the classical age. The man of the positive sciences is no longer concerned with representing 

things but is instead in all of these sciences based on a certain anthropology or 

anthropologisation, whereby he is simultaneously a subject and an object of its own finitude. 

The discourse of the 19th century, not only of the economy, but we could say generally as 

described by Foucault, is related to “anthropology as a discourse about the natural finitude of 

man,539 which he also calls a “new epistemological disposition”.  

Within this new epistemological disposition, “the finitude of man will have been defined- 

once and for all, that is for an indefinite time.”540 We see two themes emerging here: one is the 

relationship of time to History, which we related above to Kant’s analogies, and the other is a 

theme Foucault will be particularly fond of and to which he will dedicate, in a more explicit 

way, some of his later research, namely the question of the relationship between truth and 

History. What is the truth we have inherited? Or is it a product of rupture? To what does this 

truth refer? What is the truth of this finitude and what could it be? How is the truth produced 

within History and how do we come to know it as such? What effect does it have on us, on our 

existence and the way we think of the world?  

According to Manfred Frank, Foucault’s “historiography” here is based on a 

presupposition that rejects any “notion of a human being that sovereignly projects its history”, 

because it is the historical a priori that is a determining element which we can “analytically 

reconstruct.”541 Finitude, Foucault now tells us, gives itself “with its truth in time; thus, time is 

 
537 MC, p. 326.  
538 Ibid., p. 274.  
539 Ibid., p. 269.  
540 Ibid., p. 271.  
541 Cf. Frank, op.cit., Lecture 10, pp. 196-7 in particular. Frank also brilliantly shows the Heideggerian trace 
in Foucault, in particular his dependence on Seinsgeschichte and Schickungen, whose causes we do not 
understand, but can come to understand or clarify through History.  
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finite.”542 This is what constitutes modern, anthropological finitude for Foucault, and it is only 

on this basis that he is able to show what the end of the age of representation meant and what 

its real consequences were, the utopian moment of the classificatory thought essentially based 

on the notion of difference whose task was to establish a relationship between being and nature, 

to relate the species with one another. According to Foucault, none of this will be preserved in 

the 19th century and, when speaking about the concept of nature, he will exclaim that the 

“nature of the 19th century is discontinuous to the extent that it is living (vivante).”543 Without 

going into detail, one thing common to all the sciences is the objectification of their respective 

concepts or field to which they are applied, which means that each of these sciences or positive 

knowledges creates its own object, which is object in a twofold sense: as object of research and 

as object of science which forms part of its knowledge. 

 It is important, I think, not to lose sight of this perspective: Foucault is always discussing 

two levels of the same field: once as a science with its norms, rules and objects, and once as 

their point of application, thus producing in the same moment both object and subject. This 

results in a process of the creation of man. After Kant, it has become necessary to distinguish 

between the relationship that exists between contents independent from experience and those 

dependent on experience as two separate elements of the process of knowing 

(Erkenntnisprozesse).  

Those independent from experience were understood as the constitutive powers of the 

subject: with the 19th century and the development of the human sciences, according to 

Foucault a new tendency emerges, a tendency to resolve this Kantian problem by pushing it to 

either of its extremes. If on the one hand, “man knows himself as living being, subjected to the 

same regularities of the physical world like any other object of the bodily world, at the same 

 
542 MC, p. 275.  
543 Ibid., p. 287. Foucault continues: « …la force divisée de la vie va faire apparaître des formes dispersées, 
mais toutes lices à des conditions d’existence. En quelques années, au tournant du xviii et du xix  siècle, la 
culture européenne a modifié entièrement la spatialisation fondamentale du vivant : pour l’expcricnce 
classique, le vivant était une case ou une série de cases dons la taxinomia universelle de l’être; si sa 
localisation géographique avait un rôle (comme chez Buffon), c’était pour faire apparaître des variations qui 
étaient déjà possibles. A partir de Cuvier, le vivant s’enveloppe sur lui-même, rompt ses voisinages 
taxinomiques, s’arrache au vaste plan contraignant des continuités, et se constitue un nouvel espace : espace 
double à vrai dire— puisque c’est celui, intérieur, des cohérences anatomiques et des compatibilités 
physiologiques, et celui, extérieur, des éléments où il réside pour en faire son corps propre. Mais ces deux 
espaces ont une commande unitaire : ce n’est plus celui des possibilités de l’être, c’est celle des conditions 
de vie. Tout l'a priori historique d’une science des vivants se trouve par là bouleversé et renouvelé. Envisagée 
dans sa profondeur archéologique et non pas au niveau plus apparent des découvertes, des discussions, 
théories, ou des options philosophiques, l’œuvre de Cuvier surplombe de loin ce qui allait être l’avenir de la 
biologie »  Italics mine. p. 287.  
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time however- and this is what distinguishes man from all other objects of possible experience- 

man is the subject of this very knowledge. As transcendental subject he constitutes the forms 

of experience.”544 Within philosophy after Kant, the relationship between the empirical and the 

transcendental is increasingly understood as problematic and the solutions for what is taken to 

be Kant’s dualism are considered from various aspects. The peculiarity of the specifically 

modern period, as Foucault somewhat provocatively claims, is that it has invented man, “who 

did not exist before the 18th century…a recent creature that the demiurges of knowledge have 

fabricated in their hands, less than two hundred years ago.”545 In practice, this means that the 

modern épistèmè, unlike that of classical age which was determined through a theory or 

ordering systems of signs, is permeated and determined by the question of Man. Whereas the 

classical age was marked by the transparency between being and representation, of a positive 

relationship between nature and human nature, this transparency no longer holds in the age of 

Man.  

From this emptiness of the order of representation of classical age, from the ruins of fully 

transparent signs, from the unity of being and representation arises this new figure of man 

which no longer has its place within the classical épistèmé: “man as difficult object and 

sovereign subject of all possible knowledge, has no place in it.”546 We have the emergence of 

modern themes, as Foucault calls them, namely those of a speaking, living and working 

individual following the laws of linguistics, biology and economics that are themselves related 

to the emergence of the “sciences humaines”, and at the same time excluded from the classical 

age, which in turn has excluded any idea of man. Not only excluded, but it was precisely at the 

point of this exclusion, the same as where nature and human nature meet or converge in the 

classical age, that the discourse of modernity was created. It is within this discourse that this 

new creature was born. The classical age was only able to think representation and being, but 

not the “science of man”.547  

Instead of the sovereignty of words, as in the classical age, which in Foucault’s 

interpretation effectively prevented “existence humaine” becoming in itself the object of 

discourse: “as long as classical discourse lasted, an interrogation of the mode of being implied 

by the Cogito could not have been articulated”:548 this is one of the crucial moments of MC in 

 
544 Teichert, Dieter, Zwischen Wissenschaftskritik und Hermeneutik: Foucaults Humanwissenschaften, in: 
Zeitschrift für philosophische Forschung, Apr. - Jun., 1993, Bd. 47, H. 2, pp. 204-222, p. 207.  
545 MC., p. 319.  
546 Ibid., p. 321.  
547 Ibid., p. 322.  
548 Ibid., p. 323.  
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my reading, neglected and rarely mentioned by the scholarship. It is also a passage from which 

Canguilhem, I am convinced, takes the motto for his reading and gives the title of his text on 

MC. Its importance cannot be overstated, and its implication seem to be truly tremendous: what 

Foucault is saying here is that the classical age gave birth to the cogito, but was unable to think 

it, hence Canguilhem’s title: “Mort de l'homme ou épuisement du cogito.”- where this ou can 

be interpreted either as disjunctive and separating or as conjunctive and unifying, for example, 

in Spinoza’s sive or Pierre Macherey’s book Hegel ou Spinoza. Foucault suggests precisely 

that: the death of man is at the same time the épuisement, the exhaustion or even disappearance 

of the form of man that is related to the cogito.549On the other hand, a few pages later, Foucault 

insists on what has become a better known locus criticus, the famous dictum that “the 

humanism of the Renaissance, the rationalism of the classicists were able to give a privileged 

place to human beings in the order of world, but they were not able to think man.”550 Man thus 

appears in the strange position of a double figure, a figure that need to be unmasked, and a 

form that the cogito after Kant, it would appear, takes.  

These two passages should be read together in order to see that in the first instance the 

classical age was not able to think the cogito, in a species of what we could again call the non-

contemporaneity of the contemporaneous, whereas in the second instance this cogito appears 

as the one rendering modernity possible to the extent that it can think itself in the way that the 

classical age was not able to conceive of it. Foucault’s project is to unmask this cogito and the 

form it takes after the classical age: namely, the cogito is merely as a mask for the figure of 

man. Modernity in other words implies precisely this question and it is in “this sense that man 

in his double role as the subject and the object of knowledge (Erkenntnis) becomes the object 

of Foucault’s criticism.”551  

In Foucault’s own lucid words, “man appears as in his ambiguous position of an object 

for knowledge and of the subject that knows: subjected sovereign and spectator being 

watched.”552 On the one hand man, appears as independent, on the other dependent, belonging 

at the same time to both orders, that is his privileged position in modernity. The point of 

 
549 The famous dictum from MC was already announced earlier, in 1964 in “La folie, l’absence d’œuvre”, 
La Table ronde, n° 196: Situation de la psychiatrie, mai 1964, pp. 11-21., in: DÉ I, op.cit., pp. 440-448, p. 
448. Here Foucault also spoke of madness and mental illness as belonging to the same anthropological unity. 
This unity, Foucault tells us, will disappear with man himself: an experience that is about to emerge, an 
experience which is imminent, that is already visible, but cannot yet be named.  
550 Ibid., p. 329.  
551 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 99.  
552 MC, p. 323.  
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Foucault’s analyses is to show that classical age was not able to think the cogito in its own 

time, just like modernity is not able to think the man (or its form) in its own time. This is why 

he keeps repeating that we are deeply embedded in those 19th century structures and 

philosophies from which we ought to liberate ourselves: in this sense Foucault, contrary to the 

doxa, is a normative thinker. His criticism bears the strength of the normative to the extent that 

he proposes and invites us to think this strange figure called man so that we can eventually 

overcome its shadows and its limits. Whilst doing so, he criticises 19th century philosophies of 

history, but also philosophies of progress and consciousness that prefer linearity to ruptures, 

the centrality of man to the discontinuity of history.  

The attempt at resolving the tension between the subject and object, the empirical and the 

transcendental took two main forms after Kant: positivism and eschatology. The first tried to 

base its truth on the side of the empirical, whereas the second tried to uphold the empirical on 

the transcendental. Specifically, the modern form that the invention of man takes is within the 

realm of what Foucault calls the analytics of finitude. This theme was announced earlier, and 

in particular in a 1965 conversation with Alain Badiou dedicated to the theme of philosophy 

and psychology.553 It is in this interview that Foucault announces in nuce what in MC will be 

developed under the analytic of finitude.  

It is in the 19th century, Foucault tells us, that this “curious problem of knowing what a 

man is had begun”, and it is in philosophy since or better yet after Kant that the problem of the 

infinite, so important for the classical age, is no longer given. The main issue became that of 

the finitude. The notion of finitude, as we have seen, is deeply influenced by Heidegger and 

his reading of Kant. However, Foucault does not follow Heidegger’s line to the end. Although 

he shares with him the idea which claims that the reduction of philosophy to finitude is 

problematic within modernity, he is not dismissive of Kant, whose philosophy, as he states in 

the same interview, “brought with itself a danger of anthropology.”554  

This is precisely what the analytic of finitude represents: a loss not only of representation 

deployed in a sovereign space, as Foucault says, but the fact that beings no longer represent or 

correspond to their identity. Conversely, everything now revolves around this “empirical 

individual which is man, phenomenon”, itself determined and dominated not by representation 

but by “labour, life and language, where his concrete existence finds its determinations: one 

 
553Foucault, Michel, “Philosophie et psychologie” (entretien avec A. Badiou), Dossiers Pédagogiques de la 
radio-télévision scolaire, 27 février 1965, pp. 65-71, in: DÉ I, op.cit., pp. 466-476.  
554 Ibid., p. 474 
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cannot have access to him (to man) save through his words, organism and the objects he 

produces…as if they contained the truth.”555 Within the analytic of finitude these are all 

revealed as exterior in relation to man, whose finitude is now “announced in the positivity of 

knowledge”556: this is how the first form of the analytic of finitude, the repetition of the of the 

positive in the fundamental, is formed. Its main characteristic is, in Foucault’s critical reflexion, 

an attempt at understanding those structures to which the subject is subjected to, which produce 

its epistemic conditions of possibility, its scientific discourses.  

These, no longer being able to make recourse to the infinite, now enclose finitude upon 

itself: it is in the figure of the same (le Même) where difference is the same as identity of 

positivities and their foundation.557 It is within this space of the repetition of the positive in the 

fundamental that we can see deployed, according to Foucault, all other forms of this analytic: 

the transcendental will repeat the empirical, the cogito will repeat the unthought and the return 

of the origin will repeat its retreat.558 As for the repetition of the transcendental in the empirical, 

Foucault is decisive: it is “embodied” in the figure of man, which in the analytic of finitude is 

precisely “a strange empirico-transcendental doublet.” And it is here that Foucault introduces 

a Kantian tripartite structure to the discourse of modernity:  het takes the Kantian distinction 

between transcendental aesthetics, dialectics and analytic, identifying them with positivism, 

eschatology and phenomenology.559 The first two are:  

 

“to tell the truth (..) less about an alternative than about oscillation inherent to any 
analyses that makes the empirical depend (valoir) on the level of transcendental. Comte and 

Marx are witnesses to the fact that eschatology (as objective truth to come of a discourse 
about man)” and positivism (as the truth of discourse defined starting from that very object) 

are archaeologically inseparable.”560 
 

 

This curious fact that Foucault is putting Comte and Marx together should rather clearly 

show us what his perspective and views are and how he envisaged the project or better the 

history of modernity. Both positivism and eschatology presuppose critique, but not “as the 

reflection of a pure reflection”, but critique that is the result of a “series of more or less obscure 

 
555 MC, p. 324. 
556 Ibid., p. 325. 
557 Ibid., p. 326.  
558 Cf. MC, p. 326. 
559 Cf. MC, p. 331, Hemminger, op.cit., p.105.  
560 MC, p. 331.  
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divisions.”561 Foucault is careful to note that Kant’s critique does not conflate the two, whereas 

here we have a division that is more fundamental to the extent that it repeats, on the one hand, 

a truth of the object and, on the other, a truth of the discourse, filling therefore the empty 

formalism of the Kantian critique. Modernity rests on either empiricising the transcendental or 

on transcendentalising the empirical, two poles of the same tendency. Again, Foucault can 

think these as the “form of man only to the extent that he is able to compare and contrast it with 

Kant.”562 In other words, the fact that Foucault is only able to show how this empirico-

transcendental doublet came to be by recurring to Kantian Critique indicates that this process 

was conditioned by a move that conflated or reduced the realms of positive and fundamental, 

of empirical and transcendental to one another - a move Kantian critique had strictly forbidden, 

maintaining the difference between the two.  

The third element here, mobilised by Foucault to criticise phenomenology, is the analysis 

of the vécu (Erlebten), whose aim is to repeat transcendental analytics, that is to arrive to a 

theory of the subject as the unity “of empirical contents that are given to experience and as the 

most general form that renders them possible and designates their originary rootedness…which 

makes the space of body communicate with the space of culture.”563 And here we finally see 

the decisive influence of Vuillemin’s564 work, which Foucault creatively incorporates into his 

own reading of philosophy after Kant. Vuillemin was, let us recall, the one who introduced this 

Kantian tripartite division where transcendental dialectics was privileged as we saw by Fichte, 

transcendental analytics by Cohen and aesthetics by Heidegger. Foucault, we can say, repeats 

Vuillemin’s gesture almost to the letter, and thus criticises not only Husserl or Sartre, but also 

Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger - for the analytics of finitude is directly related to transcendental 

aesthetics. Equally, Vuillemin, just like Foucault here, discussed the relationship between the 

finite and the infinite and the role each of these Kantian elements has to play within a given 

philosophical system.  

As for the notion of criticism Foucault deploys here, perhaps one ought to repeat what 

Foucault said in Omnes et Singulatim: “but experience has taught me that the history of various 

forms of rationality is sometimes more effective in unsettling our certitudes and dogmatism 

 
561 Ibid.  
562 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 105.  
563 MC, p. 332.  
564 Vuillemin, op.cit.  
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than is abstract criticism.”565 Although the objection could perhaps be made, as Wilhelm 

Schmidt does, that Foucault does not in any important way distinguish between the “concept 

of the subject and the form of man. The Man of which he speaks is to be understood as the 

object of human sciences as well as the transcendental subject of knowledge (Erkenntnis)”566— 

he does, however, distinguish between Kant’s notion of the transcendental and its later 

displacements (and again, we can hear the echo of Vuillemin).  It was in a series of 

displacements in respect to Kant’s question that modern thought necessarily ended up reviving 

the cogito: “the modern cogito is” says Foucault “as distanced from that of Descartes, as our 

transcendental reflection is from Kant’s analyses.”567 Modern reflection, no longer inhabiting 

the transparent space of the openness of the infinite as it once did, is forced thus to take up the 

form of finitude in which the cogito is understood as both the empirical and the transcendental, 

as an attempt to reconcile them on the very threshold between interiority and the exteriority, 

between and inside their fold.  

Whereas the classical age posed the problem of the origin in terms of its ideal genesis, 

modernity has lost its relationship to it. There is no more an origin to which it could be referred, 

instead what we have now is the “redoubling of representation”, where the origin is no longer 

thinkable because “labour, life and language have acquired their own historicity”568 which 

effectively impedes them from “expressing their origin”. The relationship that existed in the 

classical age is now inverted: it is no longer the origin that gives rise to historicity, but the other 

way around, it is now historicity that gives rise to and structures the origin, which is “at once 

internal and foreign to it.”569Historicity created man at the beginning of the 19th century as a 

series of correlations, thereby allowing the rise of a figure whose identity was no longer able 

to access its own origin: “man is thus never a contemporary of this origin”, he discovers himself 

as already being in something that precedes him.  

 
565 Foucault, Michel, Omnes et Singulatim: Towards the criticism of Political Reason. The Tanner Lectures 
on Human Values, delivered at Stanford University in October, 1979. Available here: 
https://tannerlectures.utah.edu/_documents/a-to-z/f/foucault81.pdf 
566 Schmid, Wilhelm, Auf der Suche nach einer neuen Lebenskunst, Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt, 2016 (first 
edition 2000), p. 101.  
567 MC, p. 334-5. Foucault tells us that “it is no longer about truth, but about being, no longer about nature, 
but about man, no longer about the possibility of knowledge, but about originary/primary misunderstanding, 
no longer about the non-founded character of philosophical theories in relation to science, but about the 
enclosing in philosophical consciousness of this domain of non-founded experiences in which man does not 
recognise himself.” p. 334.  
568 Ibid., p. 340 
569 Ibid.  
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This knowledge that is now conditioned by historicity is “limited, diagonal, partial, as it 

is surrounded from all sides by an immense region of shadow where labour, life and language 

hide their truth (and their own origin) from those who speak, exist and work.”570 Man is thus 

revealed once again in finitude and he appears as the being who has no origin, the being whose 

existence and being is always on the brink, on the threshold where the origin is no longer 

divided in the openness of the infinite and its eternity, but is instead now split into ‘field, 

domain and limit’ (Kant). The origin is a “fundamental time- a time starting from which time 

itself can be given to experience… and how different the role it had in philosophies of 

representation…where time was dispersed in the form of linear succession.”571 So, what we 

have is a time of representation posited against the time of modernity: linearity and succession 

versus positivity and discontinuity. The relationship between temporality and historicity is 

fundamentally changed: “it is because man is not contemporary with his being that things give 

themselves with their own time…and here we find the theme of finitude…an insurmountable 

relationship of man’s being to time.”572  

Modernity produced new modes and ways “of being of man” , whose analyses are to be 

discerned in the section dedicated to “man and his doubles”. What is the ultimate and most 

important lesson of the analytics of finitude that Foucault is trying to convey? His subsequent 

definition of the thought of finitude as “anthropological slumber” is one of the most pertinent 

examples of ‘the Kantian lesson’. It is anthropology, Foucault relentlessly repeats, as the 

analytic of man (and not only of finitude per se, for the two are the same), that becomes 

necessary once the power of representation has lost its power of determining at once the “game 

of its synthesis and its analyses”.  

Empirical synthesis has to be looked up for elsewhere, and this elsewhere is not the 

“sovereignty of the I think”.573 The Kantian question, “What is man”,574 of our first chapter 

reappears here as the question that permeates Western thought since the 19th century. Despite 

 
570 Ibid., p. 342.  
571 MC, p. 346.  
572 Ibid. One can also perhaps hear Heidegger’s echo here. Obviously the complex relationship between 
Foucault and Heidegger in relation to the questions of time and history cannot be analysed here in depth, but 
it is worth noticing that for Heidegger time is the essence of being and it is only because Dasein is temporal 
that it can be and is historical. It exists as finite and from this fact follows his relation(ship)to the world. 
Foucault, it would appear is critical of this reasoning, although obviously struggling with its impact and 
implications. For Foucault, it is history that gives object and form to the sciences, to knowledges (savoirs). 
Cf, MC. p. 358, and Revel, Judith, “Time versus History: A Possible Cartography of French Thought after 
1945”, lecture cited.  
573 Ibid., p. 351.  
574 Kant, Jäsche Logik, op.cit.  
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the fact that Kant had shown the impossibility of answering this question in terms of any 

positivism, as well the impossibility of it being merely transcendental, it was the 19th century 

that conflated the empirical with the transcendental, within a “fold where the transcendental 

function covers the level of empiricity on the one hand, and on the other where these same 

empiricities or empirical contents are subsumed into a discourse that takes us to their 

transcendental presuppositions.”575 Foucault thus speaks of the empirico-transcendental 

doubling which allows and enables the emergence “not of the dogmatic, but anthropological 

slumber, where the foundation of knowledge, the definition of its limits and finally the truth of 

all truths has to be discovered.”576 19th century Man was profoundly “de-historicised” says 

Foucault, not because he had no history, but precisely because it was History that now imposed 

this almost transcendental order, giving psychology, sociology, or the science of language as 

sciences humaines577 “a background that founds each of these sciences…their chronological 

episode, geographical insertion…it [History] encompasses the sciences of man with a border 

that limits them and destroys, from the outset, their claim to validity within the element of 

universality.”578Modern thought not only rests upon the conflation between two realms that 

Kant wanted separate, but more importantly, it commits the same error he criticised when 

attacking both empiricism and rationalism (dogmatism) in the Critique of Pure Reason.  

Foucault shows that the dogmatism of anthropological thought, that is of the analytics of 

finitude, not only cannot be thought without recourse to Kant’s transcendental analytics, but 

nor can he do without the transcendental Dialectics either. If, as we have seen, Kant in 

transcendental Dialectics showed Paralogisms are necessary mistakes which the reason is led 

to commit for “ “I infer from the transcendental concept of the subject - a concept that contains 

nothing manifold - the absolute unity of this subject itself, of which I have in this way no 

concept whatever,”579 then Foucault’s entire conception of the anthropological sleep can be 

seen as an attempt to analyse and understand the various ways these necessary mistakes were 

transposed into philosophy after Kant, whereby the question of the transcendental was 

displaced on the empirical contents.  

 
575 MC., p. 352.  
576 Ibid.,  
577 Here, it is worth recalling our earlier point: Foucault too excludes history from the sciences humaines, 
just like in the definition officially imposed by the French Republic. He is thus not an exception, as is often 
claimed, but merely confirms the rule.  
578 Ibid., p. 382 Again we see how Foucault here appears to criticise the universal, but he is, in fact, criticising 
the discourse that rests on the exclusion from the universal. 
579 KrV, A340/B398, p. 262, Pluhar p. 381. 
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This is precisely what characterises modernity:  to this concept that, as Kant says, contains 

nothing manifold a series of manifolds is added: exactly by conflating “thinking and existence, 

a series of intuitions is added: those of life, labour and discourse, so that the subject as object, 

is endowed with the privileges of transcendental subject and taken as the foundation of any 

possible knowledge.”580  Consequently, this results in an attempt to “substantialise the Cogito”, 

to think it as substance, which in Kantian terms means to conflate the transcendental with the 

merely logical, or in Foucault’s terms to identify the subject of knowledge directly with man 

founded on life, labour and discourse. Thus, in both cases, we have the repetition of the 

argument of the Paralogism of substantiality, on the one hand, and on the other the conflation 

of Grenzen and Schrenke, both of which, as we have shown extensively was the crux of 

Foucault’s reading of Kant’s Anthropology which we once again see deployed here. Thus, not 

only was Foucault unable to think the analytics of finitude without recourse to Kant, but he 

was unable to think the emergence of this discourse on finitude, which he called the 

anthropological slumber, without taking ‘the Kantian lesson’ from the Anthropology of the 

irreducibility of anthropology to Critique and the irreducibility of Critique to Anthropology. In 

another intervention, Foucault himself repeats this truth of modern thought that bases itself on 

anthropology by commenting that:  

 

“the anthropology on which we unfortunately reflect too much, is precisely a 
transcendental that wants itself true at the natural level….from the moment one attempts to 

define an essence of man which could be articulated starting from it (the essence), and which 
would at once be the foundation of all possible knowledge (connaisance) and of all possible 

limits of knowledge, one is in full paralogism.”581 
 

 

And it is in this sense that Foucault will towards the end of the book conceive of ‘counter-

sciences’, in particular ethnology and psychoanalyses, namely as those sciences that are 

perhaps able to offer a way out of the thought snared in the structures of paralogisms: precisely 

by not trying to found or invent a general science de l’homme, but to question and extrapolate 

those things that appear at the limits of the thought produced by paralogisms.  

 

 
580 Hemminger, op.cit., p. 120.  
581 “Philosophie et vérité, entretien avec A. Badiou, G Canguilhem, D. Dreyfus, J. Hyppolite, P. Ricœur, 
Dossiers Pédagogiques de la radio-télévision scolaire, 27 mars 1965, pp. 1-11, in: DÉ I, op.cit. p. 480. Italics 
are mine.  
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3.5. L'archéologie du savoir 
 

 

It is with the issue of paralogisms that we close our previous section dedicated to what is 

perhaps the most structuralist of all Foucault’s books, and open one dealing with the work that 

closes the golden French philosophical decade. This is, we could say with Mladen Dolar, his 

least structuralist, even anti-structuralist book.582 Published in 1969, the Archaeology of 

Knowledge (AS) is, like Les Mots et les Choses, Foucault’s book on method. Of course, the 

difference between the two is profound and significant, and if this section will be somewhat 

shorter than the previous one, it is because we will mostly try to discern what this difference 

consists of. In other words, our question here is that of the specificity of AS and its theoretical 

contents. In this sense, I would like to underline some important facts that testify to Foucault’s 

continuing engagement with Kant and his theoretical edifice, culminating in AS. This is 

because, as we have seen, Kant is the thinker who for Foucault, stands at the threshold of 

modernity, as in some sense its conclusion, and precisely because of this Kant appears equally 

as the thinker opening a new stage in the history of thought. In 1966, Foucault writes a review 

of Ernst Cassirer’s book “The Philosophy of the Enlightenment.”583  

The title of Foucault’s intervention is telling: a history that remains silenced, dumb, unable 

to speak, unable to show itself for it truly is. What is this history? On the first sight, it might 

appear as if Foucault is critical of the discourse of the Enlightenment, but in fact it seems more 

plausible that he is trying to tell us that it is precisely this history that remains unsaid, unable 

to be pronounced and told. Indeed, the first thing Foucault tells us is that the book “belongs to 

our actuality”584, announcing already the theme of the actuality of the Enlightenment, which is 

 
582 Dolar, Mladen, Kralju odsekati glavo. Foucaultova dediščina (Cutting off the King’s Head. Foucault’s 
Legacy), Založba Krtina, Ljubljana, 2009. p. 52.  
583 “Une histoire restée muette”, La Quinzaine littéraire, n° 8, 1 – 15 juillet 1966, pp. 3-4. (Sur E. Cassirer, 
La Philosophie des Lumières, trad. P. Quillet, Paris, Fayard, coll. « L’Histoire sans frontières », 1966.), in: 
DÉ I, op.cit., pp. 573-577.  
584 Italics mine.  
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not his later invention or intervention as all too often described in the literature.  On the 

contrary, given the importance of Kant for his thought, for the development of his argument 

and his philosophical perspective, I am tempted to say that this has always been his main 

philosophical concern (our next chapter will offer a perspective as to how this intersects with 

his political project). Moreover, Foucault describes neo-Kantianism not as “movement or 

school”, but instead as the “impossibility in which Western thought found itself, that of 

overcoming the break established by Kant.”, and this is why Foucault can claim “in this sense, 

we are all still neo-Kantians”585 But what is this neo-Kantianism and its history for Foucault? 

In what way are we still heirs of this tradition? According to Foucault, Kant, who taught us the 

lesson of philosophy’s “anthropological slumber”, has “stupefied Western thought, rendering 

it deaf to its own modernity”. But Foucault does not stop here, he continues: “as if the forgetting 

of what happened at the end of the 18th century, when the modern world was born, had liberated 

a double nostalgia”586: this double nostalgia would consist, for Foucault, in our recognition that 

the 18th century had, in effect, ended between the Greeks and its own image reflected precisely 

the Kantian question of its own “actuality”. 

 The Greek momentum opened towards the end of 18th century for Foucault runs from 

Höderlin to Heidegger, whereas the real Aufklärung spans from Marx to Lévi-Strauss. These 

two poles (and the second is what he calls eschatology in MC), still dominate modern 

thought— and thought is here identified with philosophy, demonstrating the thesis I have 

already put forward, that there is no a priori of philosophy in Foucault, because philosophy 

itself is a sort of an a priori, which, however, remains outside the framework of his 

problematizations and analyses, at least in the 1960s)—  to which we still belong, claims 

Foucault without hesitation. It is then here that we see three emerging themes that will 

preoccupy Foucault in somewhat less than a decade: that of Greece and generally antiquity, 

that of the Enlightenment; and that of actuality, which he will analyse in relation to the other 

two (a theme we will come back to shortly).  The next text I would like to briefly look at is 

Foucault’s famous reply to the Cercle d’épistémologie in 1968.587   

 
585 Ibid., all citations p. 574.  
586 Ibid., p. 575.  
587 Foucault, Michel, “Sur l’archéologie des sciences. Réponse au Cercle d’épistémologie » », Cahiers pour 
l’analyse, n° 9 : Généalogie des sciences, été 1968, pp 9-40. », in DÉ I, op.cit., pp.724-759. On the reception 
of this text, its relationship to French philosophical culture of the time and its insertion in the history of 
French theory of concept of Cavaillès and Canguilhem. See: Macey, David, The Lives of Michel Foucault, 
Verso, pp. 197-198. 
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This is one of Foucault’s central texts of this period and as such should in fact be read as 

programmatic. It closes, as it were, Les Mots et Choses and announces the L’archéologie du 

savoir. It is perhaps here that the whole problem and issue of Foucault’s confrontation with the 

question of the transcendental subject emerges in all its clarity. It is here that we see the 

meaning of discontinuity, why Foucault counterposes discontinuity to classical historical 

periodisation, and lastly the nature of its relationship to AS. Traditionally, Foucault tells us, 

discontinuity was expelled from historical analyses and demonised for its rupture-time could 

not be accounted for within the linear temporality of History. Its specificity is (and we should 

hear the echo of what we have previously written the relationship between subject and 

object…etc): “that it is at the same time the instrument and an object of research, it delimits 

the field of an analysis of which it is an effect; it allows the individualisation of domains, which 

one cannot establish but by their comparison; for it does not break up unities save to establish 

new ones; it punctuates series and redoubles levels; for in the end it is not merely a concept 

present within the discourse of the historian, but he in effect, secretly, presupposes it: from 

where could he speak if not starting from this rupture which offers him history as an object- 

and his own history?”588 

From this we can understand what Foucault’s understanding of history is and will be, the 

ways he approaches history and the history of science. The central thesis is that it is continuous 

history, continuity as the direct “correlate of consciousness…of the synthetic act…of the same 

that turns man into an originary subject of all knowledge and all practice (pratique)”589 Instead, 

what Foucault is proposing is to put an end to this conception of history and instead understand 

it as a “pratique”.  What characterises his research is the attempt to understand and apply this 

notion of discontinuity so that it is no longer “an obstacle” but becomes “practice” (la pratique). 

Only when understood as pratique can history in fact account for ruptures and discontinuities, 

but more importantly only thus can it account for all the layers of science and scientific 

discourse, their visibilities or, as he elsewhere says, “their visible changes”.590  

Hence, he is interested in —and it is here that he introduces many concepts and themes he 

deals with later in AS— notions of archive, statements (énoncés), facts of discourse, practice; 

which is to be distinguished from the analysis of language, which however does constitute “a 

 
588 Ibid., p. 726.  
589 Ibid., p. 727. And it is here that Foucault again pronounces himself against revolution, which belongs to 
the time of totalisation, which is nothing but “becoming aware” of this totality, of this unity, of this totalising 
act of synthesis; fundamentally attacking Marxism as both a theory of ideology and theory of history.  
590 Cf. Sur le façon d’écrire l’histoire, op.cit.  
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system for possible statements.”591 The problem that opens here is that these (énoncés), as we 

learn in AS, remain fundamentally related to the subject: “different modalities of the analysis 

proposed”, Foucault tells us, no longer point to “synthesis or the unifying function of a subject, 

but to its dispersion…and its discontinuity with itself”592 And again, Kant casts his long 

shadow over Foucault’s perspective. It is this shadow, as well as that of the Cogito, that will 

keep appearing. His new way of writing history as “practice” wants to liberate history from 

these shadows. However, the fact that énoncés (statements) continue to be related to a subject, 

to its dispersion, to the possibility of its discontinuity, which would finally end the realm of its 

own understanding and that of writing history as an uninterrupted line, means that dispersion, 

discontinuity and history are all nevertheless still functions of the subject.  

The Slovenian philosopher Mladen Dolar, in his brilliant pages on Foucault perceptively 

and with great philosophical charm, notices the immense consequences this has for Foucault’s 

understanding of the subject in AS: the subject not only becomes, but is a function, in other 

words, “subject as function”, as Dolar put it, thus rendering meaningless any talk of the death 

of the subject in Foucault.593 If Foucault’s analyses here also attempt to escape the same 

anthropologisation of thinking594, and if he is only able to do so by in fact reclaiming the subject 

as function, this means that his analyses escape the de Saussurian dichotomy of signifier and 

signified.595 His interest lies not only in overcoming 19th century History, but more importantly, 

writing new history which would include this new subject, the subject as function. Foucault 

concludes his reply to the Cercle d’épistemologie:  

 

“it was necessary for history to be continuous in order to for the sovereignty of the 
subject to be saved; but equally it was necessary that a constituent subjectivity and 

transcendental teleology run through the history so that this history could be thought in its 
unity. Therewith, the anonymous discontinuity of knowledge was excluded from discourse 

and thrown into the unthinkable.”596 
 

 

The discontinuity he insists on rests on the subject, but not in the Kantian sense, nor in the 

sense of any cogito: if it is about thinking and writing new history, it is also about a way of 

 
591 Réponse au Cercle d’épistémologie, op.cit. p. 733.  
592 AS, p. 74.  
593 Cf. Dolar, op.cit. p.56-57-58.   
594 AS, p. 24 
595 On this point see Dolar, op.cit. p. 55 
596 Réponse au Cercle d’épistémologie, op.cit. p. 759.  
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thinking the subject anew, one that would be able to think the event (événement) within its 

discontinuous, but singular irruptions.597 It is only by thinking this singularity in the form of 

its discontinuity, thus not in the succession that would belong to the speaking subject that 

Foucault can now say:  

 

“I did not want to exclude the problem of subject, I wanted to define the positions and 
functions that the subject could have taken in the diversity of discourses. Finally, you can 
note: I did not deny history, I kept in suspension the empty, general category of change, so 

that different levels of transformations could emerge; I refused a unified model of 
temporalisation, to describe, in relation to each discursive practice, its cumulative rules of 

exclusion, reactivation, its own forms of derivation and its specific modes of coupling with 
the diverse successions.”598 

 

 

This in effect means that his entire project aims at rethinking transcendental subjectivity: 

hence the question of actuality, posed already at least from mid-1960s. To found the subject 

anew thus, to found both an ethical and political subject demanded, as Wilhelm Schmid puts 

it, an “undermining”599 of the transcendental project, or in Foucault’s own words, what had to 

be overcome and liberated, without ever being able to be reduced in advance by any teleology, 

was this “transcendental narcissism.”600 And once again, he can only think this transcendental 

narcissism not in relation to Kant directly, but to that very same analytic of finitude we 

discussed previously, the very same which he was ever able to think with or, as Hemminger 

put it, in opposition to Kant.  

It is precisely about following Kant, but not in literal sense and certainly not in the sense 

that Foucault is proposing a new metaphysical conception of reason, nor the empiricisation of 

transcendental, nor the transcendentalisation of the empirical; what Foucault, like Kant, is 

trying to propose is in fact what at the beginning with Onora O’Neill we termed a 

“constructivist account”. Foucault, to the extent that he is trying to overcome both the paradigm 

of the Cartesian cogito and Kantian transcendental ground, is engaged in a constructivist 

account of reason. His task is to find new ways of understanding the subject, the event, and 

statements, and finally to question the meaning of Revolution. Foucault’s constructivism is 

charged with understanding the “changing nature” of Cartesian and Kantian foundations, so as 

 
597 AS, p. 40.   
598 Ibid., p. 261.  
599 Schmid 2000, op.cit. p. 113.  
600 Ibid., p. 265.  
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to “prove their historical dependence, in order to discover the ground-reason (Grund) in this 

changeability (Wandelbarkeit) and historicity.”601 This is what Foucault’s defence and account 

not only of the subject, but also the event is about. In this sense, AS is, as the interview with 

Pasquino and Fontana convincingly demonstrates, an anti-structuralist book, for: “what is 

structural, is thinkable, what belongs to the event escapes thought.”602 As this interview 

masterfully shows, French culture of the 1960s, in particular ethnology, was based on 

counterposing structure and event, whereby the former is what belongs to the order of the 

rational and thinkable, and the latter is irrational and outside of thought; Pasquino and Fontana, 

in line with Foucault’s reasoning, argue that the event was understood as precisely that which 

escapes linearity, as contingent, as “the absolute contingency”603 In this sense, structuralism 

actually intended to exclude the event, and thus the possibility of thinking the discontinuous. 

Foucault is thus right when in the same interview he replies: “I do not see who could be more  

anti-structuralist than I”.604 And thus we arrive at the last section of our chapter whose aim is 

to show the Kantian origins of Foucault’s: from Kant’s anthropology to structuralism and 

ethnology, from the latter to anti-structuralism and the need to account for the subject, arriving 

finally at archaeology as ‘ruinology’ (rovinologia) in the words of Giorgio Agamben.  

 

3.6. Archaeology as ruinology  

 
In the course of a famously bad-tempered exchange, George Steiner, in his provocatively 

entitled “The Mandarin of the Hour”, published in New York Times,605 questioned the 

Foucauldian notion of archaeology in Les Mots and choses: “But why "archaeology"?” asks 

Steiner, when “the word has its aura of depth and genesis, outside its normal field, since Freud. 

Foucault uses it to establish the differences between his enterprise and that of intellectual 

history and phenomenology in the usual sense.” Foucault takes this question and answers in 

his own polemical manner. In his reply, entitled “Monstrosities in Criticism” published in 

 
601 Ibid., 104.  
602 Intervista a Michel Foucault, P.Pasquino, A. Fontana, 1976, originally published in Microfisica del 
potere: interventi politici, Einaudi. See: DÉ II, op.cit., pp. 140-160, p.144, part of the question posed by 
interviewers.  
603 Ibid. 
604 Ibid., p. 145.  
605 Text available here: https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/00/12/17/specials/foucault-
order.html?mcubz=3 
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journal Diacritics in 1971,606 Foucault famously replied that the word archaeology comes not 

from Freud, but from Kant:  

 

“Same thing for the word "archaeology." That word ought to locate itself somewhere, 
thinks Mr. Steiner. Let's give it to Freud. Mr. Steiner does not know that Kant used this word 
in order to designate the history of that which renders necessary a certain form of thought. I 
have pointed to this use, however, in another text. Certainly, I would not presume that Mr. 

Steiner should read me. But he should leaf through Kant. I well know, however, that Kant is 
not as fashionable as Freud.”607 

 

Famously, Foucault was referring the essay Kant wrote in answer to the question posed 

by the Berlin Academy of Sciences about the extent of the progress made by metaphysics as a 

science in Germany since Wolff and Leibniz. The text is popularly called “die Preissschrift”. 

In the preparatory writings, included in Kant’s Akademie Ausgabe, entitled Lose Blätter zu 

den Fortschritten der Metaphysik, Kant starts with the question of the very possibility of a 

philosophical history of philosophy, and concludes that: “A philosophical history of 

philosophy is itself possible, not historically or empirically, but rationally, i.e., a priori. For 

although it establishes facts of reason, it does not borrow them from historical narrative, but 

draws them from the nature of human reason, as philosophical archaeology.608  

Perhaps even more important than the mere usage of the concept of archaeology which 

Foucault “borrows” in an interesting and original way, is Kant’s revolutionary understanding 

of philosophical archaeology: „all historical knowledge is empirical, and hence knowledge of 

things as they are; not that they necessarily have to be that way.”609 Is this not what Foucault 

sought with his archaeology, to show that all our knowledge (both connaisance and savoir) is 

historically conditioned, but that it does not mean that it necessarily has to be that way, 

precisely because there are ruptures, discontinuities and sudden, unexpected breakthroughs 

determining epochs. The work of Giorgio Agamben is crucial here, for Agamben introduces 

the idea of “archaeology as a ruinology”610 (rovinologia), starting with Kant and all the way 

down to Foucault. 

According to Agamben, it is with Kant that “philosophical archaeology” presents itself 

not just as any history, but as a priori history; it is forced to reflect its own origin. However, 

 
606 Foucault, Michel, Monstrosities in Criticism, in: Diacritics, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Autumn, 1971), pp. 57-60. 
607 Ibid., p. 60.  
608AA XX,, p. 341, English translation, in Cambridge Kant Edition, Theoretical Philosophy after 1781, p. 17. 
609 Ibid.  
610 Agamben, Giorgio, Signatura Rerum. Sul Metodo, Bollati Boringhieri, Torino, 2008,  p. 83.  
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given that its aim and object “coincide with the ultimate end of mankind, it can never identify 

with a chronological givenness, it can never be archaic”611 Moreover, Agamben also can only 

understand archaeology as a ruinology by taking Kant’s Logik lectures, in partcular the Vienna 

Logik where Kant says that “in sensu cosmico philosophy is also called philosophy in sensu 

eminenti. Philosophy cannot be learned, because every philosopher erects his own building on 

the ruins of another”.612 Archaeology thus presents itself as a ruinology, as “science of ruins, 

whose object, without ever constructing a transcendental principle, cannot ever truly give itself 

as something empirically present”613  

In other words, the object of archaeology gives itself as that very same spectre Foucault 

was in fact warning us of when he analysed the analytic of finitude. This is how Foucault’s 

insight that one ought not to confuse “history of philosophy and an archaeology of thought”614 

ought to be understood.  Archaeology as the science of ruins, as ruinology presents itself in 

Foucault’s conception in a manner not that different to Kant, as we finally see here. That is to 

say that it presents itself as the science that is not a science, as the study of the subject as 

function, which is not a subject properly speaking, as the study of past which is not necessarily 

in the past, as the study of the origin which cannot be reduced to origins, as the study of event 

which escapes it. Foucault, the archaeologist “who teaches that the historical a priori is not 

only contemporaneous with the real and with the present but remains immanent to them. With 

a singular gesture, the archaeologist that teaches such an a priori, retrocedes, so to speak 

towards the present.”615 Foucault’s archaeology reveals itself thus to be a ruinology not because 

it studies the past whose origin it can never fully grasp, but precisely because it gives itself as 

the study of the present of this past in this present, because it retro-cedes, it is at once Vor und 

Nach, as Agamben notes borrowing from Walter Benjamin. And finally, it is the great merit of 

Agamben’s work that he relates not only archaeology, but also genealogy to this science of 

ruins, announcing thus the problematics common to both.616 Hence, the issue of our next 

chapter: the question of genealogy, and the problematics of this peculiar relationship to 

 
611 Ibid. And perhaps we can hear Derrida’s echo from the ‘Mal d’Archive’, of an an-arche, something that 
gives itself to thought, but whose origin and beginning escapes us.  
612 AA XXIV, p. 800, English edition, Lectures on Logic, p. 260. And here we can hear the idea spanning 
from these lectures dated to the 1770s to his very last works, an idea of cosmic philosophy.  
613 Agamben, op.cit. p. 83.  
614 Foucault, Michel, “Nietzsche, Freud, Marx”, in DÉ I, op.cit. pp. 592-607, p. 603.  
615 Agamben, op.cit. p. 96. Agamben here leans on the work of Enzo Melandri, for whom the aim of 
Foucault’s work is “to render the explication of the phenomenon immanent to its description”.  
616 Ibid., in particular, pp. 84-5.  
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actuality and its distinction from the present Foucault insists so much on? What is actuality and 

what is the status of our political modernity?  

 

 

 

4.0 KANTIAN FIGURES: MODERNITY AND SUBJECTIVITY. TOWARDS 
THE FOURTH CRITIQUE 

 

4.1.  On  closer inspection, Kant again:  the question of a Fourth 
Critique  

 
 

 

In his Introduction to his Geschichte der Hellenismus, Johann Gustav Droysen wrote: “we 

need a Kant who would examine not the historical matter [Stoff], but the theoretical and 

practical attitude [Verhalten] before and within history, a Kant who would demonstrate, for 

example in analogy with the moral law [Sittengesetze], a categorical imperative of history, the 

living source from which the historical life of humanity springs.”617 We would not be mistaken 

if we said that Foucault should be seen as a philosopher of the “categorical imperative of 

history.” Moreover, the thesis we are proposing is that Foucault’s philosophical project is as 

an attempt at realising Droysen’s ideal and in such a form as to write the Fourth Critique. The 

status of this Critique is all the more complex as it necessarily includes the question of 

modernity. Arguably, Foucault’s relationship to modernity is one of the most fundamental and 

difficult issues of his entire philosophical project. This vexata quaestio shows itself in turn to 

be Kantian question of the inner and the outer, the internal and the external, between negative  

limit (Schranke) and positive boundary (Grenze).  If, as we have said earlier, Kant appears at 

the beginning of the new, explicitly modern age, if Kant although fully aware of the novelty of 

his own time, as the time of Aufklärung, as proclaimed in his text Was ist Aufklärung,618 cannot 

 
617617 Droysen, Johann Gustav, Geschichte des Hellenismus. Tübingen 1952/1953, Band 3, p. IX-XXIV.  
618 Kant, WA, pp. 33-43, English Cambridge Edition, Practical Philosophy, 1996. pp. 11-22.  Foucault's 
reading is fundamentally based on the fact that the Aufklärung is the first epoch in history that was fully 
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yet fully foresee all the factors in play — Foucault is writing when this time seems to have 

exhausted itself, recognising, just as Kant did, the novelty of his own time: that of, first, the 

biopolitical, and then neoliberal present (if not temporality), emerging as a form of governing 

human habits, minds and bodies.  

Recognising the novelty of his own time and the need to find a new language to express 

it, a new space to situate philosophical interrogation, abandoning the old lenses and finding 

new ones,619 is the crux of Foucault’s philosophical project throughout 1970s and into the 

1980s.  In this sense, this chapter wants to present and defend two theses:  first, that Foucault’s 

philosophical position appears exactly as the photographic negative of Kant’s; second, that 

Foucault continues to apply the same philosophical argumentation we saw him develop earlier, 

this time applying it to different issues and sets of problems. In this way, he remains internal 

to the problematics of Kantian philosophy, given that his criticism of the latter always seems 

to represent immanent critique.  

 Our previous chapter dealt with the analytic of finitude or truth, which is fundamentally 

based on the simultaneous criticism and repetition of the arguments of the transcendental 

dialectic and the Paralogisms. The same argument is also at work here. This time it is applied 

to the question of power and a whole series of political problems. The Kantian lesson is alive 

and well here too: the transcendental is not to be conflated with the empirical, there is no 

reduction of the fundamental to positive, and there is no repetition of the positive in the 

fundamental. It is not a matter of substance nor about substantialising (the argument of 

transcendental dialectic), but precisely of de-substantialising, of the difference between real 

and logical (op)position, between the subject as substance and the subject as function, (so 

important for the development of the anti-structuralist argument of AS), about correlation, in 

other words, between two types of questioning limits and boundaries.  

Starting from the preface to the English translation of Canguilhem’s “Normal and 

Pathological” in 1978, with a great deal of affection and carefully choosing his words, Foucault 

now tells us that it was Kant along with Mendelssohn who introduced two things in philosophy: 

first, public dissemination of philosophical texts via popular journals, the means by which 

philosophy was institutionalised; and second, they opened philosophy to a historico-critical 

 
aware if itself as itself, that gave itself its very own name, whose name and sense of novelty in other words 
did not come from posterity.  
619 On this point, see the contributions to the issue of Filosofia Politica, n°1, 2006.  
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dimension.620  In France, it was through positivism and the history of science that the French 

tradition assumed and continued the Kantian historico-critical task. And it is into this tradition 

of Cavaillés, Koyré, Bachelard and Canguilhem that Foucault inscribed his intellectual project.  

In elective affinity with this critico-historical Kantian line, as Foucault now confirms, is that 

of the Frankfurt School: 

 

“ …in the end they both pose the same kind of questions, even if here they are haunted 
by the memory of Descartes, there by the ghost of Luther. These questionings are those 

which must be addressed to a rationality which makes universal claims while developing in 
contingency, which asserts its unity and yet proceeds only by means of partial modification 
when not by general recastings; which authenticates itself through its own sovereignty but 

which in its history is perhaps not dissociated from inertias, weights which coerce it, 
subjugate it. In the history of science in France as in German critical theory, what we are to 

examine essentially is a reason whose autonomy of structures carries with itself the history of 
dogmatism and despotisms- a reason which, consequently, has the effect of emancipation 

only on the condition that it succeeds in freeing itself of itself.”621 
 
 

At “the heart of contemporary preoccupations with the question of the Enlightenment” 

are: “first the importance acquired by scientific and technical rationality in the development of 

productive forces and the play of political decisions”; second, 

 

“the very history of a “revolution” whose hope, since the close of the eighteenth century, 
had been borne by a rationalism to which we are entitled to ask, what part it could have in the 
effects of despotism where that hope was lost. The third and last movement by which, at the 
end of the colonial era, people began to ask the West what rights its culture, its science, its 
social organisation and finally its rationality itself could have to laying claim to a universal 

validity: is it not a mirage tied to an economic domination and political hegemony?”622 
 

  

And yet, it is for all these reasons that after two hundred years “the Enlightenment returns”, 

albeit in a very peculiar form. Not in such as a way as the “West would use to access its 

freedom” but rather as a “way to question the limits and powers it has abused. Reason- the 

 
620 Foucault, Michel, Introduction to the English edition, in: Canguilhem, Georges, Normal and 
Pathological, Zone Books, New York, 1989, pp. 9-10.   
621 Ibid., pp. 11-12. Italics are mine. It is perhaps here that Foucault’s not so brilliant nor politically insightful 
views on Iran and Poland belong. What he seems to have wanted to see was the appearance of new 
rationality, different to the Western, in the case of Iran; and in the case of Poland the collapse of a certain 
paradigm of society, rationality, and above all the Party.  
622 Ibid., p. 12.  
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despotic enlightenment.”623 Several questions arise from this. First, when Foucault talks about 

autonomy here, he refers to the “autonomy of structures” not autonomy per se, or rather what 

for Kant is the realm of heteronomy. Second, the return of the Enlightenment takes a peculiar 

form, namely “questioning the limits and powers reason has abused.” From this it would appear 

that Foucault is in performative contradiction.  

On the one hand, we see him using the Kantian vocabulary of “limits and abuses” and, on 

the other, he seems to define reason as despotic enlightenment. Will the return of the 

Enlightenment not inevitably end up in the very same despotism? In other words, if reason is 

despotic, if despotism is its nature to the extent that it has become despotic - although Foucault 

never talks about the nature of reason and refuses any such notion, his work often seems to 

imply that the fundamental characteristic of reason is despotism, making it difficult to 

distinguish between genesis and structure; which is why he talks about the autonomy of 

structures, not autonomy per se! - if reason necessarily leads to coercion, subjection, force, if 

it necessarily forces us to tell the truth about ourselves by forcing us to accept rules or codes624 

imposed from the outside, what then is left of reason, why reason then at all? In Foucault’s 

reading, it would appear that reason itself, by becoming second nature625, has turned into an 

instrument of subjection, domination and ultimately into the pure determinism (if not necessity) 

of power and discipline, leaving the spontaneity of human activity and action behind.  

If for Kant nature was essentially the realm or the sphere of the dominion onto which the 

subject projects laws, if nature was identifiable with determinism which was contrary to the 

freedom to be found in the world of noumena and reason, for Foucault it would appear that the 

reason itself is identified with this determinism, whereby the force and rigidity of norms, 

disciplines, and dispositifs precisely obstruct the labour of freedom. The realm of reason for 

Kant was primarily related to the question of possibility of knowledge, for Foucault it is related 

not longer to formalism of possibility, but to history and the existence of a realm imposed by 

natural sciences which objectify man and turn him into one of many positivities to be dissected, 

studied, cut open, analysed and ultimately disciplined.  The difference between nature and 

 
623 Ibid., Italics are mine.  
624 Foucault famously introduced the difference between moral codes and ethics. Cf. Foucault, Michel, 
Histoire de la sexualité, Vol I, La volonté de savoir, Gallimard, Paris, 1976, Ch. 2, L’implantation perverse; 
and Vol II, L’usage des plaisirs, Gallimard, Paris, 1984 Ch. 3, Morale e pratique de soi. We will come back 
to this distinction shortly.  
625 On this point, see: Pierre Macherey’s introduction to Ogilvie, Bertrand, La seconde nature du politique. 
Essai d’anthropologie negative,  L’Hartmann, Paris, 2012. p. 13. Macherey talks about second nature as 
“institution which at once is instituted by and institutes the human”.  
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reason is, it would appear, cancelled and reason is identified with the brute “force of norms.”626 

The authors Foucault read and used appear to corroborate this story. From Hobbes to German 

historicism, from Weber to German historical school of Sozialdisziplinierung, reason would be 

nothing more and nothing less than the universal despot in history. This begs a whole series of 

questions: if reason is despotic is Foucault a fundamentally an anti-Enlightenment thinker? Is 

his Enlightenment anti-universalist like that of Nietzsche of the middle phase?  

From this it would seem that the Kantian categories of freedom, theoretical and practical 

reason would be nothing more than a series of chimeras, deceptions and illusions that we have 

been accustomed to believing, chimeras which ultimately do not liberate, but subjugate and 

subject us. This would appear to be Foucault’s view of modernity.  However, this is only the 

beginning. Foucault in fact persistently refused the idea that there would be any possibility left 

open outside modernity. It is perhaps in the third volume of his Historie de la sexualité, entitled 

Le souci de soi, that Foucault expresses this threshold represented by modernity as the ultimate 

frontier of our relationship to our own self, as radical cut, as an unprecedented experience.  

Although the relevant passage deals with the question of sex, medicine and 

pathologization and the invocation of the Latin and Greek medicine by that of the 18th and 19th 

centuries,  Foucault says that it is easy, but wrong to think that the fundamental characteristics 

of our contemporary (he means both Christian and Western) sexual ethics were already in place 

at the zenith of the Graeco-Roman period, for this would “overlook the fundamental differences 

that concern the relationship of the self to the form of integration of these precepts within the 

experience that the subject has of herself.”627  

If earlier on he writes that “we are historically destined to history,”628 here we would be 

tempted to say that we are destined to modernity. Of course, Foucault can only think this to the 

extent that he posits and understands that modernity is a threshold over which we cannot go 

back either in history or in time, for it has established a peculiar and particular relation of the 

self to the self.This is what, besides its political rationality and universal claims, above all 

characterises modernity. If universality is the outcome of a certain type of norm, that is to say 

of a certain type of society, of one historical a priori, what do we do with such a potentially 

violent universality? Can we assume that this return to Enlightenment Foucault also 

presupposes a return of the subject? The answer would have to be yes. On the one hand, we 

 
626 The title of Pierre Macherey’s eponymous book. See: De Canguilhem à Foucault. La force de normes. 
La Fabrique, Paris, 2009.  
627 Foucault, Michel, Histoire de la sexualité III, Le souci de soi, Gallimard, Paris, 2013, p. 210.  
628 NC, p. xii. 
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cannot fail to notice how Foucault, in developing his argument, is led to distinguish between 

several different but nonetheless related usages of the term subject.  

All of his Collège de France lectures, without exception, discuss changes in the very 

conception of subject and subjectivity, although they do not explicitly thematise them as such. 

The notion of subject(ivity) is a red thread that runs through and unifies them all. It is theorised 

through the lens of a metaphysical subject equated with the subject of classical sovereignty, 

which can be seen literally as subiectum,  that which is at once posited and persists under 

something else, as a hypokeimenon, which is subject to the dominion of despotic, disciplinary 

reason and to ceaseless relations of power. On the other hand, we are dealing with a subject 

that produces itself in contrast to and against the forms of power imposed on it, which produces 

or at least attempts to produce itself outside the classical view of subject as sub-iectum.  

In short, the subject of subjection and the subject of subjectivation. On the one hand, we 

have a critique of the Kantian subject as the subject of subjection, while on the other, it is only 

through Kant that he can think the subject of subjectivation. With and against, Kant versus 

Descartes, it is a story that begins with Les Mots et les Choses and should now be familiar to 

us.629 The problematic of the “limits and abuses of reason” cannot but recall Kant’s repeated 

criticisms of and warnings against “abuses of reason” in his Logik writings, Was ist Aufklärung 

or Metaphysik der Sitten. Foucault seems to be repeating yet another a Kantian lesson! In his 

Jäsche Logik, a work that precedes the Berlinsiche Monatsschrift text of 1784 by at least a 

decade, Kant says: “most men lack the idea of humanity, the idea of a perfect republic, of a 

happy life, etc. Many men have no idea of what they want, hence they proceed according to 

instinct and authority”630—where instinct and authority, one could argue, refer specifically to 

the “autonomy of structures of reason” as intended by Foucault.  

It is important to stress that questions related to Enlightenment as the self-conscious 

horizon of the present and field of intervention were for Kant important not only in the realm 

of his philosophy of history, or understanding of politics, but equally also in the realm of logic. 

Logic as a methodology could not be separated from the question of the task of the present and 

of our intervention in it. Most importantly, Kant repeatedly makes the distinction between 

dogmatic and historic truths and between logical and historical knowledge (Erkenntnis).631  

 
629 On this point, see: Castelo, Branco, Guilherme, La présence de Descartes et de Kant dans l’ouvre de 
Foucault, in : Rue Descartes, vol. 75, n.3, 2012, pp. 72-80. 
630 Kant, AA IX, Jäsche Log. p. 93, English, Lectures on Logic, p. 591.  
631 On this point, see: Hinske, Norbert, Zwischen Aufklärung und Vernunftkritik: Die philosophische 
Bedeutung des Kantschen Logikkorpus, in: Aufklärung, Vol 7, No.1, Kant und die Aufklärung (1993), pp. 
57-71, p.68 
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The Enlightenment, as the “age of critique to which everything must submit”,632 was in 

fact on Kant’s mind as both an epistemological and historical project long before Was ist 

Aufklärung, a text that precedes the French revolution by five years, where famously defines 

the Enlightenment as “the human being's emergence from his self-incurred minority 

(Unmündigkeit)”, which he defines as  “the inability to make use of one's own understanding 

without direction from another”: “this minority is self-incurred when its cause lies not in lack 

of understanding but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from 

another.”633 “Sapere aude!”, teaches Kant: in order to conclude that we “live in an age of 

enlightenment (Zeit der Aufklärung), but not in the enlightened age (aufgeklärte Zeit).”634   

Foucault picks up on this important distinction when he says in his 1984 text What is 

Enlightenment: “I do not know whether we will ever reach mature adulthood. Many things in 

our experience convince us that the historical event of the Enlightenment did not make us 

mature adults, and we have not reached that stage yet.”635 This clearly indicates at least two 

things. First, that the age of immaturity is still ours, which is why the problem of actuality 

become our utmost problem. It is a problem he seeks to diagnose given that Foucault did not 

believe that an intellectual can or should tell anyone which laws to follow, what to do or offer 

so-called solutions and thus contribute to the functioning of power when their function is to 

criticise it. The only role in imposing a political will that an intellectual can have is to 

participate in its formation as a citizen.636 Another important aspect is the possibility of reading 

Foucault’s view of modernity as after all not that dissimilar to that of Habermas and his famous 

motto of modernity as an “unfinished project”. 

 Torn between the maturity of adults and adult maturity, Foucault found himself 

increasingly questioning the notion of Unmündigkeit and by extension, Mündigkeit. If the 

Enlightenment “failed” as it were to make us adults, if Unmündigkeit still continues to prevail 

and dominate, Foucault felt this issue had to be reinstated and the question posed anew. This 

is possible if “a meaning can be attributed to that critical interrogation on the present and on 

 
632 KrV, A xii, Pluhar, p. 8.  
633 WA, p. 35, English p. 17. We will come back to the concept of Unmündigkeit, as it relates directly to 
Foucault’s later development of parrhesia and courage of truth necessary to engage in parhesiastic acts.  
634 WA p. 36 and 40, English p. 17 and 21. Italics are mine.  
635 WE, in:  Rabinow, Paul (ed.), The Foucault Reader, Pantheon Books, New York, 1984, pp. 32-50, p. 49., 
Italics mine.  
636 See: Conversazione con Michel Foucault, Trombadori, Duccio, Il Contributo, January-March 1980, pp. 
23-84, in: DÉ II, pp. 860-914, p. 905; and one of the last interviews published in L'Espresso (15 July 1984), 
in: Remarx on Marx, Conversation with Duccio Trombadori, Semiotexte, New York, 1991, Introduction, 
pp. 11-12,. Italics are mine.  
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ourselves which Kant formulated by reflecting on the Enlightenment.”637 If the task of critique 

in Kant is related not only to the correct epistemological or logical use of reason, but by 

extension to the creation of ourselves in the sense that it is meant to incite and invite us to exit 

“self-incurred immaturity”, critique also assumes exactly this same meaning in Foucault when 

he invites us to “permanent self-creation of ourselves in our autonomy”.638 Critique is thus 

instrumental and unfinished, not only in Kant but more importantly for Foucault as well.  In 

addition, Foucault here points to the danger of all too easily confusing humanism with the 

Enlightenment,639 almost certainly alluding to his own previous work; namely, Les Mots et les 

Choses, which quite often was wrongly read as equating humanism with the Enlightenment. 

This confusion, Foucault claims, has contributed to a large extent to the negative ways we 

understand ourselves, and not only ourselves, but — possibly for the first time Foucault uses 

the term consciousness— “to the consciousness we have of ourselves and our past.”640 The 

usage of the word consciousness here is as significant and telling as it can be of Foucault’s 

critical project.  

For now, Kant’s project—and by extension Foucault’s too— should be understood in 

terms of what, in a different context, Ralf Dahrendorf has called the “applied 

Enlightenment.”641 The applied Enlightenment unites Kant and Foucault not only via the 

question of the present or actuality, but that of critique as well. Foucault’s Kantian answer, 

although politically limited and insufficient, is his signum demonstrativum. It shows not only 

that there is an important “Kantian” insight —implying liberalism as Foucault’s political 

stance— but more importantly, that it determines his relationship to modernity. With it we can 

account for contradictions internal to Foucault’s philosophical thought and restore it precisely 

by demonstrating the Kantian figures that characterise it throughout 1970s and testify to his 

gradual acceptance of modernity. 

 
637 Ibid. pp.49-50. 
638 Foucault, WE, op.cit. p. 44. We will analyse the problem of the relationship between critique and 
autonomy in more detail in our next chapter.  
639Ibid.  It is worth quoting the whole passage as it shows the difference with the period of MC in relation to 
the opposition between humanism and Enlightenment: “Now, in this connection, I believe that this thematic, 
which so often recurs and which always depends on humanism, can be opposed by the principle of a critique 
and a permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy: that is, a principle that is at the heart of the historical 
consciousness that the Enlightenment has of itself. From this standpoint, I am inclined to see Enlightenment 
and humanism in a state of tension rather than identity.” 
640 Ibid., p. 45.  
641 Dahrendorf’s eponymous book, “Die angewandte Aufklärung”, first appeared in 1968 and sought to show 
how the ideas of the European Enlightenment were applied in the creation of the USA.  
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 First, his programmatic deployment of the term critique in an openly Kantian sense, his 

refusal of Revolution and acceptance of the event as exemplified by his writings on Iran and 

Poland via the role of philosopher as spectator (Zuschauer), his insistence on the importance 

of the Enlightenment as event and rupture, his overturning of Nietszche’s positions concerning 

Christianity which ultimately meant  parting ways with Nietzsche not only on the question of 

Christianity, but more importantly on the question of the subject. Following this trace, it is 

possible to announce the Fourth, historical Critique. It consists precisely in showing the 

historical a prioris at work producing different types of societies, forms of domination, 

relations of power, forms of governing and governmentality, modes and ways of being or 

becoming a subject: his fundamental Kantian, correlationist thesis is that these can never appear 

to be totally other to the object because in fact they can never be separated from it. The 

dynamics of the later relation(ship) between subjection and subjectivation is the best evidence 

of this. Foucault’s Critique is not expressed in terms of a discourse built on the founding subject 

as is Kant’s philosophy, but it is not deprived of the subject either. On the contrary, its question 

is that of the subject and its historical modes of presence and appearance.  

It is led by the Kantian idea of the present and belonging to a particular time, and thus a 

particular society and its power structures and relations, realising them and moving from the 

question of this present to that of actuality. To be a subject for Foucault, as Macherey 

compellingly argues, is properly and literally, speaking in Kantian terms, to “belong.”642 This 

belonging to a certain epoch, to the extent that it is determined and permeated by a norm, 

determines both the ways we become subjects and the sort of subjects we are.643 To approach 

and analyse the problems inherent to the ways norms determine, not to say produce, both 

subject and society, the relationship of the self to the self and to others, is precisely the objective 

of Foucault’s historical philosophy. In this sense, the project he is proposing should be read as 

the Fourth Critique. 

The idea of a Fourth Critique is not new and has been proposed in Kantforschung. The 

first to do so was the Italian historian Renato Composto in his “La Quarta Critica Kantiana” 

in 1954, followed by Francois Marty who in 1988 introduced the idea that the Opus Postumum 

should be read as a Fourth Critique, and more recently by Jürg Freudiger in 1996 and Reinhard 

 
642 Macherey, Pierre, La force de normes, op.cit., p. 75. 
643 In this sense, Foucault’s thesis is the direct opposite of Althusser’s. For Foucault it is not about subjects 
becoming individuals, but about individuals becoming subjects.  
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Brandt in his 2007 seminal work “Die Bestimmung des Menschen bei Kant.”644 Within 

Foucaldian studies the notion of critique has been proposed by Mariapaola Fimiani in the form 

of the “palinsesto” and by Rudy M. Lionelli in the form of a subterranean mode, a kind of 

“critica inedita” undertaken by Foucault in his writings on the Enlightenment.645  However, 

neither side has dared to bring together the idea of the Fourth critique and Foucault’s critique 

of history. My thesis however is that Foucault’s entire work should be read as an attempt at the 

Fourth, historical, immanent and material Critique.  

As Brandt says, the idea of the Fourth Critique is a hypothesis and can be either accepted 

or dismissed, but nevertheless the question of a Fourth remains open.646 Following Foucault 

and his Kant, thus far we have seen that Kant is a thinker with whom modernity as a peculiar 

epoch, as an event with all its ramifications opens up. Modernity is from the very beginning 

directly related to Enlightenment as an intellectual project spanning 18th century Europe— 

although Foucault never discusses the Enlightenment per se prior to the mid 1970s. However, 

historically speaking, Kant is also the thinker who appears only at the end of the Enlightenment 

and rather than its beginning, represents its culmination, its punto alto and therewith in fact its 

end. With Kant, the Enlightenment as a historical period in sticto sensu ends.  

By the time Kant writes some of his most important political essays, his so-called Kleine 

Schrifften, the Enlightenment seems to have exhausted itself and its first critics already appear 

on the stage of history. It is then all the more interesting to observe once again certain 

similarities between our two thinkers, between these two “Alleszermahlers.” At first sight, it 

would appear that Foucault does not share anything with Kant. How could he? They are 

separated by almost two centuries, by political and social advancements, by the French, 

Industrial and October revolutions, universal suffrage, and immense scientific progress - to 

name but a few moments. What separates them, in Foucault’s words are exactly labour, 

language and life itself as fundamentally modern categories and inventions.  

However, it is because Kant stands at the threshold, because he is the last truly old and the 

first truly modern philosopher that Foucault has to go back to him. Modernity as a philosophical 

and historical event is at once irreversible and it is the past and our present.  Foucault, after his 

 
644 Composto, Renato, La Quarta Critica Kantiana, Palumbo Editore, 1954; Marty, op.cit.; Freudiger, Jürg, 
Kants Schlußstein. Wie die teleologie die Einheit der Vernunft Stiftet, in: Kant Studien 7, 1996; Brandt, 
op.cit, in particular pp. 497-533. 
645 Cf. Fimiani, p. 12, op.cit, Lionelli, op.cit.  
646 Brandt, op. cit., p. 503. Brandt convincing shows that the question of “1,2,3+4” persists throughout Kant’s 
system. Every tripartite moment in Kant’s philosophy needs a fourth element that grounds or founds it in the 
form of principle. Cf. pp. 510-521.  
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explicit allegiance to Kantian criticism, his reflexions on the Enlightenment and generally a 

different, reformist view of modernity, tried to develop an ethics that would, whatever its 

material form, attempt to account for all historical modalities of subjection (assujetisement) in 

order to invite us to resist by reversing the order and transforming the subject as the subject of 

practices of subjectivation (subjectivation).  Foucauldian theory moves from the historical a 

priori to its different incarnations in the form of disposifs, to la pratique and ultimately to the 

question of the subject.  

Here, it is important to stress that for Foucault there is no dispositif without pratique, and 

every pratique on its part requires a dispositif.647 It is true, as Roberto Esposito argues, that 

dispositif is not a category in the strict sense, but is, we claim, productive of categories.In other 

words, it has the function of accounting for the dispersed, multiple, contingent elements within 

a certain perimeter or field. In both cases, that of dispositif  and of pratique, we are talking 

about a sort of paradoxical subsumption that departs either from some particular in order to 

subsume it under itself and thus enable a categorial understanding, or we depart from 

something that appears as a universal only to arrive at a particular and thus produce a categorial 

determination. If we start from institutions, theories, heterogenous elements, scientific 

discourses, architectural creations, scientific énoncés, laws or administrative measures, we do 

not necessary have to arrive at an universal, which is not Foucault’s goal strictly speaking.  

The point, however, is to account for a relationship that at first sight does not seem to be 

visible. It is precisely about relating this outside that is at the same time inside: dispositif with 

la pratique. If can be said, and I think it can, that this corresponds to the Kantian distinction 

(while obviously not being entirely homologous to it) between the transcendental and the 

empirical, then this pair enables us to understand the stakes of Foucault’s project. Thus, 

returning to Meillasoux’s argument, we can now posit a further element of the spectral 

relationship that is the correlation between subject and object, between the inner and the outer, 

and between the second nature of the political and freedom. And here it should be stated that 

this second nature of the political in Foucault is famously founded on the productivity of power- 

 
647 On the notion of dispositif, see: Le jeu de Michel Foucault, In: DÉ II, pp. 298-329, in particular pp. 299-
300. For other interpretations, see Deleuze “What is a dispositif”, in: n T.J. Armstrong (ed), Michel Foucault 
Philosopher. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf pp. 159-168.; Agamben , Giorgio, “Che cosa è un 
dispositivo” nottetempo, 2006. ; and for a more recent interpretation relating dispositif to Heidegger’s 
Gestell, see, Esposito, Per una filosofia affermativa, op.cit. Foucault’s notion of la pratique is extensively 
elaborated in his AS, where everything, thinking, doing and discourse, is defined in terms of pratique. Thus, 
in my opinion, both dispositif and pratique remain insufficiently determined as they extend to various 
domains, realms, knowledges, institutions, formations and relations.  
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an element so fundamental for his later understanding of the relations of subjection and 

subjectivation.  

 

 

 

4.2. Towards the Fourth Critique: critique and genealogy. From 
discipline to norm and back to Kant 

 

 

Our previous chapter ended with Agamben’s methodological idea of archaeology as 

ruinology, as the science of ruins. If ruinology was Foucault’s pars destruens, where should 

one look for his pars construens? In other words, what comes after or what is constructed on 

these ruins? What, if any, is the positive content of Foucault’s work once archaeology itself 

has ended as a ruinology? The answer is offered by Foucault himself in his inaugural lecture 

at the Collège de France somewhat provocatively and indeterminately entitled the L’ordre du 

discours. It is here that we learn that after a ruinology we get not only genealogy, but more 

importantly what follows directly after is critique. 

 In other words, the idea of an explicitly philosophical critique enters Foucault’s work 

being before any of his explicit works dedicated to the Aufklärung.648 It is already in the 

inaugural lecture that archaeology, falling into a ruinology, is substituted with critique. It is 

now genealogy that will be accustomed to critique. Moreover, the two, as Foucault 

programmatically states, can never be differentiated:  

 

“…. Critique analyses the processes of rarefaction and those of the re-grouping and 
unification of discourses; genealogy studies their formation, at once dispersed, discontinuous 

and recurring. To tell the truth, these two tasks are never completely separable: there is no 
form of rejection, exclusion, regrouping or attribution on the one hand, and then on the other, 

on a deeper level, the spontaneous outpouring of discourses, which immediately before or 
after their manifestation, find themselves subject to selection and control. […] Between the 

 
648 For an insistence on 1978 as the crucial year in which Foucault introduces the problematic of the 
Aufklärung, see: Lionelli, M. Rudy, Illuminsimo e critica. Foucault interprete di Kant, Quodlibet, Macerata, 
2017, in particular p. 36. On this point more generally, see: Saar, Martin, Genealogie als Kritik, Campus 
Verlag, Frankfurt-New York, 2007. 
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critical and genealogical enterprise, the difference is not so much in the object or domain, 
but in the points of attack, perspective and delimitation."649 

 
 
On the one hand, this merely confirms that the question of critique is something Foucault 

was mulling over long before his texts on the Aufklärung stricto sensu appeared and much 

before his openly Kantian “svolta.” On the other,  however, it is interesting to note how the 

usages of the term genealogy in the Collége de France Lectures, in particular in 1975-1976 

cycle, “Il faut défendre le société”, and in the 1977-1978 series, Sécurité, Territoire, 

Population, is not only Nietzschean, but once again, exhibits a subterranean Kantian critical 

undertone. In IFdS genealogy is defined as “this coupling together of scholarly erudition and 

local memories, which allows us to constitute a historical knowledge of struggles and to make 

use of that knowledge in contemporary tactics […] genealogies are precisely anti-

sciences”650— where ‘contemporary’ is to be read precisely as a variation on the Kantian theme 

of the present. These anti-sciences are the product of an “age of critique to which everything 

must submit”, without critique there are no anti-sciences and their counter knowledges, without 

critique there are consequently no counter conducts.651  

Once again, we are faced with an understanding of genealogy and critique where one is 

the external boundary of the other, and as soon as one attempts to go beyond either of them, 

one folds back into the other. In STP Foucault explicitly denies any possibility that genealogy 

is a study of genesis or filiation (archaeology was not the study of genesis either, if the genesis 

is to be thought as related or leading to origins), and defines the genealogical project from the 

“overall point of view of the technology of power.”652 This overall perspective is, albeit from 

a different angle, in line with Roberto Esposito’s recent argument, which approaches 

Foucault’s problematizations of power as species of transcendental from which we cannot 

escape.653 In this sense, power indeed should be thought of in terms of the dynamics that exists 

 
649 Foucault, Michel, L’ordre du discours, Gallimard, Paris, 1971, pp. 67-8; It results that the roots (avoiding 
the word origins) of genealogy are or implicitly can be equally related to Kant as well, and not only or 
exclusively to Nietzsche. Once again, we see Foucault operate a Nietzsche-Kant-Kant line of argumentation. 
650 IFdS, Gallimard, Paris, 1997, pp. 9-10, English pp. 8-9. 
651 STP, Gallimard, Paris, 2004, in particular the lecture of 1 March 1978, pp.195-232. My aim is not to 
discuss here the difference between pastoral power and govenmentality: that is, the former as the model for 
the latter; and the realm of their sway, respectively over individuals and populations. 
652 STP, op.cit., p.121. English, p. 117. Italics are mine.  
653 Cf. Esposito, Roberto, Politica e negazione. Per una filosofia affermativa, Einaudi, 2018, in particular 
Chapter 3. Esposito discusses this in terms of the opposition between power and resistance.  
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between boundaries (Grenzen) and limits (Schrenken), as it is at once contingent and necessary, 

constitutive and regulative. 

 Power is turned in on itself, whilst always referring to the other, pointing to the world of 

the empirical and experiential realm. When in 1982 in his text Subject and Power Foucault 

wrote that there is an “evident relationship between rationalisation and excess of political 

power”654 he was perhaps at his closest to Frankfurt school.  Recognising what this relationship 

consists of and how it functions and operates is the subject of his Fourth Critique. In this sense, 

the task of the Fourth Critique is not to offer solutions, but, just as Kant’s critique did,655 to 

pinpoint all those places where he thinks his predecessors were wrong, where they failed, why 

they failed, and how, if at all, all of this can be changed. Again, Foucault’s idea is like that of 

Kant: rather than prescribing he invites us to think and “join a common task. The first step is 

to discuss and plan together. The task is not superhuman. It promises practical rather than 

theoretical benefits.”656 But, asks Onora O’Neill, referring to Kant: “who is invited to become 

a fellow worker on a shared task?” She continues, “Kant's intended initial audience is not hard 

to discern. He locates the frustrations of metaphysics historically. Reason's betrayal is a crisis 

for those who have some idea of the history of European metaphysics and science. The points 

of reference are the ancient philosophers, rationalists and empiricists, logic, geometry and 

modern science.”657  

Seen like this, this then is not so different and could in fact equally be a description of 

Foucault’s philosophical project. They are related not only through the idea of critique Foucault 

recuperates from Kant, but also the sense of reason’s profound crisis that requires the 

performance of the task of historical critique in order to arrive at another world, another we, 

another type of subjectivity and relationship of the self to the self. Foucault’s critique is 

performed on several levels. To begin with, in the interview from 1976, he states that “it is 

necessary to cut off the king's head. In political theory this hasn't happened yet.”658  

 
654 The Subject and Power, in: Dreyfus, Hubert and Rabinow, Paul, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism 
and Hermeneutics, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1982, pp. 208-226, p. 210. This is indeed not 
that far from the Frankfurt School or Habermas for that matter.  
655 Amoroso, Leonardo, Senso e consenso: uno studio Kantiano, Guida Editori, Napoli, 1984, Amoroso 
shows that critique is not a finished project, but precisely to the extent that it is critique it remains radically 
open, as it presents a system of reason that is not yet complete, pp. 63-4.  
656 O’Neill, op.cit., p. 7.  
657 Ibid., p. 8. Italics mine.  
658 Foucault, Michel, Interveiw with A. Fontana and P. Pasquino, op.cit.  
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The plea to “cut off the kings head” actually represents an attempt to think outside the 

categories of “sovereign/ty, law and prohibition”659, in other words it is an attempt to think 

power not in terms of repression, possession, institution and prohibition (all elements of a 

juridical model), but in terms of its productivity.  At the same time, it is an attack on classical 

political theory which was and is unable to think the question/notion/concept of power 

precisely because it is obsessed with the idea of the sovereign and sovereignty. Instead of 

focusing on “sovereign/ty, law and prohibition” we should focus on the multiplicity of power 

and its historical manifestations. Before proceeding to power and its relation to civil society, I 

would like to show whence comes this need to “cut off the king's head.”  

Obviously, Foucault's principal target is on the one hand Hobbes, and on the other the 

political theories of his own time which were unable to see the multiple effects of power and, 

just like traditional political theory, conflated power with a place, person or institution - in 

other words, classical political theory naturalized contingency as the form of necessity. If on a 

more general level Foucault considered the problem of the multiplicity of power, its effects 

and its productivity as a strategy to go beyond the limits of sovereignty and the idea of power 

as repression, he certainly had in mind the overcoming of Leviathan.  Foucault himself states: 

“...rather than asking ourselves how the sovereign appears from his position, we ought to try 

to see how the subjects or subject were materially and gradually constituted, step by step, 

starting from a multiplicity of bodies, forces, energies, matters, desires, thoughts, and so 

on...”660  

In the La société punitive lectures, Foucault criticises traditional political theory, moral 

theories and comes to establish the notion of what would later on become his famous syntagm 

“disciplinary society”. His starting point is clear: the criticism of the various theories of 

exclusion, including that of Claude Lévi-Strauss, and of the theory of civil war, in particular 

that of Hobbes.661 Both of these are unable to conceive power structures that operate throughout 

the entire society. It is important to note that Foucault's argument is developed across several 

 
659 Ibid. 
660 Foucault, Michel, Il faut défendre le société, Gallimard, Paris, 1997, p. 26, English p. 28 (Translation 
modified, T.O.) 
661 In L'anti-Marx de Michel Foucault, Étienne Balibar reminds us that in 1969 Alain Geismar and Serge 
July published a book entitled Vers la guerre civile „announcing the tendency of the period after May '68”. 
See : Balibar, Étienne, L’anti Marx de Michel Foucault,  In:  Marx & Foucault, sous la direction de Christian 
Laval, Luca Paltrinieri, Ferhat Taylan,  La Découverte, Paris, 2015., pp. 84-105. The critique of Levi-Strauss 
closely follows Pierre Clastres, see: Clastres, Pierre, Copernic et les sauvages, first published in Critique, n. 
270, 1969, later on republished in; La Société contre l’Etat, Les Editions Minuit, Paris 1974. This essay had 
a tremendous impact on Foucault, and we will come back to this shortly.  
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strains of thought. His most important contribution in these lectures, besides the disciplinary 

moment, is certainly his understanding of how subjects became individuals (via punishment 

and penalization, that is, what he calls the moralization of crime).  

In order to understand this great transformation, Foucault takes punishment to be the 

“analyser of the relations of power, and not something that reveals an ideology.”662Instead of 

focusing on the sovereign and thus on sovereignty, he shifts his focus to all those bodies that 

form the sovereign; instead of its unitary and totalizing soul, Foucault turns to its side-bodies, 

its constitutive others. What is at stake is what I would, with Pierre Macherey, call changes in 

regimes of normativity663, and in this sense they are related to regimes of historicity in that for 

Foucault each new epoch or period, as “regime of historicity”, produces and is productive of 

its own norms and normativity.  In other words, it is true that, as Macherey claims, in this sense 

Foucault’s entire opus can be centred on the question of the norm and normativity, and norms 

themselves can be divided between negative and positive, that is repressive and productive 

moments.”664 Thus, Foucault up to Discipline and Punishment refers to what were 

exclusionary, prohibited discourses, (maladie, follie) and then switches his position and turns 

precisely to productivity - which is at the heart of his analyses till the end of his life.In the 

lecture from 1st of January 1978 in Sécurité, Territoire, Population (STP), Foucault’s view is 

that with his contractual theory Hobbes was actually trying to find the „guiding principles of 

an art of governing.” In Hobbes' schema, which we might add represents the position of 

classical liberalism, wherein the poor, the mad, children and fools cannot represent themselves, 

are not capable of judging, cannot be judicious simply by virtue of not having property, but 

have to be represented by institutions. Institutions for their part are not subjects, but become 

juridical subjects only through dominion, whose authority derives from civil government.  

For Foucault, this is significant because it takes him a step further. In asking about the 

nature (non-natural nature, second nature) of these institutions he is asking about the nature of 

power, restating the problem of sovereignty, or arguing with Hobbes against Hobbes. By asking 

the question of power and why is it so persuasive, he can conclude that “we should not see 

things as the replacement of a society of sovereignty by a society of discipline, and then of a 

 
662  SP, p. 14. 
663 Macherey, of course, talks about ‘La force de normes’ and ‘Sujet des norms’ (in his eponymous books); 
while ‘regimes of historicity’ is a play on F. Hartog’s eponymous work.  
664 Macherey, 2009, op.cit., p., 73. (This essay was originally published in 1989 as part of the proceedings 
of the now famous ‘Colloque Michel Foucault, Philosophe’. See: Ewald, Francois, Michel Foucault, 
philosophe. Rencontre internationale, Paris 9-11 janvier 1988, L'Association pour le centre Michel Foucault 
Paris, Seuil, 1989).  
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society of discipline by a society, say, of government. In fact, we have a triangle: sovereignty, 

discipline, and governmental management”665  This triangle, I believe, stems from Foucault's 

understanding of the changes of the spatio-temporal dimensions of what he calls disciplinary 

mechanisms. The framework of sovereignty is not all that there is for Foucault. This does not 

mean that Foucault was not aware that the “problem” of sovereignty continued to exist, but 

that the creation of disciplinary society represents more than the creation of sovereignty. To 

put it briefly, sovereignty as an omnipotent and omnipresent principle and practice was 

something that Foucault rejected precisely because it represented a transcendent principle, 

considering all but one as immanent to it. What is at stake for Foucault is quite the opposite: 

even if there is the external of sovereignty, there is nothing external to power and all power is 

external to sovereignty. Sovereignty is but a strategy of power, not power itself.  Sovereignty 

prohibits, says no, power produces, says yes; sovereignty is contractual, power is relational. 

Sovereignty presupposes equality, power presupposes freedom. Sovereignty is concerned with 

the macro level, power with micro levels. Sovereignty concerns the space of subjects, power 

stretches both across space and time. The shift is obvious. From the right to death to power at 

the level of life. 

 Thus, Foucault wants to do the exact opposite of what Hobbes and theories of sovereignty 

have done- in order to “grasp the material instance of subjection as it constitutes subjects”.666 

In order to understand and grasp this “material instance of subjection”, I want to posit the 

problem in terms of another shift marked by the great transformation from repression and 

possession to productivity and argue that the turn is actually a turn from political transcendent 

to political transcendental, and in two ways. First, it points to the dynamics which operates in 

such a way as to transfer the dispositifs to the capillary level; and second, it points to the 

formation of a new type of historical discourse, the discourse of the norm.667 Obviously, Kant 

is not the first philosopher to posit the norm, and norms existed before Kant. But he is the first 

to explicitly address the normativity of reason and enable us to think normativity in its historical 

ramifications by claiming that “reason has its own history” to tell.  

By establishing Critique as the principle, he is the first philosopher who tried to set the 

both the boundaries and limits of this normativity in order to save not only the possibility of 

 
665 STP, op.cit, 2004, p. 111, English p. 107.  
666 IFdS, op.cit. p. 26. (Translation modified, T.O). English p. 28.  
667 Foucault, Michel, La société punitive, op. cit., p. 221. This is where the question of norm first appears in 
an explicit way, in particular in the disciplinary regime of work that gives us an insight into what Foucault 
has in mind: that is, the control of time.	
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freedom as an idea or ideal, but also that of free action, enabling him to place man “as a free 

acting being” within a whole (Ganze) culminating, as we saw above, in his Pragmatic 

Anthropology and Opus Postumum. Applied to Foucault, the discourse of the norm would 

mean that it is simply not possible to talk about power without talking about the norm, and by 

extension reason itself.  Once again, power would play something of a role of a transcendental, 

that which is not totalisable or conceptualisable, and yet renders everything else thus. This does 

not mean that power or the norm in Foucault is Kant’s I, pure apperception, independent of all 

experience or that it is confused either with Vermögen or Vernunft itself.  On the contrary, it 

means, once again, that Foucault is trying to show the historical, and thus the experiential and 

contingent conditions of power; where the subject as function is to be read through power as 

function. It is in the game of the sameness and difference that the entire stake of his analysis 

of power is to be situated. Pierre Macherey argues that the form of reason is not one that comes 

from on high (say from the historical a priori), but from below, it is not some pure reason 

independent of all experience, but quite the contrary, experiential and dependent on the whole 

series of normative chains hiding behind the supposedly “natural” character of norms. In this 

sense, it is true that Foucault’s entire oeuvre revolves in fact around the question of the norm. 

On the one hand, “the relationship of the norm  to its  “objects”, a relationship which can be 

both external and internal, according to whether the norm refers either to a boundary (the norm 

in the juridical sense ) or to a limit (a norm in a biological sense)”;668  the other concerns the 

relationship of the norm to its “subjects”, which while at the same time excluding or including 

subjects according to the first relationship [juridical or biological, T.O.], identifies them or 

disqualifies them in terms of recognition or negation, in such a way as to put them on either of 

the sides which the norm separates or distinguishes.”669   

Power and norm thus operate in such a way that their actions seem to intersect and 

mutually enforce one another. If, on the on the hand, it is true that wherever there is power 

there is resistance as Foucault (in)famously claimed670, it is also true that where there is power, 

there is norm as well, to which we must add: wherever there is norm, there is subject. While 

 
668 Macherey, 2009, op. cit., p. 74, Macherey uses here the French equivalents of the Kantian distinction 
between Grenzen (fr. borne, engl. boundaries) and Schrenke (fr. limites, engl. limits).   
669 Ibid. Macherey’s otherwise brilliant essay attempts to reduce readings of Foucault to a Spinozist paradigm 
of savoir-pouvoir, which I believe is out of the question.  
670 For example, in the first volume of the Histoire de la sexualitè, La volonté de savoir, Gallimard, Paris, 
1976, the entire second part of the Fourth Chapter, Méthode, pp. 121-136, in particular pp. 124-5, or in the 
now infamous interview with Bernard-Henry Levy originally published in Le Nouvelle Observateur, March 
12, 1977, Non au sexe roi, in:  DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 256-269.  
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the two are not fully reducible one to another and should be distinguished, at least theoretically, 

it is useful to conceptualise power as “something that brings both possibility and reality… only 

power that is expressed in actions is to be recognised as such…power is a universal, immanent 

principle of real processes.”671  As such, power is inextricably linked to the correlation that 

always implies both object and subject, adding the third element: freedom.  Foucault insists 

that power is directly or proportionally related to freedom because it is  

 

“exercised only over free subjects and only insofar as they are free. […] In this game 
freedom may well appear as the condition for the exercise of power (at the same time its 
precondition, since freedom must exist for power to be exerted, and also its permanent 
support, since without the possibility of recalcitrance, power would be equivalent to a 

physical determination.”672 
 

 

If we substituted freedom with norm as Macherey673 does, which is not a very Kantian 

move, it would appear that Foucault is saying that Kant’s philosophy is or could be read as 

engaged in the very same production of norms which are then deployed in terms of juridical or 

biological elements.674 Foucault sets himself the task of focusing on points of application of 

power in order to be able to counteract it through “counter-conduct”: institutions, knowledges 

and mechanisms that render it visible and turn it into a relation, or entities that render visible 

the transition to the second nature of political.675 Foucault teaches us that society without power 

relations, and this means at the same time without freedom, can exist only as an abstraction. 

By contrast, power has to be effective, active, productive, multiple, insidious- in short, what is 

needed for power to be at all…is the norm. Just as we have a plurality of powers, there has to 

be a corresponding plurality of norms.  

 
671 Cf. Rötgers, Kurt, Spuren der Macht, Begriffsgeschichte und Systematik, Karl Alber Verlag, 
Freiburg/München, 1990, in particular the first pages of the second chapter, Macht und Möglichkeit, pp. 45-
50. Rötgers refers here to the idea of power as dynamis in the Aristotelian sense, and relates the dynamism 
of this ancient conception to that of Foucault. For a different view, much more critical and polemical in 
relation to both Foucault and Deleuze, relating the idea of the productivity of power to the ancient Greek 
notion of techne as different from poiesis see: Cacciari, Massimo, “Razionalità” e “irrazionalità” nella critica 
del politico in Deleuze e Foucault, in: aut-aut, September-October, 1977, pp. 119-133.  
672 Foucault, Michel, Subject and Power, op. cit., p. 221. Italics mine.  
673 Macherey, 2009, op.cit., in particular, pp. 76-77. 
674 Macherey insists that one could also speak of the production of norms in Kant in the sense intended by 
Foucault. He refers to the “doctrine de l’universalité de la loi », Ibid., p. 78. However, although we can speak 
of the productivity of the norm in Kant, Macherey fails to distinguish two senses loi in Kant, namely das 
Recht (law, juridical concept) and das Gesetz (moral law, loi morale). We will come back to this issue later 
and see how Foucault actually exploits this distinction, using it to his advantage.  
675 Ogilvie, op.cit. 2012.  
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A passage in Les Anormaux dedicated to one of his maîtres, Georges Canguilhem, deals 

with the concept of norm and defines it not as a polemical concept in the manner of 

Canguilhem, but instead as a political concept.676 This implies that the relationship between 

politics, critique, history, subject and society is best understood and expressed precisely if we 

follow the concept of norm. Some definitions of norm that testify to its inseparability from 

politics are to be found throughout Foucault’s work of the 1970s. Norm is thus “the other side 

of the juridical and political structures of representation and is the condition of their functioning 

and effectiveness.”677 As such, it refers precisely to that ‘autonomy of structures’ mentioned 

earlier. It is a condition and at the same time conditions. The advent of the society of the norm 

is in this sense for Foucault the advent of the society of power and its productivity. Broadly 

speaking, for Foucault this coincides with the Hobbesian model of sovereignty and the later 

creation of civil society as the society of norms. This is why “the norm is not simply and not 

even a principle of intelligibility;678 it is an element on the basis of which a certain exercise of 

power is founded and legitimized […] the norm’s function is not to exclude and reject. Rather, 

it is always linked to a positive technique of intervention and transformation, to a sort of 

normative project.”679 Far from simply including or accepting, the norm produces, and 

understood precisely as a political concept the norm seems not as an action sur/over but as an 

action dans/within/in.680  

Thinking it as productive, or better, thinking the productivity of the norm in the manner 

of Foucault does, leads us to think it in terms of an immanence that determines the “subject 

that belongs to a certain present”,681 that is to say to a certain form of society. This particular 

and determinate form of society, and consequently the change it brings about, can only be 

observed at the level of the effects of power, where repression “figures only as a lateral or 

 
676 Foucault, Michel, Les Anormaux, Course au Collège de France 1974-1975, Seuil/Gallimard, Paris, 1999, 
Lecture of 15 January 1975, p. 67, English, Verso, 2003, p. 50.  
677 Ibid., p. 66, English p. 49.  
678 As it would be for Kant for example.  
679 Ibid., p. 50. 
680 For one of the most precise and succinct expositions of this problematic, see: Macherey, Pierre, Le Sujet 
des Normes, Editions Amsterdam, Paris, 2014, pp. 24-25: “A ce point de vue, la raison dont les normes tirent 
leur légitimité n’est pas une raison pure, comme telle désengagée de tout rapport avec l’expérience, mais 
une raison affectée par les conditions de l’expérience dont elle ne prend en charge le déroulement qu’en 
étant elle-même prise en charge par la dynamique de ce déroulement d’où elle tire sa puissance effective: ce 
n’est pas une raison qui tombe d’en haut mais une raison qui vient d’en bas, dans la mesure où elle paraît 
sourdre du cours des choses avec lequel elle tend à se confondre. C’est pourquoi le type d’obligation que 
requièrent les normes est complètement différent de celui appelé par des lois, ce qui modifie de fond en 
comble le régime de rationalité dont relèvent les unes et les autres.”  
681 Les Anormaux, op. cit., English, p. 51. A reference to Kant, who was the first to pose the question of 
what it means to belong to a certain present, to one’s own time, that Foucault often plays with.  
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secondary effect with regard to its central, creative, and productive mechanisms.”682 In Les 

Mailles du Pouvoir,683 in many ways an extremely curious and important text, Foucault 

introduces several fundamental questions. The first concerns whether Kant was really “the 

father of power in the sense of the law, prohibition etc…because the opposition introduced by 

Kant between “ought/ought not” in the end proved itself to be the basis of all our actions and 

behaviour and actions.”684 This opposition, Foucault claims, is not enough. Kant, in other 

words cannot be a model for the epochal transformations of the Western world from the 16th 

century onwards. The question Foucault seems to be more interested in is how someone like 

“Durkheim was able to rely so much on Kant when analysing mechanisms of a power in a 

society?”685 The allusion is more apologetic of Kant and more critical of Durkheim (and, on a 

more general level, this is the period of Foucault’s explicit rapprochement with Kant, as if his 

intention was that of saving Kant from the mailles of French sociological positivism).  Another 

reason why this text is interesting is the fact that he once again invokes ethnology, and again 

uses it as a criticism of sociological discourse.  

At one point, he talks about what has become a standard practice in Western societies, 

namely, to name studying one’s own culture “sociology” (“the juridical sociology of power” 

is his expression), and studying a foreign culture “ethnology”, in the sense of an “ethnology of 

rule, of prohibition, of prohibition of incest.”686 The crucial novelty, one of the most important 

theoretical innovations in his work of the 1970s, is that the model of ethnology is no longer 

neither the Nietzschean “we are foreign to ourselves”, nor the Nietzschean “we are all born to 

obey”, corresponding in fact to the subject of metaphysical, that is classical sovereignty and to 

the prohibitionist model (which Clastres aligns within a “commandment-obedience” model 

equally valid for Nietzsche and Weber).687  

 
682 Ibid., p. 52.   
683 Foucault, Michel, Les mailles du pouvoir, Lecture delivered in 1976 at the University of Bahia in Brazil. 
To this day it remains one of the most important and succinct expressions of Foucault’s theory of power. It 
was published in two parts in the review Barbárie in 1981-2. In: DÉ II, op. cit. pp. 1001-1021, 1136-1137. 
On the notion of obedient subjects, see also : STP, English, p. 177; GdV, English p. 271.  
684 Again, it would be more accurate to say that Hobbes rather than Kant is for Foucault the “father” of the 
prohibitionist model.  
685 Les mailles du pouvoir., p. 1003. And again, we see him attacking more the tradition of French 
sociological positivism then Kant, better yet, their abuses of Kant.  
686 Ibid. From Clastres, Foucault learnt that it was no longer possible to apply this model, and it was Clastres 
who introduced the idea of power as productive, as technology, opposing thus the prohibitionist model that 
was so prominent from Durkheim all the way to Lévi-Strauss. 
687 Cf. Clastres, op. cit., p.10.  
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This is exactly the model of power Foucault was trying to dispel when he turned to and 

borrowed from the work of Pierre Clastres. I do not think that one can sufficiently underline 

the importance of Clastres’ work for Foucault at this point and how it helped him to develop 

distinctions inseparable from the instituting and institution of the productivity of norms which 

themselves institute or produce certain types of subjects and certain types of society.  Another 

important distinction introduced in this text, which testifies to the application of the norm, is 

between “faire obéir” and “sujets obéissants”, which renders this appearance [Erscheinung] of 

the norm assuming the form of power as natural. Whereas “faire obéir” refers to the subject of 

classical sovereignty, i.e. the model of juridical power that identifies power with place, person, 

possession and sovereignty, and corresponds to the power to kill and take life, the great epochal 

transformation that concerns Foucault is precisely its opposite; the power to produce and 

protect life, to proliferate and prolong, to cure and re-educate, that is, the biopolitical model of 

modernity.   What interests Foucault is the immanence of norms, their productivity. One of the 

most famous passages, and certainly one of the most enlightening as to Foucault’s view of the 

norm, from La Volonté de savoir counterposes, or better juxtaposes the power of juridical rule, 

whose ultimate weapon is the sword and death, against the power whose aim is no longer to 

circumscribe death within sovereignty, but to distribute life and the living in accordance with 

value and utility. Instead of sovereign power, we have the invisible action of the norm whose 

ultimate goal is to hierarchize, qualify, measure,688 which is once again Foucault way of 

analysing the concept of norm as political.  

Therefore, Foucault is not interested in the norm as a biological concept, but rather in a 

norm that performs a political task in and on the living. And finally, and most importantly, 

there is a literal overlap, a real homology between Foucault’s definition of norm and that of 

government. Norms understood as political concepts are not laws stricto sensu, they do not 

depend on some external and exterior constraint, they are not transcendent, but simultaneously 

transcendental and immanent precisely in the sense which Foucault reserves for his definition 

of government. In this sense to norm is precisely to govern.   

This is exactly how Foucault defines what it means to govern: “to structure the possible 

field of actions of others”.689 The task of “norm-ing” and that of “govern-ing” are one and the 

same: to norm is to govern, to govern is to norm. Thus, we have once again something we 

might call an elective affinity between the practical meaning of the concepts of norm and 

 
688 VS, op.cit., pp. 181-3. 
689 Foucault, Subject and Power, op. cit., p. 221.  
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government, if by norm one thinks, as Foucault does in STP, of both the power of and over the 

individual (pastoral power) and of government (power over populations), which both, in their 

own way, “structure a field of action of others”.690 To the extent that we, as Foucault claims, 

still have not liberated ourselves from the grip of pastoral power691 Kant remains a point of 

reference. Despite the fact that Kant’s Was ist Aufklärung is often read, for example by 

Macherey, as a defence of enlightened absolute monarchy, a more plausible reading would be 

that he had to circumvent the censors. When Kant writes, “if I have a book to have 

understanding in place of me, a spiritual adviser to have a conscience for me, a doctor to judge 

my diet for me, and so on, I need not make any efforts at all”692, it is clear that he had something 

else in mind.  This is why Foucault claims that, on the one hand, we are still not mature and, 

on the other, that we still have not liberated ourselves from pastoral power. We still, in other 

words, are subject to the external influence of the norm and power. Hence, what Foucault finds 

so appealing in Was ist Aufklärung is that for the first time the Enlightenment “is defined by a 

modification in the pre-existing relation linking will, authority and the use of reason.”693  

This is the task Foucault will henceforth set himself, as we will see in our next chapter. 

Here, it is important to underline that once the concept of the norm and its productivity entered 

into Foucault’s philosophical conceptualisation, it is clear that the question of the subject was 

manifested and posed, even if the subject still remained absent, never énoncé as such. Had 

Foucault defined power in terms of a thing, possession, institution, person, repression, 

command, obedience or sovereignty, his inquiry into the modes of its operation would have 

been dogmatic. But Foucault’s aim was to investigate the “overall point of view of technologies 

of power”, which begged not for a dogmatic, but precisely for a critical inquiry into both the 

positive boundaries (Grenzen) and negative limits (Schranken) of power. But whence came 

this need Foucault was so eager to follow? To perform a genealogy that is at the same time a 

critique of power? To analyse not only the analytics but politics of power? Once again, 

Foucault is clear. The philosopher behind this endeavour is Kant. In Subject and Power 

Foucault repeats the Kantian injunction of his entire work, using almost exactly same words as 

his 1979 Omnes et singulatim Tanner Lectures:  

 

 
690 For the idea of what it means to be governed, see: STP, op. cit., p.125; and for individualisation via 
pastoral power, Ibid., p. 132. The two for Foucault are not the same, although they are related.  
691 Ibid., p. 152, English, p. 148.  
692 WA, p. 35, English p. 54. 
693 WE, in Rabinow, op. cit., p. 35. 
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“What we need is a new economy of power relations— the word economy being used in 
its theoretical and practical sense. To put it in other words, since Kant, the role of philosophy 
has been to prevent reason going beyond the limits of what is given in experience; but from 
the same moment- that is, from the development of modern states and political management 
of society - the role of philosophy has also been to keep watch over the excessive powers of 
political rationality. Which is a rather high expectation.”694 [The Tanner lectures say: which 

is a rather promising life expectancy.]695 
 

The philosopher who gave us the tools to do this, the philosopher who was complicit with 

the excessive powers of political rationality, is at the same time a philosopher who invited us 

to “watch over” its abuses and excesses: that philosopher is Kant. Foucault’s Fourth, historical 

Critique in this sense literally follows Kant’s injunction.  The philosopher who gave us critique 

as a response to the crisis of reason is the great “Chinese from Königsberg”. The task of 

genealogy, that is, a historical critique of power, a critique that is non-prescriptive, is precisely 

the task of the Fourth Critique. This inquiry, Foucault concludes, is only possible on the 

condition that we dispel the myth of the eternal certainty of the Cartesian cogito across history, 

and he yet again counterposes and opposes Kant to Descartes.  If there is one merit of Kant in 

Foucault’s reading, it is to have dispelled the myth of the Cartesian cogito. Kant is, Foucault 

now resolutely tells us, a philosopher who posed one of the most important and pertinent 

questions in philosophy, a true philosophical question, a question after which philosophy could 

no longer remain silent to its own predicament nor to its own historical time:696  

Kant asks the question “What is happening to us? What is this world, this period, this 

precise moment we are living?”, which Foucault compares to the Cartesian question that is 

completely unable to think the us, time, the actual. Descartes asks “who am I as the unique, but 

universal and unhistorical subject? I for Descartes is everyone, anywhere at any moment? But 

Kant asks something else: what are we? In a very precise moment of history, Kant’s analysis 

appears as an analysis of both us and our present.”697And much later Foucault will define 

Descartes’ approach as one in which the subject “submits, and therefore accepts a certain 

 
694 Foucault, Subject and power, op.cit., p. 210.  
695 Foucault, Omnes et Singulatim: Towards a Criticism of ‘Political Reason’, The Tanner Lectures on 
Human Values, delivered at Stanford University, 10 and 16 October 1979, In: S. McMurrin, Vol. II, Utah, 
Univ. of Utah Press, 1981, pp. 225-254. p. 225. Italics mine.  
696 For Foucault’s rather allusive view of a philosophy which cannot remain silent, of the philosopher who 
cannot but be listened to, a philosophy that can only meets the test of reality by presenting itself publicly to 
a circle of listeners for judgement, in his Kantian reading of Plato, see his lecture of 16th February 1983, Le 
GSA, p. 217, English, p. 235.  
697 Subject and Power, op.cit., p. 216. 
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regime of truth” which has no intrinsic value to it.698 Accepting a certain regime of truth means 

in effect subjecting to a certain form of power. Against this, the injunctions of Foucault’s 

Fourth Critique are clear: understand how power operates and functions, in order to be able to 

counteract it, in its own field, on its own terrain, that is in our own present waiting to spill over 

into actuality.  

 

4.3. The philosopher as spectator: modernity between revolution and 
event 

 

4.3.1. The case of Kant  
 

Kant famously expressed his opinions about the French revolution on several occasions. 

Many of his books, from Critique of Judgment (1790) and Metaphysics of Morals (1797) to 

Pragmatic Anthropology and Contest of Faculties (both, 1798), brim with reflections and 

judgments on the French revolution. Even Was ist Aufklärung, preceding the Revolution by 

some five years, was read by Foucault as praise avant la lettre for the French revolution. Kant 

saw it as a confirmation of the progress of humankind, but given that he was living in an 

absolute monarchy he had to find a way of expressing his admiration in such a way as to avoid 

discrimination, or worse proscription from any public role.  

This pushed Kant to postulate the difference between the Revolution taken per se, and 

revolution as an event provoking a reaction and feeling. Kant’s not merely aesthetic but 

political judgment on the French revolution also conditioned his thoughts on morality towards 

the end of his life, and also his views of race and colonialism.699 It is this relationship, or better 

the dependence of politics on morality that led him towards the separation of revolution as the 

event (dependent on the spectator) from the event of revolution (dependent on actors). As is 

obvious, Foucault also follows this trajectory in his writings on Iran and Poland.  Already in 

the Critique of Judgment, published a year after the outbreak of the French revolution, Kant 

makes several important points, some explicitly related, others implicitly alluding to the 

 
698 GdV, p. 96, English, p. 98. Foucault’s more general aim here is to elaborate an archaeology of knowledge 
that deals with the regimes of truth and, with the idea of relating Descartes to the Christian notion of 
confession, following the idea of a demon and deception.  
699 This is particularly obvious in his Perpetual Peace.  
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revolution.700 The first concerns his distinction between determinate and reflecting judgment, 

which is not only the difference between a universal and particular, but the difference between 

“subsuming under a concept” (when the universal is given) and “bringing to a concept” (when 

the universal is not given, which Kant relates to the concept of purposiveness).701 Thus, 

determinate judgments are judgments that deduce the particular from a universal that is already 

given, and they are merely logical, whereas reflecting judgments depart from the particular and 

their task is to find the universal which is not given— the allusion to the French revolution is 

easy to intuit here. The reflecting power of judgment is further characterised or subdivided into 

two separate usages: aesthetic and teleological. This division is due to the fact that the problem 

opened by Critique of Judgment is that one of its tasks is to account epistemologically, that is 

to assign an epistemological status to that which is particular or contingent702, accounting thus 

for spontaneous action and freedom.  

It is precisely in this sense of accounting for the epistemological status of the contingent 

(which is what genealogy as critique was to perform in Foucault) that Kant divides the 

reflecting judgment into aesthetic and teleological703. The peculiarity of the aesthetic judgment 

in Kant is that it is singular while at same time yields universality. This means that it both needs 

a concept and does not need a concept in one and the same theoretical move. “In fact,” says 

Kant, on the one hand, “the judgment of taste is always made as a singular judgment about the 

object. The understanding can make a universal judgment by comparing how satisfying the 

object is with the judgments of others, e.g., all tulips are beautiful; but in that case that is not a 

judgment of taste, but a logical judgment.”704 

 
700 Hannah Arendt was one of the first philosophers to offer the argument that Kant’s KdU can be read as a 
work of political philosophy or that at least it has political points and consequences. She reads the difference 
between Kant’s determinate and reflecting judgments as a difference not only of philosophical but also of 
political degree: from the position of spectator vs. actor, to the importance of reflective judgment as the basis 
of judgment based on communicability, and hence establishing the difference which is then reflected within 
the sphere of publicity. Cf. Arendt, Hannah, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, The University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1992. In particular p. 83-5.   
701 Cf. EE, p. 202, English, p. 8 and KdU, p. 385, English, p. 257. And EE, KdU, p. 216, English p. 19, where 
Kant underlines the explicitly subjective character of the reflecting power of judgment: “Now here arises the 
concept of a purposiveness of nature, indeed as a special concept of the reflecting power of judgment, not of 
reason; for the end is not posited in the object at all, but strictly in the subject and indeed in its mere capacity 
for reflecting.” 
702 Menegoni, Francesca, La Critica del giudizio di Kant, Introduzione alla lettura, Carocci Editore, Rome, 
2008. p. 37. 
703 We cannot enter into this Kantian distinction in detail, but it is important to understand that for Kant the 
idea of teleology, on which the entire Critique of the Power of Judgment rests, relates the realm of nature 
and freedom, understanding and reason as freedom. On this point: Menegoni, op.cit., pp. 43-45. 
704 KdU, p. 285, English p. 165. Italics mine.  
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 On the other hand, however, the aesthetic judgment, that is the judgment of taste, which 

he defines as “the faculty for judging a priori the communicability of the feelings that are 

combined with a given representation (without the mediation of a concept),”705 yields 

universality precisely because of this possibility of a priori communicability. In this sense, Kant 

wants to distinguish the aesthetic from the agreeable and good because “one can say that among 

all these three kinds of satisfaction only that of the taste for the beautiful is a disinterested and 

free satisfaction; for no interest, neither that of the senses nor that of reason, extorts 

approval.”706 The judgment of taste guarantees or rather enables universal and subjective 

communicability, which is “supposed to occur without presupposing a determinate concept”707, 

whilst at the same time resulting from “free play of the faculties of cognition [imagination and 

understanding, T.O] with a representation through which the object is given.”708 The aesthetic 

judgment is, as Francesca Menegoni argues, “unique, because it does not presuppose any 

concept of that what the object should be.”709 This judgment of taste, however, has to be able 

to yield universality. To do so, Kant has to distinguish it from all other judgments which are 

formulated on the basis of sensorial perceptions. It must be a priori and only as such can it be 

universal, that is, what is universal in it is the feeling of pleasure that it provokes, which as a 

rule can be valid for all.710  

This pleasure Kant tells us “must necessarily rest on the same conditions in everyone, 

since they are subjective conditions of the possibility of a cognition in general….one who 

judges with taste may also require the subjective purposiveness, i.e. his satisfaction in the 

object, of everyone else, and may assume his feeling to be universally communicable even 

without the mediation of the concepts.”711  In order to arrive at what Kant calls the “subjective 

communicability” of aesthetic judgment, which yields universality, he relies not only on the 

reflecting judgment as such, but on sensus comunis as a “kind of taste”, which Kant defines as 

“a faculty for judging that in its reflection takes account (a priori) of everyone else’s way of 

representing in thought.”712 Sensus communis is what ensures the anteriority of the aesthetic 

judgment over moral and scientific ones (which are merely logical).713  

 
705 Ibid., p. 295, English p. 176.  
706Ibid., p. 210, English p. 95.  
707 Ibid., p. 218, English p. 103. Italics mine.  
708 Ibid. 
709 Menegoni, op.cit., p. 84.  
710 Ibid., p. 99.  
711 KdU, pp. 292-3, English, pp. 172-3. Italics mine.  
712 Ibid., p. 293, English, p. 173.  
713 Menegoni, op.cit.,  pp. 100-1.  
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It thus ensures that the judgment of taste has both an object and can claim universality. In 

this sense, it goes hand in hand with Kant’s conception of the public and publicity, as he relates 

the sensus communis to the enlightenment and public use of reason.714 Therefore, “the 

phenomenon of art and phenomenon of politics are both phenomena of publicity.”715 This is 

what ultimately enables Kant to express his views on the French Revolution in a more than a 

positive way. His judgment on French revolution is precisely a reflecting judgment to the extent 

that it gives a general rule that we cannot specify.716 He has to account for the revolution as an 

event in order to be able to think the idea of purposiveness or the finality and ends or better yet 

to treat the aesthetic judgment as a political judgment, on the one hand, from a purely subjective 

point of view, but on the other as objectively valid, that is revealing of progress from the 

position of spectator.  Political judgment is revealed as reflecting judgment: the position of 

spectator (Zuschauer) is precisely one requiring reflecting judgment of taste in the same 

manner that the judgment of taste is related to the beautiful: a disinterested and free satisfaction. 

This is also where the dynamics existing between spectator and actor, of two subjective 

judgments, is to be located: the first private and the second related to publicity.  

At the same time, it establishes a difference between the event of Revolution and 

Revolution as event, which ascribes to it its singularity. If in the case of actors it cannot be said 

(for Kant at least) that they know what they are doing, for theirs is an utterly subjective and 

therefore always biased action, which we do not know if it is free. This is the action which 

makes the event of Revolution, without however knowing exactly what it is doing. It is only 

the spectator (Zuschauer) who is disinterested in the event and therefore whose judgment 

belongs to publicity, to sensus communis. His is a final judgment about the Revolution as an 

event. His disinterested enthusiasm, that is, his judgment turns the event from a private affair 

to a publicly accepted event. The reflective judgment in this sense can be related to the French 

revolution as an event, and its aim was to subtract this event from the linear, determinate 

judgment, in order to “bring to a concept” something for which a concept was not yet given, 

namely the event of Revolution, as an epochal event on the scene of world history, which 

constitutes its singularity.717 In Kant’s words:   

 
714 KdU, p. 294-5, English, pp. 174-5.   
715 Bensaid, Daniel, Qui est le Juge? Pour en finir avec le tribunal de l’Histoire, Fayard, Paris, 1999., p. 
213.  
716 Becker, Michael, Reflektierende Urteilskraft und politische Philosophie, Politische Vierteljahresschrift,  
Vol. 38, No. 2 (June 1997), pp. 225-246, p. 234.  
717 Here it is interesting to note how Kant plays with the notions of actors and observers, with the spectacle 
and scene of world history, as if it were a theatre. Actors should be understood in literal sense, as actors in 
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“the mode of thinking of the spectators which reveals itself publicly in this game of great 
revolutions, and manifests such a universal yet disinterested sympathy for the players on one 

side against those on the other, even at the risk that this partiality could become very 
disadvantageous for them if discovered. Owing to its universality, this mode of thinking 

demonstrates a character of the human race at large and all at once; owing to its 
disinterestedness, a moral character of humanity, at least in its predisposition, a character 
which not only permits people to hope for progress toward the better, but is already itself 

progress insofar as its capacity is sufficient for the present.”718 
 

 

The revolution as event then for Kant testifies to the “subjective disposition to enthusiasm 

that it inspires, an enthusiasm attesting to a possibility immanent in the human species: 

autonomy, or the subject’s capacity for self-development.”719 If the event of revolution  is 

defined by the subjective disposition (Gessinnung)—a term we will come back to— the 

objectivity of the event in the sense of its universal communicability depends not on the 

subjective disposition of actors, but is in Kant related, famously to the figure of spectator 

(Zuschauer), or in Kant’s words:  

 

 

“The revolution of a gifted people which we have seen unfolding in our day may 
succeed or miscarry; it may be filled with misery and atrocities to the point that a right-

thinking human being, were he boldly to hope to execute it successfully the second time, 
would never resolve to make the experiment at such cost - this revolution, I say, nonetheless 
finds in the hearts of all spectators (who are not engaged in this game themselves) a wishful 

participation that borders closely on enthusiasm, the very expression of which is fraught with 
danger; this sympathy, therefore, can have no other cause than a moral predisposition in the 

human race.”720 
 

 
theatre who appear on the stage of history and who do not necessarily know what they are doing, as they are 
merely doing or performing an part, playing a role and have a particular place assigned to them, which is 
why they are always biased, partial (Parteiisch). The meaning of the spectacle in relation to the part 
performed is given by the spectators, who are enthusiastic and affect-ed, and who as part of the public exert 
wider influence, as they have no role in this historical drama. See: Michalski, Rafal, Was bedeutet die 
französische Revolution heute? Die Bemerkungen über Kants Interpretation von signum rememorativum, 
in: Studia in Historii Filozoffi, pp. 95-115, p. 106. One of the most interesting interviews Foucault gives, 
where he talks about the event, is also related, as we will shortly see, to the same metaphor of the scene and 
theatre, and takes place during his journey to Japan, where he went to study the practices of traditional 
Japanese theatre (kabuki). Obviously, it is unlikely that Foucault provided the title of the interview, but we 
would without any irony like to underline the historical similarity.  
718 SF p. 85, English Religion and Rational Theology, p. 302. Italics are mine.  
719 Kouvelakhis, Stathis, Philosophy and Revolution. From Kant to Marx, Verso, London, 2018, p. 28.  
720 SF p. 85, English, p. 302.  
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For Kant, as we can see, the success or the failure of the revolution is irrelevant for the 

spectator, because as an event on the scene of history it has already changed and revolutionised 

the mode of thinking of spectators. It is the figure of spectator that enables Kant to evade the 

censorship and to support the revolution, rather than having to subjectively identify with 

Robespierre. In this, Kant grasps the singularity of the French revolution as an epochal event: 

in other words, the importance of the Revolution for Kant is to be discerned in the fact that it 

institutes an event which testifies that the human race is able to perfect itself and make progress 

in both legal and moral terms. Whereas for Kant it is about the singularity of the event 

established by its difference, which depends on the spectator and reveals the truth that the 

human species is progressing, for Foucault it is about the difference that the singularity of the 

event, thought in terms of historical rupture, itself establishes and in that sense. This is why 

Foucault can and does identify himself subjectively with the events in Iran.  

 

 

4. 3.2. The case of Foucault  

 
 

Foucault's AS is not only a book on method. It is, or it should be read as the book of 

political philosophy too.721 This then contributes to the understanding of archaeology as 

rovinologia that concluded our previous chapter. When read as a work of rovinologia and at 

the same time as an exercise in political philosophy, it gives away a perhaps unexpected, but 

once again peculiarly Kantian momentum as we will see. The book, as is well known, opens 

and ends with the question of Revolution. If we take this to be more than a mere curiosity, 

reading it as a work of political philosophy shows itself to be more productive in helping us 

open the question that interests us here: the relationship of Foucault to modernity and to Kant.  

On this basis, we can understand more clearly Foucault’s words in the now famous and 

interview with P. Pasquino and A. Fontana, which should be read as describing 

programmatically, even if somewhat retrospectively, his philosophico-political project of the 

1970s. Foucault states that „it is necessary to cut off the king's head. In political theory this 

 
721 Dolar, op.cit., 63-66.  
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hasn't happened yet.”722 As we will see, each step Foucault takes is ultimately either the exact 

inversion or the negative of that taken by Kant before him. In order to cut off the king’s head 

in political theory what is needed is “to abandon Revolution and substitute it with something 

less spectacular, that is the event.”723 

Whereas for Kant it is about time and history, for Foucault it is about history and space: 

whereas for Kant it is about the founding subject and teleology, for Foucault it is about finding 

new forms of subjectivity outside of any strict teleology, without however renouncing 

autonomy; whereas for Kant it is about the singularity of the event, for Foucault it is about 

difference; whereas for Kant it is about the analytic of truth, for Foucault it is about the 

ontology of the “present, modernity, ourselves”;724 finally, whereas for Kant it is about 

universalism, for Foucault it is about turning Kant’s present into actuality, about an 

Enlightenment which would renounce the violence of universalism while not renouncing 

freedom and autonomy, in one word, about an “anti-universalist Enlightenment.”725  

They are however related by and united in the figure of philosopher as Zuschauer, as the 

one not calling for a revolution, but rather for resistance. Foucault’s own engagement with 

contemporaneous political events in Poland and Iran testifies to his Kantianism in more than 

one way. Not without a reason then, it is precisely in AS that we can see - if not emerging 

directly, then announced for the first time - a whole series of themes and problems Foucault 

will dedicate himself to throughout the 1970s.  

If attitudes to modernity in political terms in primis can be broadly and generally 

summarised in three dominant positions, namely: the revolutionary, the reformist or the 

conservative/reactionary, then we ought to at least try and answer the question: where does 

Foucault situate himself in relation to these? It should immediately be noted that these three 

positions do not exhaust all the nuances of our political modernity, but they do however, serve 

as a compass when it comes to not refraining from the philosophico-political judgments 

 
722 Intervista a Michel Foucault, A. Fontana, P. Pasquino, in: DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 140-160. p. 150.  The 
interview was conducted in 1976 and first published in Microfisica del potere, Einaudi, Torino, 1977. pp. 3-
28. 
723 Dolar, op.cit., p. 66. Dolar compares Foucault and Badiou’s conception of event and rightly shows that 
they are the exact antithesis of one another. Whereas, for Badiou, the event is central as the origin of the 
process of truth, for Foucault, on the contrary, it is about emancipating ourselves from the truth, p. 64.  On 
this point, see also: Moroncini, Bruno, Il discorso e la cenere. Il compito della filosofa dopo Auschwitz, 
Quodlibet, Macerata, 2006, note, p. 276. With this, Foucault opens a whole new problematic outside of the 
framework of Badiou or, for that matter, Heidegger’s understanding of the Event.  
724 GSA, p. 22, English, p. 21.  
725 The notion of anti-universalist Enlightener is borrowed from Hans-Herbert Kögler’s eponymous chapter. 
See: Kögler, Hans-Herbert, Michel Foucault, J.B. Metzler, Stuttgart, 2004, First chapter, Michel Foucault 
— Ein anti-universalistischer Aufklärer, pp. 1-24.  
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necessary for any type of normative claim (for what would a non-normative claim even entail, 

as it does not oblige us to anything?) one wishes to ascribe to a given philosophical discourse. 

The question that arises and which seems to be more than pressing for our research here 

concerns Foucault’s philosophical positions, or better it asks how they intersect with these 

attitudes to modernity, the extent to which they converge or diverge. If the three main political 

positions in relation to modernity are those we have just named, philosophy matters are 

somewhat more complex. Foucault’s position in this sense is political to the extent that it is 

philosophical and vice versa: it implies certain choices.  

By this I mean that we can understand in particular two central issues, modernity and 

Enlightenment, as inseparably intertwined, one the one hand, with his understanding of power, 

event and Revolution, and on the other, the centrality and crucial importance of notions such 

as dispositif, civil society, discipline, difference or norm and normativity. Of course, when it 

comes to the Foucault of this period, there is one other central issue we always have to bear in 

mind: his writings, in particular after 1968, bore the mark of his own time and were, for better 

or for worse, very much a product of this experience at the limits and limit experience. In this 

sense, his analyses of norms, civil society, power, violence, discipline, biopolitics etc., are in 

effect inseparable from his political choices and more importantly, from philosophical effort 

to always intervene in the present, in actuality, even when this concerns subjects as distant as 

ancient Greece. 

 This is why one can easily agree with Bernard Harcourt who was right to once remark 

that the more Foucault talks about antiquity, the more he is in the present. Having this 

framework in mind, we will closely examine some of the central issues of Foucault’s 

relationship to political and philosophical modernity, after 1968.  This is one of many 

manifestations or iterations of Foucault’s persistent anti-Hegelianism,726 in this case 

particularly Hegel’s philosophy of history, exemplified in Foucault’s attempt to try to 

understand his own time by transgressing it, jumping over Rhodes as Hegel put it, by going 

backwards, into the past, in order to understand the “here and now”. This, to be clear, is indeed 

 
726 Hegel famously said in the Introduction to the Philosophy of Right: “To apprehend what is the task of 
philosophy, because what is, is reason. As for the individual, everyone is a son of his time; so philosophy 
also is its time apprehended in thoughts. It is just as foolish to fancy that any philosophy can transcend its 
present world, as that an individual could leap out of his time or jump over Rhodes. If a theory transgresses 
its time and builds up a world as it ought to be, it has an existence merely in the unstable element of opinion, 
which gives room to every wandering fancy.” Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Cambridge 
University Press, 2003, pp. 22-3. 
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a historicist move. Foucault’s historicism thus yet again emerges as an active and integral part 

of his philosophical (and perhaps political) project.  

This perplexing issues of the present, of actuality, of revolution, and of repetition or the 

lack thereof, constitute some of the central stakes in Foucault’s philosophical project in this 

period. The peculiarity of Foucault’s analyses from AS can be presented not only in the manner 

of our previous chapter, as an anti-structuralist move that ultimately clings to a subject, which 

always remains related to énoncés, but also as in effect resolutely anti-revolution and pro-event. 

Two of the most important elements or notions that help us read the L’archéologie du savoir 

as a book of political philosophy are thus those of an event and Revolution. Before discussing 

these, a short parenthesis is needed: Foucault’s insistence on the distinction between formal 

and historical a priori.  The latter is related to the possibility of accounting for énoncés in their 

dispersion, meaning: “in their mutual and reciprocal replacements, in their simultaneity which 

is not unifiable and their succession which is not deducible; in short, it has to account for the 

fact that discourse has not only one sense or truth, but one, specific history which does not lead 

it to the laws of becoming foreign.”727 In other words, the historical a priori is exactly what the 

formal is not, to the extent that the purely formal Kantian a priori has to reveal a truth, its 

uniformity, universality, its non-simultaneity, that is linearity, to the extent that it is related not 

only to finitude, but to the “analytic of truth.”  

Foucault’s intention here is to show how the formal a priori is based on “jurisdiction 

without contingency”, whereas the a priori he is interested in is precisely the historical a priori 

to the extent that it is the present, and hence has nothing to do with any metaphysical 

conceptions, but is a purely “empirical figure”, which is in itself something susceptible to 

change and transformation and therefore contingent. Crucially then, Foucault’s a priori intends 

to account for a plurality or better yet, in the term so present in the French philosophy of the 

time, to account for difference.  

This is not the Kantian synthesis of the manifold, which is the “condition of validity for 

judgments”, but rather the historical a priori is, in Foucault’s terms, a “condition of reality of 

énoncés.”728 Kant’s formal a priroi and Foucault’s historical a priori are neither of “the same 

level nor of the same nature. If they meet, it is because they occupy two different 

dimensions”.729 In this sense, the a priori described in AS is not dissimilar to what Foucault in 

 
727 AS, pp. 167-8.  
728 Ibid., p. 167 
729 Cf. AS, p. 169. Énoncés for Foucault belong to the dimension of the historical a priori precisely because 
they are in the realm of positivities, and what distinguishes them is the fact that unlike the formal a priori, 
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Theatrum Philosophicum, a review of Deleuze’s Logique du sense and Différence et repetition, 

describes in the following way:  

 

“there is no heart, only problems, that is a distribution of crucial points;  there is no 
centre, always only decentring, series, from one to another, the limping of a presence and an 
absence- of an excess,  of a lack […] in order to liberate difference we now need a thought 

without contradiction, without dialectics, without negation; a thought which says yes to 
divergence; an affirmative thought whose instrument is disjunction; a thought of the multiple- 

of  nomadic dispersed multiplicity…”730 
 
 

As much as this can appear as a novelty in Foucault’s philosophical discourse and as much 

as the discourse on difference is or was generally fortified and amplified during and after 1968, 

Foucault does not come around to it only now. If closely examined, we find a continuation of 

his philosophical project starting from his very first book, Histoire de la folie, where his 

political position first came to the fore, and his philosophical intention, so to speak, of 

reforming Kant’s reformism was put to work for the first time. Kant is always already there. 

Here we already find Foucault opposing the very possibility of reducing the four forms of the 

consciousness of madness— critical, practical, énonciative and analytic, all of which, except 

the énociative, recall Kantian terminology— to one, to a unity “which would abolish them 

all.”731  

So, already here, in 1961 although not speaking in terms of difference yet, Foucault is in 

effect, proposing the very same thing that less than ten years later will be termed under the 

rubric of difference: here it is not explicitly about difference, but rather the impossibility of 

reduction to any unity, to one, it is essentially about preserving the multiplicity or different 

elements where, as Foucault says, each of them maintains its own autonomy. HdF showed that 

the very possibility of reason and history were contemporaneous to the extent that this 

possibility was exemplified in the originary division, exclusion or caesura of madness.  

 
which has nothing to do with the event and contingence, the historical a priori is all about these to the extent 
that they precisely render possible our understanding of how the formal a priori can be and is anchored in 
history, how they erupt in history, whilst employing their own specific regularity. Italics mine. It is also 
important to stress that AS is almost contemporaneous with Deleuze’s Logic of Sense and Difference and 
Repetition, written with Guattari.  
730 Foucault, Michel, Theatrum Philosophicum, originally published in Critique, 1970. In: DÉ I, op.cit., pp. 
943-967, p. 944. and 958. On this point, see also: Revel, Judith. 1996. “Foucault lecteur de Deleuze: De 
l'écart à la différence,”  in : Critique 591–592 (August–September), pp.723–735. It is also interesting to hear 
an echo from Foucault’s Preface to Transgression, where, as we saw, Foucault spoke of a “non-positive 
affirmation”, which is now expressed precisely as a need for an affirmative thought based on injunction.  
731 Cf. HdF, pp. 182-86. The classical theme of the refusal of an universalist, all-encompassing reason. 



 
 
 

216 

Precisely having this in mind, we should immediately say that the notions of event and 

Revolution are quite similar to the problematics of one and multiplicity, of the same and 

different. They operate on the same level.  These two notions are related not in any positive 

way, but instead what we see emerging is a negative relationship.  

That is to say, the appearance of the former depends on the disappearance of the latter. 

Standing between them is history itself— and here we can, perhaps, already allude to Kant and 

his openness of the event and history.732 As for the notion of the event, it is important to stress, 

despite the possible similarity, that for Foucault the event does not have the ontological value 

ascribed to Heidegger’s Ereignis and is different to it precisely to the extent that it is not 

founded ontologically so as to reveal some inner truth of being or truth inner to being (and 

here, again, we can hear the echo of Vuillemin’s arguments). Essentially, we could say that 

this play between the event and Revolution is directly related to 1968 and its multiple 

consequences.  For Foucault, the refusal of Revolution (so common, amongst other things, in 

the France of the time!) is related primarily to the fact that it is equated with the teleological, 

veritative, linear, sovereign view of history at the time expounded by the PCF, Althusser and 

other radical left currents and groups. It is also about the refusal of Revolution as the “absolute 

point of origin”,733 which in effect means a refusal of teleology and, at this point at least, it 

would appear a refusal of a certain conception of truth and of modernity.  

However, it is not a refusal of modernity tout court. In Foucault’s own words: “turning 

historical analysis into a discourse of continuity and turning human consciousness into an 

originary subject of all becoming and all practice (pratique), are two faces of the same system 

of thought. In it, time is understood in terms of totalisation and revolutions are nothing but 

moments of consciousness (prise de conscience).”734 Revolution is thus inscribed into an 

“order of things” which we must overcome, into the linear processuality of time which has lost 

all its timeliness and fails to comprehend the multiple, the heterogenous and the different. This 

is why the answer for Kant, but equally for Foucault too, will be not that of determinate, but 

reflective judgment in virtue of its being at the same time political judgment.  This is also why 

Revolution is counterposed to the very historical method Foucault is proposing: that is, to one 

based on discontinuity, rupture and event, contrary to any guiding teleological structure.  

 
732 SF, pp. 79-94, English Edition Cambridge Religion and Rational Theology, pp. 297-309. Famously, “Is 
the Human Race Constantly Progressing?” is the final part of the Conflict of Faculties.  With the proviso 
that for Foucault it is no longer about the enthusiasm provoked by the Revolution, but about possibility and 
indeterminacy, the openness of the event. Cf. p. 86, English p. 302.  
733 AS, op.cit., p. 191. An argument Foucault will repeat in Nietzsche, genealogy, history.  
734 Ibid., p. 22.  
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History, Foucault tells us in AS, “seems to delete, in favour of structures without lability, 

the irruption of events.”735 The notion of event is intended not so much to “supplement” the 

notion of Revolution, but to possess the force to subsume, as it were, the many, the multiple, 

the multiplicity of domains of “institutions, economic processes, social relationships upon 

which it is possible to articulate a discursive formation.”736 Thus, the notion of the event 

undergoes a substantive transformation in relation to how it is intended in HdF or in MC.  In 

the first case, the event is the separation of madness from reason, and in the second, the 

discontinuity itself represented an event that enables a vision of our modernity, without 

however it ever being counterposed to the notion of revolution. The event is now considered 

as a something that enables an articulation of difference. In MC, the event as discontinuity is 

still related to the order of positivities, whereas now the event is related not to the realm of 

positivities or empirical order, but to history itself in the form of the discursive order of 

énoncés, which for their part, as we have underlined, are always related to a subject, and not 

merely to language. The énoncé itself belongs to the order of event, to everything that we are, 

do, produce or could potentially be, do or produce. It is at once in the order of the material, as 

that opposing itself to “history which wants to erase the irruption of the event […] to make 

appear in its purity the space where the discursive elements are deployed is to liberate oneself 

so as to describe within the event and outside it games of relations.”737 But, if this is only 

possible to the extent that it is dependent on the subject, subject as function moreover, it is 

perfectly sane to ask ourselves what status the subject has here? What is the solution Foucault 

is proposing?  

The concluding lines of AS are as clear as possible on this: the only possible answer there 

is and can be, Foucault tells us, is political.738 A political answer in suspension fills the lines of 

AS. It is there, but never fully énoncé, waiting to be recognised and brought to light, clarified 

to the point of break, of rupture, going all the way to the analysis of the ethics of the self, thus 

coming full circle in Foucault’s historico-political-philosophical analyses. This political 

answer gives itself, amongst other things, via Foucault’s historicism. However, it is important 

 
735 Ibid., p. 13.  
736 Ibid., p. 225. This, as we will see, is one of the central notions around which Foucault’s work will revolve 
and is to be understood as programmatic for this period, given it will rule in various forms from his inaugural 
lecture at the Collège de France onwards. In AS however, the idea of discursive event is crucial as it enables 
Foucault to treat it in the “game of instance” when it appears, just like énoncés. Discursive events are for 
Foucault a horizon of the research he is proposing in AS and not homologous to the analyses of language.  
737 Ibid., p. 13 and 41.  
738 Ibid., p. 273.  
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that we never lose sight that this entire period is the period after 1968.  This has both political 

and philosophical consequences. In fact, Foucault’s philosophical choices are to a large extent 

overdetermined by his political experience and the attempt, as we have seen, to break free from 

the present and open the space of actuality as the space of the event. For Foucault, the question 

of the event opens on the ruins 1968, is inspired by the Kantian question. If on the one hand, 

as we have seen, archaeology was possible only to the extent that it was a rovinologia, 

genealogy does not escape the same logic either. In his 1971 essay “Nietzsche, genealogy, 

history”, Foucault famously defined genealogy as, along with history, “having the purpose not 

to discover our identity, but to commit itself to its dissipation.”739 This dissipation has precisely 

the sense of the difference we noted above. In this sense, whilst it is true that once again, we 

see Kant placed against the Nietzschean grain, one should once again pose the question of 

which Nietzsche we are talking about. Here, it seems indispensable to open a very short 

parenthesis on Nietzsche as employed by Foucault and try and answer the aforementioned 

question. The answer is Nietzsche the anti-revolutionary Aufklärer740, as Foucault’s essay 

clearly demonstrates, and as the opposition between revolution and event testifies. However, 

this opposition is not be understood merely as yet another of Foucault’s historicist moves, nor 

as simply philosophising with the “Nietzschean hammer”, given that, as this thesis seeks to 

demonstrate, the central figure is not that of Nietzsche, but ultimately of Kant. Foucault never 

ceases to repeat this.  

 
739 Foucault, Michel, Nietzsche, la gènealogie, l’histoire. Originally published in 1971. In: DÉ I, op. cit., pp. 
1004-1024, p. 1023. In Signatura Rerum, Agamben argues powerfully, by relying on the distinction that 
Foucault makes between notions such as Ursprung, Entstehung and Herkunft, that genealogy is also to be 
read as a sort of rovinologia, as something that precludes access to any origin. It is precisely not the science 
of origin in the same sense that archaeology is not. And it is precisely the science of the elimination of the 
subject, as is archaeology. See: op.cit., pp. 85-6. This, however, as we have seen, is open to a debate, given 
that the subject exists, as it were, as a spectre in its suspension or as an effect of certain ruptures, knowledges 
and historical a priori, themselves subject to change, by contrast with Kant’s purely formal, universal, and 
ahistorical a prirori. (When I say ahistorical here I do not mean that Kant’s a priori is not itself historically 
produced as it were, I merely mean that for Kant the idea of an a priori being subject to change and affected 
by empirical reality is not thinkable, given that it structures that same reality, that is the necessity of nature 
according to the same principles. The possibility of it being subject to change would jeopardise the entire 
transcendental project as Kant understands it.)  
740 On this extremely important point, see: Montinari, Mazzino, Enlightenment and Revolution. Nietzsche 
and late Goethe, in: Journal of Nietzsche Studies, N° 13, Nietzsche and German Literature (Spring 1997), 
pp. 23-29; one of the best biographies of Nietzsche by Losurdo, Domenico, Nietzsche, il ribelle 
aristocratico: biografia intelletuale e bilancio critico, Bollati Boringhieri, 2004; Passerin d'Entrèves, 
Maurizio, Between Nietzsche and Kant: Michel Foucault’s Reading of “What is Enlightenment”, in: History 
of Political Thought, Summer 1999, Vol. 20, No. 2, pp. 337-356; Simon, Josef, Aufklärung in Denken 
Nietzsches, in: Schmidt, Jochen Ed., Aufklärung  und Gegenaufklärung  in der Europäischen Literatur, 
Philosophie und Politik von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, pp. 459-475; Brandt, Reinhard, Nietzsche 
“contra” Kant and Kant “contra” Nietzsche, in: Rivista di storia della Filosofia, 2006, Vol. 61, No. 4., 
Supplemento: Momenti della ricezione di Kant nell’Ottocento, pp. 203-225.  
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One should therefore have in mind that Foucault is writing after 1968, and his later 

repeated criticisms of revolution can be read in several ways. It is not possible to enter into 

detail here, but it is worth summarising some of the possible reasons for Foucault’s critique of 

revolution from the post-‘68 perspective: the overall crisis which culminated in 1968, the long 

crisis of the PCF, the failure of 1968 and its turning upside down into a sort of voluntarist 

discourse of desire, Foucault’s progressive distancing from Marxism and gradual criticism of 

psychoanalysis.741 All of these are part and parcel of his criticism of revolution and his 

introduction of the event as the new explanatory model able to encompass not so much time, 

but to account for the multiplicity not only of spaces, but histories as well as historical ruptures. 

The theme of multiplicity in terms of multiple histories condensed within various lines and 

disciplines of research was at the time mentioned by Ferdinand Braudel, who sketched the idea 

in several essays.742 However, his was not an idea of a discontinuous history (multiple does not 

mean discontinuous or rupture), but quote the opposite, of totality and continuity of history in 

methodological terms.  The idea of rupture or discontinuity was something that was circulating 

in the French intellectual climate of the time and its main representatives were Gaston 

Bachelard and Georges Gurvitch, both severly criticised by Braudel in fact,743 but whose traces 

we can find in the work of Georges Canguilhem as well in his criticism and questioning of 

scientific concepts.  

In this sense, Foucault’s philosophy is indeed, on the one hand, a critical version or the 

inverse of philosophies of totality, linearity and progress, and on the other, it is a philosophy 

 
741 For an important intervention on the subject of Foucault’s relationship with psychoanalysis, see: Laufer, 
Laurie and Squverer, Amos, Foucault et la psychanalyse. Quelques questions analytiques à Michel 
Foucault. Hermann, Paris, 2015. The crucial issue for Foucault was, or rather progressively became, the fact 
that psychoanalysis is one of the central discourses that analyses and represents sexuality negatively, that is 
in terms of repression. His idea was to abandon, as it were, the repressive hypothesis, in particular because 
after Société punitive, Foucault’s perspective was that of the productivity of power and norm. At the same 
time, however, his understanding of sexuality was equally critical of the utilitarian or hedonist perspectives. 
For him, sexuality, beyond the repressive hypothesis, was one of the modes or even, why not, dispositifs, to 
be used against norms whose lineage we can trace from Christianity. We shall come back to this later.  
742 Here it should be noted that the idea of multiple histories was far from new in philosophical discourse, 
one of the best examples being Ernst Bloch’s concept of Ungleichzeitlizhkeit developed in the mid-1930s, 
but here, and for Foucault, of greater relevance was the importance of Braudel in particular, and that of the 
Annales school in general. In particular, see Braudel’s essays: “Histoire et sociologie”, pp. 97-121 (first 
published in: Georges Gurvitch, Traité de Sociologie, Vol 1, PUF, Paris, 1958) where he literally says, “il 
n’y pas une histoire, un métier d’historien, mais des métiers, des histoires, des points de vue, des 
possibilités…” p. 97; and “Unité et diversité des sciences de l’homme” (1960), pp. 86-97, both collected in: 
Braudel, Ferdinad, Écrites sur l’histoire, Flammarion, Paris, 1969.  
743 More on this: Milliard, Alain, Le temps du historien et du sociologue. Retour sur la dispute Braudel-
Gurvitch, in : Cahiers internationaux de sociologie, 2005, n. 119, pp. 197-222 ; Voigt, André Fabiano, Um    
debate    sobre    a    descontinuidade   temporal:    Fernand Braudel, Gaston Bachelard, Gaston Roupnel e 
Georges Gurvitch. Available here: https://www.historiadahistoriografia.com.br/revista/article/view/568/439 
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in constant conflictual dialogue with history, in particular with the Annales School and 

Braudel’s legacy. Foucault’s philosophical position thus arises as a result of his historical 

method which insists that, paradoxically, there is only one continuity in history, that of ruptures 

and discontinuous breaks. This, however, poses the problem of the very status of the subject 

and subjectivity in his work which is, again only seemingly, another problematic issue for 

Foucault’s philosophy which seems at this point to be deprived not only of the subject, but of 

the need to account for or justify its existence at all.  In any case, going back to the event, one 

could say that the very contingency the event is supposed to (re)present and capture is perhaps 

best displayed in Foucault’s somewhat later distinction between sovereignty, discipline and 

security.  The space of security is, as Foucault says, one that is related to the event to the extent 

that “it refers to the series of possible events; it refers to the temporal and the uncertain, which 

have to be inserted in a given space.”744 Thus the problematic of the event as understood and 

applied within AS is used here too: from these repetitions present in his work, it is clear that 

the notion of the event is deeply embedded in Foucault’s thought, to the point of encompassing 

and defining his own characterisation and analyses of the Enlightenment as an event. From 

this, it is not difficult to intuit that for Foucault the Enlightenment then is inscribed in the same 

series and into the same lineage of history, resisting any teleology or linearity and 

fundamentally understood as contingent, precisely as an event, which is inscribed not only in 

time, but primarily in history and space, for it structures and determines who we are. Together 

with the concept, or better yet notion of critique, that of event will form the crux of Foucault’s 

philosophical project across the 1970s and into the 1980s.  

The event Foucault announces here, developed later on in his philosophy, is an event that 

is intelligible to the extent that it is historical in a double sense: it is at the same time a product 

and an effect of history. As such, it is in fact intelligible, even if discontinuous and in the form 

of rupture, it belongs to the realm of the discursive, and therewith, in a very Kantian sense, to 

the realm of normative. The event is now precisely the opposite of revolution, its specific 

position in both philosophical and political terms is that it does not belong to linearity nor to 

“prise de conscience” as Foucault claims revolution does; the event is not “atemporal form, 

but a scheme of correspondence between several temporal series”.745 

 
744 Foucault, Michel, STP, p. 22. English. p. 20. Here, and we will come back to this, it is interesting to note 
that Foucault will use more or less the same definition when defining governmentality in his 1982 Subject 
and Power text.  
745 AS, p. 99.  
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 It represents, in other words, an ordering of the contingent. Exactly this meaning of the 

event Foucault restitutes in a 1978 interview with M. Watanabe, some ten years after AS. The 

event is related not so much to time as to scene, to theatre, to mis en scéne, or in one word, to 

space.746 The role of philosopher, Foucault will repeat, is that of diagnosis, of diagnosing the 

present, in such a way that once again this is only possible to the extent that it is counterposed 

to the Hegelian privileging of History.747 As Bruno Moroncini masterfully shows, precisely on 

the example of this mise en scéne, “the event does not belong to the dimension of time as much 

as it does to that of space: the event spatialises time”,748  and thus appears and emerges in 

history. In this sense, the history of man does not coincide with the history of the subject: “the 

death of man means that the war of the subject against man as object and cause of disciplinary 

knowledges and power over bare life is not dead. As Kojève thought, but in a completely 

different sense, the human and historical do not necessarily coincide: the history of man does 

not coincide with that of subject.”749 This is where the meaning of Foucault’s engagement with 

Kant is to be sought. This is also where his engagement with the events in Iran and Poland is 

to be located. Finally, to conclude this chapter, a brief parenthesis on Iran and Poland is 

necessary as they reflect Foucault’s position as a philosopher who is both a spectator and actor. 

Like Kant, Foucault rejects the Revolution as linearity and processuality, as that “prise de 

conscience”. But what matters to him is the difference that this rupture called event introduces, 

not its singularity, which would merely inscribe it into the order of violent universalism. He is 

an observer/witness by definition, as he travels to both Iran and Poland. However, in the case 

of Iran, he is, unlike Kant’s spectator, faced with the problem of legibility of a non-Western 

spectacle.  

 
746 Foucault, Michel, La scène de la philosophie (Tetsugaku no butai), interview with M. Watanabe, 22. July 
1978. Originally published in Sekai journal. In: DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 571-595.  
747 Ibid., p. 579.  
748 Moroncini, Bruno, La scena del presente. 2000, op.cit., p. 370. For a similar interpretation see also: 
Mohanty, Jitandra, Foucault as a Philosopher, in: Caputo, John and Yount, Mark, Ed., Foucault and the 
Critique of Institutions, Pennsylvania State University Press, Pennsylvania, 1993, p. 40. “…Foucault’s 
position amounts to rejecting not only a monolithic ‘total’ history, a continuous “grand narrative,” but also 
a monolithic discontinuous narrative. The radical consequence of this thesis is that there is no one history, 
be it continuous or discontinuous, and no one time. Two things are happening at the same time: on the one 
hand, contrary to a dominant trend of modern philosophy from Kant onwards, Foucault wants to devalue 
time- even at the cost of seeming to spatialize time. But the real reason underlying this devaluation of time 
is the realization that there are times rather than Time, that the many layers of social formation have their 
own times, that the concepts of ‘history’ and ‘historicity’ themselves are of historical origin (what is the 
sense of this last occurrence of ‘historical).’ 
749 Moroncini, 2000, op. cit., p. 390.  
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The question he asks before the Iranian enigma, or the Iranian spectacle, the question he 

asks his witnesses which are themselves actors, as if this were a question for himself, is: “What 

do you want?...and I have never heard the world revolution, but four out of five replied that 

they want ‘an Islamic government’.”750 As if this was not enough, Foucault continued in his 

enthusiasm, showing thus perhaps all the weakness of aesthetic judgment, which takes the 

spectator and not the event itself as the principle. What provoked his interest in Iran were two 

things: on the one hand, alternatives to Western reason, and on the other, alternatives to State 

power as such. Both of these were for him identified with Revolution, rather than event, and 

the interest was more generally part of his developing interest in political spirituality.751 This 

is why some scholars claim that Foucault’s Iranian experience should not be seen as merely a 

“fascination with the event.”752 However, the truth, I believe, is precisely to be found in his 

fascination with the event. The reason for this is simply historical and chronological and, on 

the one hand, coincides with Foucault’s own discovery of counter-conducts related to religious 

and spiritual practices, and on the other, with his motto of two years earlier of “cutting of the 

king’s head in political theory.”  What are we left with once the king’s head has been cut off 

in political theory?  

If the revolution has its head cut off, then after the revolution, its verticality, linearity, 

processuality, even positivity, what we are left with is precisely the event: the event in 

Foucault’s case understood as at the same time political and ethical, as political and spiritual, 

if spirituality is related to what later he will call ethics or even  ethical substance.  In that sense, 

we can say with Bruno Moroncini that “it is obvious that in relation to Kant’s discourse, 

Foucault maintains.the difference between the event and its meaning.”753 It is precisely 

following this division that Foucault’s engagement with Iran and Poland should be read as an 

attempt to think own actuality, to ask himself what exactly is or constitutes “the actual field of 

 
750 Foucault, Michel, À quoi rêvent les Iraniens? Nouvelle Observateur, n. 727, 1978, in : DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 
688-695, p. 690. However, Foucault adds that he was careful not to ask politicians this question, but preferred 
religious officials, students and intellectuals interested in the problems of Islam. And here, we can see the 
problem he will occupy himself with later, that of government and governing, emerging, which is possibly 
what provoked his subjective enthusiasm.  
751 Ibid., p. 695, Foucault literally uses this expression at the end of this text. Cf. Stimilli, Elettra, Rivoluzione 
con spettatore. Alcune riflessioni attorno a Benjamin e Foucault, in: Iride, N° 3, Dicembre 2019, pp. 505-
522, pp. 519-521. Stimilli points in this direction when she argued that what Foucault sees in Iran is precisely 
a “dismembering of a Western revolutionary schema”, which is related to his interest in, on the one hand, 
governmental technologies and, on the other, technologies of the self, which he worked on until the very last 
days of his life. 
752 Chevalier, Philippe, La nozione di “spiritualità politica” nell’opera di Michel Foucault, in: Stimilli, 
Elettra, Ed. Teologie e politica. Genealogie e attualità, Macerata, Quodlibet, 2019. pp. 317-335. 
753 Moroncini, 2006, op. cit.  p. 275.  
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our possible experiences…which takes us back to the question: what is the historical sign of 

our actuality?”754   

In another of his Iranian texts, “Inutile de se soulever?, Foucault, enthusiastic, appears to 

be fascinated by the fact that there are people willing to lose their lives, to die, in order to 

liberate themselves of the power of the shah. He defines the revolt as the being at the same 

time “within and outside history, where everyone plays a game of life onto death, it is easy to 

understand why the revolts could have so easily found their expression and dramaturgy in 

religious forms.”755 And, once again, he rejects the idea of Revolution, “preferring the question 

that Horkheimer used to ask…is this revolution desirable?”756, in favour of the event whose 

openness is something he repeatedly invokes when he talks about the figure of the strategist in 

relation to his own anti-strategic ethics:   

 

The strategist is a man who says, “How does this death, this outcry, or this uprising 
matter in relation to the needs of the whole and to such and such general principle in the 

particular situation in which we find ourselves?” It is all the same to me if this strategist is a 
politician, a historian, a revolutionary, or a partisan of the shah or of the ayatollah, for my 

theoretical ethics are on the opposite side. My ethics are “antistrategic.” One must be 
respectful when a singularity arises and intransigent as soon as the state violates universals. 
It is a simple choice, but hard work: One needs to watch, a bit underneath history, for what 
breaks and agitates it, and keep watch, a bit behind politics, over what must unconditionally 
limit it. After all, this is my work. I am neither the first nor the only one to do it, but I chose 

it.757 
 

We can thus say that Foucault in following Kant comes back to universals precisely by 

distinguishing or thinking them in terms of his own vocabulary.  If power forms the disciplines 

and the dispostifs as a set of contingent relations, an infinite maillon, it is nevertheless the case 

that there is a universal that is not merely the obverse of power but a kind of excess, an outer 

limit, where reason as critique will struggle to establish the limits of power and, rebel, resist 

and extend the field of the constitutional state, and by extension the field of autonomy of the 

self. The Kantian Enlightenment that links publicity, the constitutional state, and autonomy as 

the exercise of reason free of all external domination, is the condition of critique, both as the 

historical a priori of power and its universal limit. In the game of critique, Foucault, of course, 

 
754 Ibid., p. 276.  
755 Foucault, Michel, Inutile de se soulever? In: DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 790-794, p. 791.  
756 Ibid., p.791.  
757 Ibid., p. 794. Italics mine.  
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rejects determinate judgments, that is, where the singular is violently and abusively subjected 

to an existing universal, a discipline or dispostif, as determinate judgment of power.  

Within the field of reflecting judgment, with Kant, against Kant, he also keeps his distance 

from any teleological or ‘strategic’ judgment that would subordinate the singular to pre-

conceived ends, in particular totalising ends, a Revolution that would merely end up with 

something far worse. In fact, Foucault ultimately  places his ethical or ‘anti-strategic position’ 

under the sign of the Kantian spectator who is impelled, by force of circumstance, to identify 

with the event, with the singularity of this event, and seeing it precisely as productive of 

difference,  and who, together with other spectators of the spectacle is able to communicate 

this difference by preserving the universality of the concept, of aesthetic critique, that is 

reflecting judgement, in the face of a power that responds to resistance with all the force of 

determinate or teleological judgement.  

 

 

5.  POLITICS OF AUTONOMY IN KANT AND FOUCAULT  

 

5.1. Paths of critique: ethics as self, self as politics: une question du 
regard?  

 
 

 

Our previous chapter dealt with Foucault’s gradual, but ultimately open endorsement of 

modernity, and in relation to the thesis as a whole it had the function of showing how Foucault’s 

work, while accepting modernity, no longer implied a form of “déstitution” of the subject (the 

transcendental, a priori subject) but moved towards the institution of the subject arising out of 

a Fourth, historical Critique.  We have seen how Foucault himself, following Kant, was led to 

apply (even if not always explicitly saying so) the Kantian distinction between determinate and 

reflecting judgment, motivated by his attempt at communicating what is in effect a political 

judgment about our present. At no point did we say that Foucault equals Kant, but instead, we 

have pointed to similarities and elective affinities between their views of event, Revolution and 
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more broadly the importance of philosophy seeking to supervise the “excessive powers of 

political rationality” and, by extension, the political consequences this entails.  

I have tried to express, as clearly as possible, why Foucault’s acceptance of modernity in 

fact meant that he had to confront his faithful shadow-philosopher, namely Kant, whether on 

the terrain of the subject, of morality, of ethics, of politics or norms and normativity. Kant, as 

impetus and impediment, nevertheless continued to play a role for Foucault to the extent that 

many important themes Foucault dealt with during the 1970s, and as we will see, in particular 

after 1978, in my view, are all related to Foucault’s heretical and unorthodox readings of Kant.  

This is again not to say that Nietzsche is not present or at the back of Foucault’s mind, 

and if anything, the truth is that Foucault was torn between them, between the unhindered force 

of their respective philosophies.  After 1978, this being torn becomes more and more 

pronounced and Foucault’s Enlightenment metaphors in his reading of antiquity become more 

visible.  At first sight, it may well appear that Foucault’s thought has little to do with autonomy 

intended in the Kantian sense as our capacity to give or better yet to be the law for ourselves 

(Selbstgesetzgebung) or even the Opus Postumum’s Selbstsetzungslehre, and that his is 

substantially a thought which denies any possibility of autonomy at all.  

The view that Foucault is a thinker who denies autonomy has by now been dispelled758, 

but none of the critics have argued, as I do, that the traces of Foucault’s conception of autonomy 

as the relationship of the self to the self, that is of self-positing, is in fact of Kantian origin, 

stemming specifically from the Opus Postumum. To say that it is of “Kantian origins” means 

already to presuppose a difference in respect to Kant. And, by all means, the difference is there. 

The question however is more what exactly in the first place conditioned Foucault’s turn to 

ethics and towards an autonomy, which assumes the form simultaneously of ethics and politics. 

In other words, what is the form autonomy takes in Foucault? Foucault wanted to question the 

 
758 One of the first articles to appear on the subject was Bevir, Mark, Foucault and Critique: Deploying 
Agency against Autonomy, in: Political Theory, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Feb., 1999), pp. 65-84, and as the title 
suggests the author was concerned with distinguishing the notions of agency and autonomy, arguing that it 
is the idea of agency that we can or should recuperate in Foucault, rather than autonomy, which is denied, 
whilst he retains that the possibilities for agency are fully opened. For a more recent contributions of this 
specific theme : Cremonesi, L, Irrera, O, Lorenzini, D, and Tazziolli M, Foucault and the Making of Subjects, 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2016, Introduction pp. 1-11, and in particular, Cremonesi, Laura, Philosophy, 
Critique and the Present: The Question of Autonomy in Michel Foucault’s Thought pp. 97-111.; also 
Robinson, Bob, A Case for Foucault’s Reversal of Opinion on the Autonomy of the Subject, pp. 103-126; 
Hofmeyer, A. B., The Ethics and Politics of Self-Creation in Foucault, pp. 126-144, both in: Elvis, Imafidon 
(Ed.), Ethics of Subjectivity, Palgrave MacMillan, 2014; and, Allen, Amy, Foucault and the politics of 
ourselves, in: History of the Human Sciences, 2011, Vol 24, N°4, pp. 69-79, and her eponymous book, 
Politics of Ourselves. Power, Autonomy, Gender in Contemporary Critical Theory, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 2008.  
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relationship that exists between the subject, truth and the self, posed already in AS in political 

terms. More precisely, as he argues in “What is Critique”, one of the central axes of Western 

culture has been the “relationship between subject, power and truth.”759 Foucault’s entire 

research in this period is based on the model of analysing those points in history where subject, 

power and truth meet in order to try to solve the problems arising out of their mutual 

entanglement. This is why I believe one can talk about Foucault’s later “theory of the subject” 

properly speaking. Which means that one can attribute to it the elements of positive and active 

existence, contrary to the negative and docile moments Foucault insists upon until 

approximately the mid-1970s. This instituting of the subject has been the object of incessant 

debate and polemic within the broader scholarship, not only in philosophy but also in literary 

criticism and the social sciences generally. If from the 1960s onwards, the problem of the 

subject in Foucault is present, but left in suspension, the 1970s and in particular the1980s mark 

a decisive step towards what is in fact inevitable and implied (if not intuited) as a consequence 

already in the 1960s.  

It was Manfred Frank who already in 1983 claimed that eventually the “question of the 

subject” necessarily had to arise from the very structure of the neo-structuralist “philosophy of 

history” or, if this expression seems exaggerated, from its view of history. According to Frank: 

“the subject represents the basis of pre-modern (for example Cartesian) and in particular of 

modern (Kantian-Fichtean-Sartrean) thought. If the archaeology of the human sciences 

amounted to an ‘euthanasia’ of the subject— to thinking in the emptiness of a disappearing 

subject760, it necessarily had to enter the space where thinking would be ‘possible again’; an 

anonymous thinking that would no longer be like it was in Kant’s work where one predicate 

belongs to one subject and makes any sense only in relationship to the first person singular.”761 

Our question then is: if the subject was inevitably to appear due to the very “nature” of the 

(neo)structuralist project, what form did it take exactly in Foucault?  

I propose to answer this question with reference to Kant and to Foucault’s incessant 

dialogue with him, a dialogue informed by the need to overcome Kant’s own limitations while 

 
759 Foucault, Michel, Qu’est-ce que la critique? (QC) in: Bulletin de la société française de philosophie, pp. 
Séance du 27 Mai 1978 (Published in 1990), pp. 35-64, p. 39.  In various modes, he insists on this in all his 
post-1978 texts, lectures and interviews.  
 
760 Although Foucault spoke of the disappearance of man, not of the subject, we could say that his criticism 
was aimed precisely towards those philosophies that equated the two. The subject and the mani n this sense 
are not quite the same.  
761 Frank, op. cit., p. 245. 
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conceiving different modes and ways of being and existing. The aim here, then, is not so much 

to offer an exegesis of Foucault’s thought but to analyse the philosophical stakes implied in his 

increasing awareness that the passage from present to actuality necessarily had to presuppose 

a subject of philosophical contemplation, without however being merely contemplative. Once 

again, it is not difficult to observe that there is an important and non-negligible relationship 

between Kant and Foucault on the terrain of both ethics and politics. In this sense, Foucault’s 

attempt at instituting the subject, as much as one is led to believe the contrary given the mask 

of the ancients he assumes, is in fact not only charged with Kantian allusions, but poses the 

Kantian question: that of materialising the form— assuming that it is the self that is the bearer 

of this materiality of form. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant stated his general theoretical 

principle: “for in respect of nature experience indeed provides us with the rule and is the source 

of truth; but in regard to moral laws experience is (alas!) the mother of illusion, and to obtain 

the laws about what I ought to do from what is being done, or to seek to limit them thereby, is 

extremely reprehensible.”762 For Kant, experience then can be neither fully a model, nor fully 

rejected when speaking  either about morality or about politics. What we need is a theory as it 

were that would “orient us” not only “in thinking” but in our actions, be they ethical or political. 

It is from this a priori unity of theory, i.e. morality, that politics as practice remains dependent 

on morality itself in Kant. The central tension internal to Kant’s practical philosophy is thus 

that between the legality (politics in broad sense) and morality (ethics) of an action, of acting 

in conformity with duty, or from duty: in short, the difference between what are in fact different 

workings and applications of the norm.763 Consequently, for Kant, this is also what is at stake 

in our relationship to ourselves.   

This then is ipso facto a necessary horizon of our confrontation with both ancient and 

modern ethics as conceived by Foucault, both of which have to do with the ways we conceive 

the fundamental ethical issue and problem: the very possibility of the relationship of the self to 

the self and consequently to others. Here, it is worth reminding ourselves of the compelling 

analysis of Kant’s moral theory put forward by the Slovenian philosopher Alenka Zupančič.764 

What we are interested in is not so much the indispensable Lacanian element of her book, but 

the fact that she shows why the fundamental problem, the very kernel of Kantian ethics consists 

neither in its formalism taken literally, nor in the fact that Kant insists on form for form’s sake. 

 
762 KrV, p. 294, Pluhar, p. 365.  
763 Some examples: Kant, GMS, p. 398, English p. 53; KpV, pp. 72, 81, 152, English, pp. 198, 205, 261; 
MdS, p. 214, English, p. 375.  
764 Zupančič, op.cit., p. 7-43.  
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On the contrary, the central problem of Kantian ethics arises precisely because, for Kant, in 

order for an action to be ethical and moral, it has to presuppose the form itself as a material 

relationship of the self to the self and by extension to the whole (Ganze) it finds itself in. This, 

I claim is precisely what Foucault’s problem revolves around.  

This is why the problem of Kantian ethics does not consist of purging morality of all 

pathological, that is, everyday elements, of all materiality, but on the contrary the real question 

is: how the can the “pure form of duty itself function as a pathological element capable of 

assuming the role of driving force or incentive for our actions?”765 It is precisely following this 

question of how the form can become material that I want to read Foucault’s ethical proposal. 

To this extent, this chapter will deal with the question of the transformations in Foucault’s 

attempt at instituting the subject. The need now to postulate the subject stems from Foucault’s 

idea that “power is only exercised over free subjects, only to the extent that they are free.”766 

Freedom in other words becomes not only a presupposition of power and its more or less 

insidious exercises, but also one enabling Foucault to argue with Kant against Kant in the same 

theoretical move. The subject, or rather the self, Foucault is interested in is an autonomous 

subject, potentiality at least —as Kant’s subject is in the end; we should always bear in mind 

that neither in Kant are we automatically autonomous and that there are certain preconditions 

to be satisfied in order for us to if not to be, then to act fully autonomously.  First condition is 

certainly related to the fact that it takes courage to exit from the state of self-incurred 

minority— and this testifies to the openness of history and historical knowledge of ourselves 

in relation to ourselves. Repeating Kant, with what could have easily been Foucault’s words, 

let us recall that the subject embodies “knowledge of things as they are; not that they 

necessarily have to be that way.”767 Foucault’s autonomous subject is entangled with the entire 

fate of modernity, implying political, ethical and social determinations, although hidden in 

plain sight of the genealogy of ancient techniques and practices of the self.  It is then not a 

surprise that during this period Foucault relies heavily on Kant and for the first time explicitly 

and openly.  

This is more than mere philosophical allegiance, it is more than simply honouring a 

philosopher: it is a sign, signum rememorativum, demonstrativum and progonosticon, precisely 

because it uncovers or renders fully visible the very structure previously left invisible and 

 
765 Ibid., p. 16.  
766 Foucault, Michel, Subject and Power, op.cit. p. 221.  
767 FM: Lose Blätter p. 341, English translation, in Cambridge Kant Edition, Theoretical Philosophy after 
1781, p. 17. 
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suspended, namely: the subject. The subject that Foucault wants to institute, unlike Kant’s, is 

not morally disembodied in its quality of universality nor is it exclusionary in relation to the 

wider societal context, but is precisely embodied in a material history and society and 

profoundly marked by its material experience to which the Fourth Critique calls our attention. 

But, like Kant, who invited people to ponder their own present, which meant exercising 

courage and autonomy, Foucault also invites us to courageously resist in the quality of being 

autonomous, which means being able to decide upon our vocation or determination 

(Bestimmung). Foucault’s subject, as we will see is the one whose direct interest is not to be 

found only in the relationship that the self establishes in relation to itself and the conditions it 

finds itself in, but in the “whole of humanity.” Only by conceiving the subject this way is it 

possible for Foucault to disrupt and thus to resist not only power relations but at the same time 

what he earlier called “anthropological universals” and to give up altogether the idea of a fixed 

and universal subject, that positivity and positive foundation of the self which Western culture 

was so obsessed with. With this, we inevitably arrive at our initial question, that of Bestimmung 

des Menschen: a Kantian (and more generally the German Enlightenment tout court) theme of 

Stoic origins768, clearly perceptible and palpable in Foucault’s interpretation of ancient 

technologies of the self and askesis. Foucault’s Bestimmung however lacks, or at least it 

appears to lack,  the teleology it is endowed with in Kant’s thought. It retains nonetheless that 

precise Kantian impetus from the Pragmatic Anthropology, of “man as free acting being” and 

what man as such, in the openness of history, can do. For Kant, ethics and politics still remain 

fundamentally separate, or rather, politics is ultimately subordinated to ethics to the extent that 

the primacy of morality is to decide upon everything, or in Kant’s words:  

 

“True politics can therefore not take a step without having already paid homage to 
morals, and although politics by itself is a difficult art, its union with morals is no art at all; 

for as soon as the two conflict with each other, morals cuts the knot that politics cannot untie. 
The right of human beings must be held sacred, however great a sacrifice this may cost the 

ruling power. One cannot compromise here and devise something intermediate, a 
pragmatically conditioned right (a cross between right and expediency); instead, all politics 
must bend its knee before right, but in return it can hope to reach, though slowly, the level 

where it will shine unfailingly.”769 
 
 
 

 
768 Cf. Brandt, 2007, op. cit., pp. 139-179.  
769 ZeF, p. 380, English, p. 347. Italics mine.  
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On this basis, Kant introduced the distinction between the “moral politician and political 

moralist”, whereby the “moral politician, that is, one who takes the principles of political 

prudence in such a way that they can coexist with morals”, unlike the “political moralist who 

frames morals to suit the statesman's advantage.”770 The difference between the two epitomises 

on the one hand a struggle between Aufklärung as a reform of political autocracy and despotism 

masked under the guise of the just statesman on the other. Once again, although not formally 

present, it is obviously one of the distinctions inherent in Foucault’s attempt to go beyond Kant 

with Kant. Foucault’s project, this chapter seeks to demonstrate, follows Kant in invoking the 

difference between political and ethical parrhesia in Le Courage de la verité- a theme we shall 

come back to..771 But, whereas for Kant formal separation was still in situ, for Foucault this is 

no longer an option. If For Kant the view of reality that man finds itself in was essentially 

hierarchical, if it concerned both the subjective and the objective dimension of man’s existence, 

and if man had a precise place within such a hierarchy772, for Foucault it will be about 

recognising the grips of this hierarchy so as to abolish it. For him there is no possibility of 

autonomy unless this very basic precondition is fulfilled: the rightful, inner and contingent 

negations that is limits qua barriers (Schranken) are to be expressed, experimented and 

ultimately practiced as rightful, necessary, outer and positive boundaries (Grenzen). It is with 

this move that ethics must turn into politics, politics into ethics, to the point of becoming 

indistinguishable. As Foucault states in one of the most poignant tributes to Kant’s text on the 

Enlightenment ever to have been written:  

 

“We must try to proceed with the analysis of ourselves as beings who are historically 
determined, to a certain extent, by the Enlightenment. Such an analysis implies a series of 
historical inquiries that are as precise as possible; and these inquiries will not be oriented 

retrospectively toward the "essential kernel of rationality" that can be found in the 
Enlightenment and that would have to be preserved in any event; they will be oriented toward 

the "contemporary limits of the necessary," that is, toward what is not or is no longer 
indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects.”773 

 

A few remarks are needed here: first, the Enlightenment now appears as the definite and 

ultimate horizon of our relationship to ourselves understood historically: despite the turn to 

antiquity it is in fact the Enlightenment that is in question. Second, by stating the problem in 

 
770 Ibid., p. 372, English, p. 340. 
771 CV. p. 9-10 
772 On this point see: Van de Pitte, Frederick, Kant as Philosophical Anthropologist, Martinus Nijhoff, The 
Hague, 1971. p. 81.  
773 WE, p. 43. Italics mine.  
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this way, Foucault signals what we should read as an attempt to go one step beyond Kant in 

his understanding of ethics as another way of doing politics774, where autonomy is not rejected, 

but taken as an indispensable element in our practicing of logical necessity as contingent in 

historical perspective. He is thus able to move from the purely Stoic ideal that still governs for 

example the Hermeneutics of the Subject lectures of 1981-1982 to the analysis of courage, 

Cynicism and parrhesia in political terms, which inform his last two lecture cycles. These 

lectures, as we will see, show that it is now at the intersection between critique and the politics 

of parrhesia that we find the very possibility of both autonomy of the subject and what this 

thesis proposed as politics of autonomy. For its part, Parrhesia will only ever be able to arise 

or appear from what Foucault calls “philosophical militancy.” The idea of philosophical 

militancy whose origins Foucault traces to Cynics, that is the singularity this militancy exhibits 

within their school, is that it was for the first time conducted not in front of a certain, limited 

number of people or in the form of a school in the strict sense, but in an “milieu ouvert”, thus 

alluding clearly to the sphere of publicity that Kantian Enlightenment had assumed in 

Foucault’s reading.775 This is why I would like to pose some questions which I think are 

important in order to understand the elective affinities that exist between Kant and Foucault. 

Again, this is not to equate them, but to invite the reader to reason with me in order to see why, 

once again, Kant is the shadow philosopher with whom Foucault is in dialogue. In fact, 

Foucault proposes one of the most intriguing dialogues with Kant’s practical philosophy. His 

turn towards ethics is in fact indebted to Kant, and once again there is more than meets the eye:  

Foucault’s readings of Greek, Greco-Roman and early Christian philosophy are conducted in 

the form of a silent and always critical dialogue with Kant.  

Kant’s practical philosophy in particular is often deemed impossible, rigorous or even 

“the end of morality” because, as with all idealist philosophies, “it takes no position with 

respect to the historical moment.”776 In not taking this position it merely presents exactly the 

 
774 Cf. Gros, Frédéric, Sujet morale et soi éthique chez Foucault, in: Archives de Philosophie, 65, n. 22, 2002, 
pp. 229-237.  
775 CV, pp. 278-9, English, p. 303; for Foucault’s Kantian definition of the public, see: Gouvernement de soi 
et les autres, op. cit., p. 10, English, p. 8. The idea of philosophical militancy also recalls Kant’s famous 
definition of metaphysics as a Kampfplatz where we are forced to take sides. Foucault insists that this 
philosophical militancy is also practiced by the Stoics and is something we encounter throughout history, 
from forms of Christian activism that are at once spiritual and combative to 19th century revolutionary 
militancy; all of which, the Cynics above all, are important because they establish “the true life as another 
(different) life, as a life of combat for a changed world!”  
776 Cf. Horkheimer, Max, Materialism and Morality (originally published in: Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung 
11/2, 1933), English translation in: Telos, 21, 1986, pp.85-118, pp. 85 and 88 respectively. Horkheimer 
succinctly puts the prospect of Kantian ethics thus: “The Kantian doctrine does contain the impossible 
concept of an eternal commandment addressed to free subjects, but it also anticipates the end of morality. 
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interests of those who govern because it invites the subject to act so as to “liberate himself from 

his own interests.”777 This is precisely the way Foucault in fact reads Kant’s philosophy, 

proposing his own politics of autonomy. It is what Foucault is trying to counter with his attempt 

at situating the self historically, that is, in his simultaneous rapprochement with and distancing 

from Kant’s ethics. The peculiarity of Kant’s position concerning practical philosophy, 

however, is that it can be said to have “excluded moral theory from ‘transcendental 

philosophy’, on the ground that the concept of duty, involving as it does the representation of 

subjective obstacles to be overcome, depends on empirical concepts as well as a priori 

principles (A15/B29). Morality is presented chiefly as the source of practical ideas, which are 

held to be the ground of the experience of the good (A318/B375).”778 Although not focusing 

so much on the idea of the good per se, this could also be said of Foucault’s reading of Kant: 

Foucault in other words understands, on the one hand, that Kant’s moral philosophy is not as 

pure as it seems, and on the other, it is precisely its “purity”, to the extent that it represents an 

element of an a priori transcendental consciousness, that Foucault wants to dispel, while 

retaining its other tenets: freedom, autonomy and practical reason. 

 Think, for example, of Kritik der Praktischen Vernunft (KpV), where Kant defines virtue 

as „the moral disposition (Gesinnung) in conflict (Kampfe) and not holiness in the supposed 

possession of a complete purity of dispositions of the will.”779  Kant was well aware that we 

humans are creatures that “can never be altogether free from desires (Begierden) and 

inclinations (Neigungen) which, because they rest on physical causes, do not of themselves 

accord with the moral law.”780 Virtue itself can therefore be seen, on the one hand, to be a 

product of conflict, and on the other, as the effect of the conflict of our Gesinnung:781  to the 

ways we are through our actions tied and obligated to it.  

 
Therein is expressed the contradiction with which the bourgeoisie had been saddled throughout its entire 
epoch: it created and clung to an order which is in tension with its own concept of reason. Kant asserts the 
absoluteness of morality and must necessarily proclaim its transcendence, must view it as transitory. 
Morality rests upon the distinction between interest and duty”, p. 96.  It is here that Horkheimer argues that 
the belief “that human beings autonomously attempt to decide whether their actions are good or evil appears 
to be a late historical phenomenon” (p. 85), which bears a resemblance to Foucault’s claim in Les Mots et 
les Choses that “man is an invention of a recent date”. Both of these claims have a Kantian origin.  
777 Ibid., p. 89.  
778 Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant, Practical Philosophy, General Introduction by Alan 
Wood, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. xvi. 
779 KpV, p. 84, English, p. 208. 
780 Ibid., p. 84, English, p. 207.  
781 Gesinnung is a concept that, like many others in classical German philosophy, is not fully translatable. It 
has received a great deal of attention in Kantforschung in the last decade. Translated variously, in English 
for example as “disposition” or in Pluhar as “attitude”, which Fredérick Gain’s recent French translation of 
the first part of Kant’s Religion Innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft (2001) follows. Besides the 
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This is part of the reason why Kant’s ethics is that of a “surplus” which demands from us 

or obliges us to act not only in conformity with duty but from duty, solicited by what Kant calls 

not just Triebfeder, but echte-Triebfeder. Echte-Triebfeder signals the morality of an action 

starting from the absence of incentive (Triebfeder), and it is precisely this absence of matter 

that at one point acts as matter which moves the form itself. This very absence “has to attain a 

certain ‘material weight’ and ‘positivity’ otherwise it will never be capable of exerting any 

influence whatsoever on human conduct.”782 My thesis is that Foucault assigns exactly this role 

to the creation of the self as an act of courageous de-subjection as subjectivation and depends 

solely on our own self.  Courage and freedom are inseparable from one another and imply first 

and foremost a relationship of the self with the self.783 This is the true object of Foucault’s 

interest. Another motif that possibly leads to the encounter with Kant’s moral philosophy can 

be seen in the preface to the Grundlegung der Metaphysik der Sitten where Kant states that 

“despite its intimidating title, the metaphysics of morals is yet capable of a great degree of 

popularity.”784This text, like that dedicated to the Enlightenment, was intended for a wider, 

popular and ultimately learned and public audience, or at least this is how Kant saw things.  It 

is also the second motif in Foucault’s relationship to Kant and his ethics which has to do with 

experimenting with both self and others: a self which is inseparable from un nous which 

Foucault keeps insisting on.  

What he is trying to do is to change this relationship of the self to the self exactly at those 

points d’appui which he sees as deeply problematic because within modernity they are 

intertwined with power in both political and ethical terms. I think the argument by now is 

sufficient to see that this is exactly what Foucault’s historical analyses aim to do and show. If 

for Foucault the entire problem of modernity can be said to be related to the ways and modes 

of governing, that is to understanding how “to govern is to norm”, it is then only logical to 

assume that the manner he tries to untangle this problem is by historically analysing the 

 
original German, Foucault could have consulted A. Tremesaygues’s translation of 1913, which renders 
Gesinnung as “intention”. Although we cannot discuss this concept at length here, it is important to underline 
the fact that its presence is much felt in Foucault, although again never made explicit.  
782 Zupančič, op. cit., p. 18.This is yet again a word that is very difficult to translate. In English it rendered 
as incentive, in Italian motive or impulse. In any case, what is relevant is that it is simultaneously related to 
both the material and pathological elements, and by distinguishing Triebfeder from echte-Triebfeder, Kant 
introduces a difference of no small relevance into his practical philosophy.  
783 Discussions in contemporary metaphysics are very vivid concerning the question as to whether a subject 
can be in a relation with itself or not, and what would this mean or imply. We cannot deal with these debates 
here, but note simply as a fact or curiosity.  
784 GMS p. 392, English p. 47  
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different ways we have been made subjects, tied, which means obliged,785 to the norm and its 

productive techniques.  

If, in other words, the entire problem revolves around the question of government and the 

subject-function786, and if, as we have seen, “to govern is to structure the possible field of 

actions of others”, the question and task then becomes one of finding the answer as to how and 

if at all the subject can structure its own “possible field of action”. That is, the question becomes 

how the subject can be other (autre) than itself (le même) in its own person, or more sharply: 

how is it that the subject can norm itself in the sense of governing, thus de-subjectivating itself 

rather than being subject(ed) to the norming of power, knowledge, government or law: how 

can the subject be its own power in the face of and within the power itself?  The question is 

precisely to be seen as the reversal of Foucault’s work of the 1960s and up to the mid-1970s, 

where the subject is more an effect, rather than active in its own production in the form of de-

subjectivation. This is precisely the task of critique or rather that “attitude critique” Foucault, 

rather than enjoining, urges us to adopt.  

In this sense, the question posed by Roberto Esposito in “Categorie del impolitico” which, 

ever since I read it has haunted me, will receive its tentative answer here.  When Esposito asks: 

“is potere (in the meaning of both power and capacity) the absolute verb of the subject”, 

Foucault’s resolute answer is: yes, power is the absolute verb of the subject. Power is subject, 

subject is power - is the final and ultimate leçon of Foucault. Esposito writes (about Canetti) 

that the subject can “neither be saved nor separated” from what is its “principle”, namely, 

power. The subject is in effect identical with it.787 The same is true for Foucault: if the subject 

is entangled within relations of power, to the point of being indistinguishable from them, as 

Foucault teaches us, if nothing, as we have seen, is external to power, then il soggetto non può 

che potere is exactly how one ought to interpret Foucault’s quest for autonomy here; far from 

any Nietzschean negative, nihilistic or tragic views, the will to power, the decisive cancellation 

 
785 Foucault’s analyses of obligation stem directly from Kant. On this point, see the excellent text of Nicola 
Marucci: L’illuminismo eteronomo di Michel Foucault. Available here: 
https://mondodomani.org/dialegesthai/nma01.htm. We we will come back to this, I do wish however to say 
that I do not fully agree with Marucci’s position: that is, I defend the value that the autonomy assumes in 
Foucault, while in no way denying that heteronomy also plays an important role. I fully agree that the 
question of obligation is also crucial for Foucault and that it stems from Foucault’s engagement with Kant.  
786 A notion Foucault, as we have seen, employs in AS but also elsewhere. The notion of function is one of 
the central tenets and always either implicitly or explicitly related to the subject in his 1982-3 and 1983-4 
lecture series, dedicated to the theme of governing oneself and the other and to courage. For example, in his 
Courage de la verité lectures Foucault uses the case of modern art and explains its subject-function, although 
he does not employ this expression, but talks about the Cynic function of modern art that speaks 
courageously and opposes the consensus of culture.  Cf. CV, Gallimard, 2009, pp. 174-5.  
787 Esposito, Roberto, Categorie dell’impolitico, Mulino, Bologna, 1999, pp. 188-9.  
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of Christianity, or obsession with origins. Quite the opposite, Foucault’s is a search for modes 

of power and government which would directly oppose the unhindered productivity of norming 

and law and the obligation that stems directly from it, which subjects us so as to turn us into 

subjects of the will to power.  

Against this, he invokes Kant as both interlocutor and fellow traveller.  In the words of 

Wilhelm Schmid: “what remains after the rejection of the power of domination is a capacity 

(Vermögen) and being able to (Können), a pouvoir with which the subject constitutes itself.”788 

If there is one Kantian motto that Foucault brings with him on this journey through antiquity, 

it is the one expressed in “Was heißt sich im Denken Orientieren”: “to think for oneself means 

to look within oneself (i.e. within one’s own reason) for the supreme touchstone of truth; and 

the maxim of thinking for oneself at all times is enlightenment.”789 This is precisely what 

Foucault aims to do when he insists, urges and invites us to think the now, first as the present 

and then as actuality,  when he asks what it means for philosophy and for ourselves to think, to 

understand and to be in what we call actuality. With this question, Foucault says philosophy 

has acquired new dimension. This question, Foucault underlines in an 1981 interview, has no 

sense for philosophy before Kant, for Descartes it was not event thinkable; and he adds “in this 

sense I am Nietzschean, Kantian or Hegelian”, to the extent that both Nietzsche and Hegel 

repeat the Kantian question or try to respond to it.790 Not because philosophy did not ask the 

question before, arguably it did, as Foucault shows in his discussions of Socrates or Seneca, 

but because the novelty of this modern realisation comes from an autonomous relationship to 

one’s own time.  

Aufklärung as philosophical rupture, as an event, in other words does not come from 

posterity but is a product of its own time. Another thing Foucault underlines is the fact that in 

Kant’s reflections in the text specifically dedicated to the question of Aufklärung we find 

neither the question of “beginning, fulfilment, finality nor teleology”791 as is the case with his 

writings on history. This is precisely what Foucault is interested in, rather than merely the 

question of the present per se. What does actuality mean in the face of an utter lack of origins, 

 
788 Schmid, Wilhelm, Ethik und Aktualität. Zur Frage der Aufklärung bei Michel Foucault, in: Deutsche 
Zeitschrift für Philosophie, 1990:38, pp. 903-911., p. 911.   
789 WhDO, p. 146, English, p. 249. Obviously, for Foucault, it is no longer be about the introspection of the 
internal contents of consciousness or a priori conditions, but rather the material historical practices which 
have, throughout history, led subjects to look into themselves.  
790 Cf. WE, Also:  GSA, op.cit. p. 13 and Foucault’s  interview from 1981 published  posthumously in 1988 
in Cahiers du GRIF, 1988, pp. 8-20, pp. 9-10, available here: https://www.persee.fr/doc/grif_0770-
6081_1988_num_37_1_1751 
791 GSA, op. Cit., p. 12. 
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fulfilment, finality or teleology? As Bruno Moroncini argues, Kant’s Berlinische Monatschrift 

is precisely the text where he abandons one of those traditions that Foucault ascribes to him, 

namely that of the analytic of truth, in order to approach the philosophy of actuality.   

This is significant as it opens the problem of teleology in Foucault: if in the problem of 

actuality, the “analytics of truth” meets “the ontology of the present” one is forced to think the 

consequences this has for our understanding of means, ends and finally telos. It is in this text 

that we understand that actuality for Kant cannot but be historical immanence. Actuality in this 

sense for Foucault also is “not that which could be known of the present theoretically, but that 

horizon in which an event is given, an event that signals a change in the direction of historical 

time.”792 This horizon can only be known by inviting everyone to take a certain distance needed 

to pose the question: what does it mean to be in a certain relation of power? What does it mean 

that to become the subject of actuality and critique is in a way to become the object of actuality 

and of critique? How to think of this entanglement? That very critique for its part implies that 

we must become objects for ourselves, that we must develop new relationships of the self to 

the self. The self or the subject must be able, as in the Opus Postumum, to posit itself as the 

object, as the other. With his analysis of the subject, Foucault in other words arrives at what in 

Introduction à l’Anthropologie was designated as source (Quellen), domain (Umfang) and limit 

(Grenzen): these now pertain to the very subject.793 In order to understand and thus possibly 

change the modes in which it is governed, the subject itself has to think historically and 

understand the relationship existing between the  necessity and contingency of its own 

subjectivity, which no longer contains an a priori in relation to its constitution, but is a form 

“of fullness of the self’s relationship to self”794 within history. This is why Foucault can claim 

that, against the productivity of the norm as creation of the positivity of the self, of founding 

the self in some positivity (in the manner of judicial practices, psychiatry and most modern 

political and philosophical thought), against “anthropological universals” and the “permanent 

anthropologism of Western thought”795, our task today is to understand that: 

 
792 Moroncini, Bruno, Il discorso e la cenere. Il compito della filosofia dopo Aushwitz, Quodlibet, Macerata, 
2006, pp. 307-273, p. 275.  Foucault is well aware of this and the debate within the German Enlightenment 
where the Stände of the Gelehrten, for which Kant stood, played a central role, that is the role of Publikum, 
thus inaugurating publicity, and with it the bourgeois split between public and private, which Foucault aims 
to subvert in a way.  
793 On this, in particular: Fiminai, op.cit. pp. 121-141.  
794 HS, Lecture of 27 January 1982, p. 125, English, p. 129.  
795 Foucault, Michel, Christianity and Confession, in: Cremonesi, Laura et al., About the Beginning of the 
Hermeneutics of the Self. Lectures at Dartmouth College 1980, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2016, 
p. 75.  
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“the problem of the self is not to discover what it is in its positivity, maybe the problem is 
not to discover a positive self, or the positive foundation of the self. Maybe our problem is 

now to discover that the self is nothing else than the historical correlation of the technology 
built in our history. Maybe the problem is to change those technologies. And in this case, one 
of the main political problems nowadays would be, in the strict sense of the word, the politics 

of ourselves.”796 
 

 

This “politics of ourselves” is conditioned precisely by the very possibility of what I think, 

following Kant, we should define as Bestimmung, which concerns our very own “ethical 

substance,”797 itself subject to change in history, but which nonetheless prevails throughout a 

certain period or in an epoch. We can decide upon it. It is interesting to note how Foucault 

repeats, almost ad litteram the words of Kant in the Religionsschrift when, speaking of 

freedom, he exclaims that “we cannot ripen to it if we are not already established in it (we must 

be free in order to be able to make use of our powers purposively in freedom)… yet we do not 

ripen to freedom otherwise than through our own attempts (and we must be free to be allowed 

to make them).”798 Foucault, using almost same words and certainly with the same intention, 

repeats this thought when he claims that the challenge that ethics as politics sets itself consists 

precisely in the fact of realising that “‘freedom’ is what must be exercised . . . I think it can 

never be inherent in the structure of things to guarantee the exercise of freedom. The guarantee 

of freedom is freedom”799, and two years later he repeats: “freedom is the ontological condition 

of ethics; but ethics itself is the reflective form that freedom takes.”800  

This could easily and equally be the sense of freedom as principle that one can attribute 

to Kant. The moment that interests Foucault concerns Kant’s fundamental insight into the 

potential of a free and auto-nomous relationship of the self to the self in such a way as to turn 

Kant on his head, that is Kant is at the same time both target and an indispensable element for 

his project situated on the axis subjection-desubjection-subjectivation.  It is precisely this axis 

 
796 Ibid., p. 76. Italics mine. 
797 On the notion of ethical substance, see: UP, For additional explanation, see: Genealogy of Ethics. An 
Overview of Work in Progress, in: Dreyfuss and Rabinow, op. cit., pp. 229-252, pp. 238-239, and also; The 
structure of genealogical interpretation, in: The Foucault Reader, op.cit., pp. 351-359, in particular, pp. 353-
355.  
798 RGV, p. 188, in English, p. 204.  
799 Foucault, Michel, Space, Knowledge, Power, Interview with P. Rabinow, Skyline, 1982, in: The Foucault 
Reader, op.cit., p. 245. 
800 Foucault, Michel, L’ethique de souci de soi comme la pratique de la liberté, in: DÉ II, pp. 1527-1549, p. 
1531. 
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that he grapples with in his dialogue with antiquity. Foucault’s overall intention is first and 

foremost of practical benefit, which he insists on, for example, in Hermeneutics of the Subject 

when he asks: “Now how, concretely and practically, do philosophers, how does philosophy, 

join together the requirement of its own presence and the formation, development, and 

organization within the individual of the practice of himself? What does philosophy propose 

as an instrument?”801  

In line with his heterodox reading of Kant, the philosopher has to play a certain role, a 

particular and peculiar role, a practical role concerning the creation of the self. This is what is 

meant by the figure of philosopher as counsellor: “a sort of cultural agent for a circle into which 

he introduces both theoretical knowledge and practical schemas of life, as well as political 

choices.”802 Hence Foucault can define the practice of spiritual direction as a “form of social 

relationship”803 where the practice of the self “has a privileged relationship with philosophy, 

philosophers and the philosophical institution itself.”804 This relationship is primarily practical 

and hence can constitute a social relationship only on the basis that we see philosophy 

functioning again as a sort of an a priori in Foucault. According to Gerold Prauss, one of the 

most important studiosi of Kant’s moral and political philosophy in the last five decades, for 

Kant, “absolute spontaneity as self-activity, in the reflexive sense of one’s ‘own’ will and 

consciousness that is indivisibly theoretical and practical at once, should itself be identified as 

reason that is practical in its own right.”805  

Can we not say that this spontaneity is in perfect agreement with Foucault’s heretical 

reading of Kant and his Fourth, historical Critique which strives to escape all teleology? A 

Critique willing to sacrifice universalism without however renouncing either freedom or 

autonomy? What would the material basis of Foucault’s philosophy qua spirituality otherwise 

be if we do not think reason as already practical in itself? Or better yet, is this not precisely 

what Foucault is trying to show: that reason is in itself inherently as practical as it is theoretical 

and that, contrary to modern, Cartesian philosophy in particular, reason is not merely 

theoretical connaisance? Thus, Foucault’s analysis of the self is inevitably positioned between 

Descartes and Kant.  

 

 
801 HS, English, p. 136.   
802 Ibid.  
803 Ibid., English, p. 144.  
804 Ibid., p. 149.  
805 Prauss, Gerold, Reason Practical in its own Right, in: Höfe, Otfried and Ameriks, Karl (ed.), Kant’s Moral 
and Legal Philosophy, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2009, p. 127. 
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5.1. 2. Modes of self, modalities of critique: politics and truth 
 

 

All of Foucault’s works and interviews after Surveiller et punir (1975), almost without 

exception, are related to his more or less explicit attempts to formulate and reformulate the 

question of the subject. The peculiarity of his approach or better yet his perspective is that it is, 

on the one hand intertwined with politics, and on the other, it revolves around the axis “power, 

truth, subject” as Foucault puts in his speech, “Qu-est-ce que la critique” (QC).806  In this he 

remains faithful to the project outlined in AS, where as we have seen it is clearly stated that the 

answer can only be reach politically. Before becoming ethics, politics had to go through the 

grinder of Critique. In fact, we see this approach at work in the Collége de France lectures 

which, from the very beginning and in various iterations, deals with the question of the 

relationship between subject and politics, the question of how power operates and by the very 

act of its own productivity produces subjects and the truth to which they are obliged.807  Once 

again, in QC it is on the shoulders of Kant that we find him introducing the theme of subjection 

and de-subjectivation. When, before the members of the French Society of Philosophy, 

Foucault states that “Kantian problems have, without a doubt, origins stretching back far 

beyond the 15th and 16th centuries”,808 it is clear that these are the origins plumbed by Foucault 

in his philosophico-historical contemplation of antiquity.  

The turn to antiquity is thus clearly mediated by Kant and could be said to be a form of 

dialogue with Kant to the extent that it is also a dialogue with modernity. Equally, it is clearly 

an attempt to grasp and answer questions pertaining to our present. Critique becomes not just 

a philosophical mode of inquiry or way of seeing things, but is elevated to what Foucault calls 

“attitude critique.”809 The fact that Foucault uses the term “attitude” already in itself implies 

an active and- even at the price of sounding too phenomenological- intentional task of critique 

situated in history, which no longer refers as it did in Kant, to a transcendental and universal 

founding subject. 

 
806 QC, p. 39.  
807 In this sense, that is in the sense that subject is or continues to be understood as an effect of power that 
produces, as product of productivity as it were, rather than as foundational itself, Foucault will remain close 
to structuralism and its view of the subject almost all the way to 1980s.  
808 Ibid., p. 36.   
809 Ibid.   
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 Instead, as Foucault immediately underlined, “critique only exists in relation to 

something different to itself”, it is thus in a realm of “pure heteronomy”. Nevertheless, Foucault 

says his auditors should not be surprised to learn that what interests him “ is the unity of this 

critique, even if it seems that by its nature, function, I would even dare to say, profession, it is 

consigned to dispersion, dependence, to heteronomy.”810  This means that critique is in the 

realm of history and thus contingency, but this does not annul its unity, a unity upon which 

Foucault insists, without which it would in fact be unthinkable. Arguably, without this unity 

the entire enterprise of critique would be questionable, as it could not be applied to both ethics 

and politics. If this appears to pose a problem for our discussion of autonomy, we will see that 

matters are quite the opposite, that it is a precondition for autonomy, one of the necessary 

(albeit not sufficient) reasons for autonomy to appear in the first place.If for Kant it could be 

said that the problem of the norm is, on the one hand, that of government and obedience, and 

on the other the materiality of the form itself, Foucault outlines his project by stating that the 

question is exactly reversed, while retaining the materiality of the form, understanding its 

contingency. The question, in other words, is how not to be governed: “this time critique takes 

as its point of anchorage the problem of certainty in the face of authority.”811 In this sense, 

government is not quite counterposed to critique, but rather the task of critique is literally to 

surpass government (of oneself in the first instance and then of others) and change its historical 

course and modes of application, that is, the politics of the production of subjects.  

In QC, on the one hand, government is presented as subjecting subjects using various 

dispositifs or mechanisms of power claiming or pertaining to a certain truth; on the other 

however, the task of critique, which does not renounce government, “is essentially desubjection 

(désassujettissement) within a game one could, in a word, call the politics of truth.”812 This 

politics of truth is related to Kant, even if negatively. It is only with Kant that Foucault is able 

to develop his own view  in relation to the nature of the present, of actuality and pose the 

question of the  right “use of reason”: one which benefits power and thereby frees us from it.813 

Both have the same, Kantian lineage. The point however is to dismember Kant’s philosophy 

 
810 Ibid. Italics mine.  
811 Ibid., p. 39 
812 Ibid. 
813 Ibid., p. 54. This comes from the interesting discussion following the lecture. The notion of use is to an 
extent complementary with how he conceives it in L’Usage des Plaisirs. During the debate, Foucault also 
establishes a direct link between Aufklärung and the trial of Socrates. In this sense, his later commentary on 
Socrates should be read as a discussion about the Enlightenment tout court, about our present and actuality. 
A fortiori, his entire dialogue with antiquity should be read in these terms.  
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so as to be able to take from Kant the elements necessary for this new way of conceiving 

critique which, as we said earlier, is in fact homologous to Foucault’s attempt at constructing 

the Fourth, historical Critique.  

In this sense, what we could call Kant’s politics of autonomy is, according to Foucault 

“far from being opposed to obedience to the sovereign”;814 and while this is the framework that 

Foucault wants to rethink and subvert, he nonetheless concedes that it is Kant who first 

introduced critique, presenting it for the first time as an endeavour whose “task is desubjection 

in relation to games of power and truth, as the primordial task, as prolegomena to any present 

or future Aufklärung, to know knowledge (connaître la connaissance).”815  

Foucault’s politics of autonomy can therefore be said to depart only from where Kant’s 

had left off. The project Foucault aims to complete demonstrates how history cuts through 

practices of the self, through what we were, are and thus can be. To the extent that Foucault is 

interested in instituting Critique, he could be said to directly follow Kant; to the extent that he 

wants to dislocate the relationship that exists between law, norm, obligation, power and subject, 

he could be said to follow Kant by doing exactly the opposite: analysing the ways in which 

reason is submitted, subjected to government in order to pose the problem of how not to be 

governed. This is perhaps best described in a passage from L’herménutique du sujet that is 

worth quoting in its entirety: 

 

“We should not be led astray by later historical processes of the progressive 
juridification of Western culture, which took place in the Middle Ages. This juridification has 
led us to take law, and the form of law, as the general principle of every rule in the realm of 

human practice. What I would like to show is that as an episode and transitory form, law 
itself is, rather, part of a much more general history of the techniques and technologies of 

practices of the subject with regard to itself, of techniques and technologies which are 
independent of the form of law and which have priority with regard to it. Basically, law is 

only one of the possible aspects of the technology of the subject concerning itself. Or, if you 
like, even more precisely: law is only one of the aspects of this long history, in the course of 

which the Western subject we are faced with today was formed.”816 
 

 

Of course, Foucault says that the care of the self, although widespread in antiquity, has 

never been a universal law in the way we normally conceive of the latter. It was an elitist 

 
814 Ibid., p. 41.  
815 Ibid.  
816 HS, p. 108-109, English, p. 112. Italics mine. And I believe the English term law here or the French term 
used, le loi, is in fact sufficient to cover, as I think it does, both usages Kant deploys, namely das Recht and 
das Gesetz. 
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privilege; it always required a choice of the mode of life (which can be once again translated 

as Gesinnung). Moreover, these schools were often exclusive to one another and to the rest of 

the world. Foucault now insists that one cannot take care of oneself within the order and form 

of the universal, one can only do so in a small, enclosed group, literally a sect817: this signals a 

slight contradiction to his previous claim concerning the militancy and  “milieu ouvert” of the 

Cynics.  Leaving this aside for the moment, there is another problem that Foucault notices. Not 

everyone is capable of or suited to the practice of the self. Why? Foucault’s answer, a very 

Kantian one, is because of the “lack of courage, strength, or endurance, an inability to grasp 

the importance of the task or to see it through; such is the destiny of the majority in reality.”818  

The passage above sums up perfectly what he was trying to achieve, in particular in a 

series of texts dedicated to Kant, from the first few hours of the 1982-1983 Gouverner le soi et 

les autres lectures held in January 1983 to his April lectures at the University of Berkley, The 

Culture of the Self,819 through L’Usage des Plaisirs, all the way to his 1983 text/interview, On 

the Genealogy of Ethics, which came out of his Berkley seminar, to What is Enlightenment of 

1984.  History, as all these texts testify, has at the same time the function of critique, and just 

as critique itself was instrumental for Kant (although Foucault does not always admit this), that 

is it had the aim of accomplishing something other than itself, the same is true for Foucault.  

The Fourth Critique in this sense is instrumental not because it excludes one thing in 

favour of another, but because it opens towards “a modern practical philosophy” which 

“instead of attempting to determine what we should do on the basis of what we essentially are, 

attempts, by analysing who we have been constituted to be, to ask what we might become.”820 

It is once again with and against Kant that Foucault is obliged to work and think. In my reading, 

despite the importance that Nietzsche and his idea of “sovereign individual”821 might have held 

for Foucault, I think that the Kantian reading is in fact not only more challenging but also more 

accurate, whatever the learned representations are or Foucault’s own self-image. We shall 

shortly see that there are both textual and intellectual motifs to corroborate this thesis.  

For now, just a short parenthesis on Nietzsche. In her important essay, the American 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum, while criticising Walter Kauffman’s interpretation which sides 

Nietzsche’s thoughts on morality, that is his incessant criticism of pity, with the Greek and 

 
817 Ibid., pp. 112-114., English p. 113-115.  
818 Ibid., p. 115, English, p. 118.  
819 The audio is available on YouTube, though some of the parts are inaudible because of the poor quality of 
the recording. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CaXb8c6jw0k&ab_channel=apolloxias 
820 Rajchman, John, Ethics after Foucault, Social Text, N° 13/14, 1986, pp. 165-183, p. 166.  
821 Cf. Nietzsche, Friedrich, Genealogie  der Moral.  
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Roman Stoics, Spinoza and Kant, claims that we should in fact focus more on the philosophical 

benefits of reading Nietzsche as a philosopher who attempts to “revive Stoic values of self-

command and self-formation within a post-Christian and post-Romantic context.”822 Whilst 

this can be accepted as a plausible reading, and we can certainly see its trace in Foucault (in 

particular Nietzsche’s binary opposition counterposing Stoic ethics with Christian morality), it 

fails to grasp and thus to account for what seems to me to be the fundamental problem which 

is that, in the last instance, Nietzsche reduces or equates Stoicism with puritanism and thus 

with Christianity too.823 Nietzsche’s is a thought that is permeated by two fundamental issues 

and I think these require further philosophical reflection. On the one hand, the question of 

Christianity, and on the other obsession with origins. Nietzsche’s view of Christianity remained 

negative throughout his entire work and this is precisely in the last instance a line of 

demarcation between Foucault and Nietzsche.824 For Foucault Christianity is not simply 

“Platonism for the masses” or “Platonic moral fanaticism”. As Foucault himself makes clear 

during the last hour of the last lecture at the Collège de France: “nor, I think, should we follow 

Nietzsche, if you like, and contrast an ancient asceticism of a violent and aristocratic Greece, 

with a different form of asceticism which would separate the soul from the body.”825  

This is not the only difference Foucault establishes in relation to Nietzsche. Foucault’s 

thought is not so neatly obsessed with the ideas of strong and weak, of beginning and end, of 

origins and discovering the exact point of origin, the historical caesura in order to find the first 

sinners, to locate the point when things began to go downhill, to find the first heretics (the 

figure of Socrates and Christianity in Nietzsche). Nietzsche’s obsession with origins and the 

breaks that follow from our separation from them is the foundation of his entire work, and his 

 
822 Nussbaum, Martha, Pity and Mercy in Nietzsche’s Stoicism, in: Schacht, Richard (ed.), Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, Morality. Essays on Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morality, University of California Press, 
Berkeley, L.A., 1994, 139-168. For a critique, or better, elaboration of Nussbaum’s position: Paphitis, Sharli 
Anne, Nietzsche’s Sovereign Individual and the Ethics of Subjectivity, in: Imafidon, op. cit., pp. 71-102. The 
figure of the “sovereign individual” is developed in the Genealogy of Morals. 
823 As, for example, in Die fröchliche Wissenschaft (The Gay Science). 
824 On this point, see for example: Fink-Eitel, op. cit. p. 290, where he shows that Foucault was ultimately 
forced to revise and distance himself from the thesis of his “master” Nietzsche. For Foucault, Christianity 
revolutionised as it were the ancient practices of the self, and ultimately genuine Christian problematics had 
their roots in the antiquity. If for Nietzsche there is a strict caesura separating the two, for Foucault this is 
not the correct way of understanding the “hermeneutics of the self”.  
825 CdV, p. 294, English, p. 320. Here I think it is important to stress that Foucault never renounced the idea 
of body and bodily pleasure and that, it would appear, even sado-masochistic practices were not foreign to 
him, to the point that in the interview dedicated to identity politics he openly spoke about the need of bodily 
enjoyment related to objects in the double sense: as both using the body as an object and objects that can 
cause bodily pleasure, as reflected in the very title of L’usage des plaisirs. See: Foucault, Michel, Michel 
Foucault, une interview: sexe, pouvoir et la politique de l’identité, in : DÉ II, op.cit., pp. 1554-1566, in 
particular, p. 1557.  
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hunt for “heretics”, as it were, is in itself deeply problematic precisely because it is in fact 

deeply Christian.  

For at least since Tertullian’s “De praescriptione haereticorum”, this search for the 

origins, for original sin, origin as a cause or a caesura is in fact part of what we could name 

the Christian worldview and strategies deployed to designate the “other” and its beliefs as 

different from the prescribed  “norm”. Foucault’s thought is not one obsessed with origins, as 

we have seen from the examples of both archaeology and genealogy. His is a thought that sees 

Christianity as a sort of revolution, and most importantly a thought that, contrary to his 

insistence on ruptures in the 1960s, now understands that despite ruptures it is thanks to 

Christianity that subjectivity appears in the form of continuity, because the struggle peculiar to 

Western civilisation826 (a topos Foucault never gives up) is fought precisely over subjectivity, 

understood not as the dualistic split between mind and body, but precisely, contra Nietzsche, 

in their unity, presupposed in the unity of critique announced in QC. This is then the 

indispensable element of that politics of ourselves Foucault announces. But what I am 

interested here is rather the way he sees the tasks of this new ethics as politics. Once again, the 

issue revolves around Kant. For example, in 1983 Foucault clearly reveals the stakes, after 

unambiguously and relentlessly repeating during the 1980s that his work on antiquity is not to 

be read as or mistaken for an attempt at finding an “alternative” or “solution” to our present 

time by recurring to “another problem raised at another moment by other people.”827  

He is in fact stressing that the Greeks were “other people”, other in relation to us moderns, 

and that in this sense there is an historical incommensurability, a caesura separating us. This 

caesura is initiated and completed first by Christianity, then subsequently by the scientific, 

industrial and political revolution, and ultimately for Foucault by the Enlightenment which, as 

we have seen, is the ultimate and unsurpassable horizon. Each of these has contributed to modes 

of imposing the norm, to modes of governing and creating a split between government and 

 
826 For an interesting take, let us recall the words of Arnaldo Momigliano: “the comparison between the axial 
age and the Hellenistic age also serves to remind us that Hellenism still affects our attitude towards ancient 
civilizations. Since the time of Attila many factors have contributed to the erosion of the Hellenistic view of 
the world, but homo Europaeus has remained intellectually conditioned by his Hellenistic ancestors. The 
triangle Greece-Rome-Judaea is still at the centre and is likely to stay at the centre as long as Christianity 
remains the religion of the West.” See: Momigliano, Arnaldo, Alien Wisdom. The Limits of Hellenization, 
Cambridge University Press, 1971, p. 11. 
827 Foucault, Michel, On the Genealogy of Ethics, 1983, in: Dreyfus and Rabinow, op.cit., p., 231. Italics 
mine. 
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governed. His project, he repeats is not one of finding solutions, but rather of offering a 

“genealogy of problématiques.”828 

 On another occasion in an interview published in 1984 he confirms: “it would be a serious 

mistake to want to found modern morality on ancient morality, skipping Christian morality 

altogether. I have undertaken this long study precisely in order to try and understand how what 

we call Christian morality was embedded in European morality, not starting from the 

beginnings of the Christian world (epoch) but starting from ancient morality.”829 On several 

occasions throughout the 1980s Foucault continues to counterpose Descartes and Kant as two 

opposing philosophers, and Kant once again is assigned the limit position of being neither fully 

outside the threshold separating philosophy from spirituality, nor fully inside.  

Once again, it is clear that Foucault cannot easily allow himself to dismiss Kant. In his 

QC of 1978, Foucault is not yet thinking in terms of the impostazione we saw at work in the 

1982 text Subject and Power, that is he is still thinking about Aufklärung in terms of the 

question of how it was possible “that rationalisation led to the wrath of power”, understanding 

that the problems of Aufklärung are problems of modern philosophy,830  and therefore that the 

task of critique is still indispensable. Thus, a year after his first engagement with the problems 

and task of critique, in the series of lectures entitled “Naissance de la biopolitique” (NB), that 

probably, more than any other of his works, made him at the same time famous and infamous, 

we read that the real content and problem can be said to be the question of freedom — hence  

autonomy as well, or more precisely the lack of it, endangered as it is by the form of 

government and governing— which Foucault puts thus:  

 

“We should not think of freedom as a universal which is gradually realized over time, or 
which undergoes quantitative variations, greater or lesser drastic reductions, or more or less 
important periods of eclipse. It is not a universal which would be particularized in time and 

geography. Freedom is not a white surface with more or less numerous occasional black 
spaces. Freedom is never anything other-but this already is a great deal-than an actual 

relation between governors and governed, a relation in which the measure of the “too little” 
existing freedom is given by the “even more” freedom demanded. So, when I say “liberal”: I 

am not pointing to a form of governmentality which would leave more white spaces of 
freedom. I mean something else… […] The new governmental reason thus needs freedom, 

the new art of government thus consumes freedom. It consumes freedom, which means that it 
obliged to produce it.”831 

 
828 Ibid. 
829 Foucault, Michel, Le retour de la morale, in : DÉ II, op. cit., pp. 1515-1526, p.1525. 
830 QC, op. cit., pp. 44-45. 
831 NB, pp. 64-5, English, p. 63. Italics mine. (Translation modified.) 
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The entire question then revolves around the question of consummation and production 

of freedom, around the relationships established between two poles of freedom: these are never 

separated, but condition one another as neither can function without the other. There is no 

governing without being governed and vice-versa. The central tension is related to freedom, so 

adamantly analysed by Foucault as not only opposed to but also ordering the sovereign: in this 

production-consumption of freedom qua commodity, the sovereign is excluded from the 

economy. Already the theory of the “invisible hand” had the function of disqualifying the 

sovereign, and both liberalism and neoliberalism in fact pose the problem of the impossibility 

of there being a sovereign in the economy; hence the utter individualism and entrepreneurial 

tendencies of the neo-liberal, totalising non- or, better yet, post-sovereign self.  

It is precisely here, in the middle of his discourse about neo-liberal homo oeconomicus, 

the disappearance of the sovereign, the new self and the dynamics between production and 

consumption of freedom-  Foucault exclaims that “the important moment was when political 

economy is able to present itself as the critique of governmental reason”, and adds, “I am using 

the term ‘critique’ in the specific, philosophical, sense of the term”832 because “after all a bit 

later Kant had to tell man that he cannot know the totality of the world.”833 This passage, I 

think, tells us two things:  first, that Foucault’s reading is extremely idealist, Kantian but in a 

negative way, whereby actions stem directly from words, and second that the notion of critique 

is deployed in a way which is free from the usage that Kant strictly speaking intended.  

From this one might get the impression that Kant had taken the term from political 

economy as the critique of governmental reason, which would contradict what Foucault says 

earlier, for example in QC, namely that Kant’s idea was not far off making us “obey the 

sovereign.” If, however, what is meant is merely critique in the sense of limitation, it would 

clash with his incessant evocation of transgression in the precise sense of testing negative 

limitations as positive ones. Thus, if that is all there is to critique, if in other words it is 

understood merely as limitation, it would lead to another problem, that of liquidating critique 

altogether. This, however, is not the case, and the contradiction I think remains, which is why 

Foucault is led, after all, to reconsider his relationship to Kant.  

 
832 Ibid., op. cit., pp. 286-7, English, p. 283. 
833 Ibid., p. 287, English, p. 283.  
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Following this impasse, Foucault once again, in L’herméneutique du Sujet comes back to 

testing his new hypothesis. His question about spirituality and the ways subjects have 

historically understood themselves and established a relationship with themselves is tested 

precisely by giving us the customary framework: Descartes and Kant. In HS, this very same 

question takes a different form, that of the relationship between subject and truth, graspable 

(not to say intelligible!) through philosophy, or better yet philosophy which is one with 

spirituality,834 a form of philosophy that understands its own actuality, confirming thus that in 

Foucault philosophy (and not history, despite all historicising) is the a priori we start from. 

Thus, the question of actuality in HS is understood as the question of philosophy stated in a 

rather Kantian way. Foucault says: “we will call “philosophy” the form of thought that asks 

what it is that enables the subject to have access to the truth and which attempts to determine 

the conditions and limits of the subject’s access to the truth. If we call this “philosophy”, then 

I think we could call “spirituality” the search, practice, and experience through which the 

subject carries out the necessary transformations on himself in order to have access to the 

truth.”835 This is where his interest in antiquity, in particular in what we usually call ethical 

schools comes from, as the latter propound not just that the subject has to attain knowledge, 

but that its condition is a fundamental transformation of the very structure of the self.  

Without it, neither philosophy nor spirituality, and in particular what he means by 

philosophy qua spirituality, would be conceivable. Philosophy once again is a sort of an a 

priori, and its double function is displayed. On the one hand, it is, as in Descartes and partially 

in Kant, a knowledge of truth which is external to the subject, hence objectified, but on the 

 
834 Foucault intends a something very peculiar, a most peculiar relationship when he uses the word 
spirituality. In this sense, I disagree with Arnold Davidson, who claims in the Introduction to English edition 
of HS that there is a strong opposition in the lectures between philosophy and spirituality. This is completely 
misleading, and I think the opposite is the case: spirituality is intended as philosophy, philosophy as 
spirituality. Foucault is clear about this when he says explicitly that what interests him is precisely the fact 
that antiquity had known the unity of philosophy and spirituality: “schematically, let’s say that throughout 
the period we call Antiquity, and in quite different modalities, the philosophical question of “how to have 
access to the truth” and the practice of spirituality (of the necessary transformations in the very being of the 
subject which will allow access to the truth), these two questions, these two themes, were never separate. It 
is clear they were not separate for the Pythagoreans. Neither were they separate for Socrates and Plato: the 
epimeleia heautou (care of the self) designates precisely the set of conditions of spirituality, the set of 
transformations of the self that are the necessary conditions for having access to the truth. So, throughout 
Antiquity (in the Pythagoreans, Plato, the Stoics, Cynics, Epicureans, and Neo-Platonists), the philosophical 
theme (how to have access to the truth?) and the question of spirituality (what transformations in the being 
of the subject are necessary for access to the truth?) were never separate.” Foucault, Michel, HS, op. cit, pp. 
18-19, English p. 17-18. The only exception for Foucault is Aristotle. This is why he uses the expression “le 
philosophe”, and of course repeats that although Aristotle is the founder of philosophy in our, modern sense, 
for antiquity he is rather the exception than a pinnacle. 
835 Ibid., p. 16, English, p. 15. 
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other it is equally internal to the subject and enables its constitution. As we will see, this is 

precisely what he sees in Kant. Foucault, of course, does not speak about an a priori of 

philosophy, but my thesis is that this is an important theme spanning throughout his entire 

philosophical oeuvre. If, on the one hand, we have objects and truth as objectified, on the other, 

we have a subject which can never be fully grasped as an object so as to state the truth of the 

our (subject’s) subjectivity in terms of the qualities or properties of the object.  

Modernity, however, with what Foucault calls the “Cartesian moment”, inverts the 

relationship to truth, and the modes and possibilities of attaining it. It thus inverts the 

fundamental relationship of the self with itself. These modes and possibilities are strictly 

speaking separated from spirituality and truth is subordinated to knowledge (connaissance).836 

The separation between the theoretical and the practical so strongly accentuated in Descartes, 

Foucault tell us, does not in fact originate with him:  

 

“The work of disconnecting, on the one hand, the principle of an access to truth 
accomplished in terms of the knowing subject alone, from on the other, the spiritual necessity 
of the subject's work on himself, of his self-transformation and expectation of enlightenment 

and transfiguration from the truth, was underway long before… We should look for it in 
theology (the theology which, precisely, with Aquinas, the scholastics, etc., could be founded 
on Aristotle—remember what I was just saying—and which will occupy the place we know it 

to have in Western reflection).”837  
 
 
 

While posing the problem of the loss of relationship between philosophy and spirituality, 

with immense consequences for our understanding of the self, Foucault invokes not just 

Descartes but Kant and a host of other modern philosophers during the first hours of the course. 

The ambivalence assigned to both Descartes and Kant throughout the lecture course testifies 

to the thesis we developed and insisted upon earlier, namely that it is within these two traditions 

grosso modo that Foucault in fact situates the problematique of philosophy as he sees it emerge 

in the West (and once again, he never abandons the West as the exclusive point of study). As 

for Kant, initially he says that it is not entirely the case that the structures of spirituality are 

liquidated:  

 
 

“… starting with Kant, then here again we see that the structures of spirituality have 
not disappeared either from philosophical reflection or even, perhaps, from knowledge 

 
836 Ibid., p. 16, English, pp. 17-18.  
837 Ibid., p. 28, English p. 26. Italics mine. Translation modified.  
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(savoir)... Read again all of nineteenth century philosophy—well, almost all: Hegel anyway, 
Schelling, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, the Husserl of the Krisis and Heidegger as well —and 
you see precisely here also that knowledge (connaissance), the activity of knowing, whether 

[it] is discredited, devalued, considered critically, or rather, as in Hegel, exalted, is 
nonetheless still linked to the requirements of spirituality. In all these philosophies, a certain 

structure of spirituality tries to link knowledge, the activity of knowing, and the conditions 
and effects of this activity, to a transformation in the subject’s being. The Phenomenology of 

Mind, after all, has no other meaning. The entire history of nineteenth-century philosophy 
can, I think, be thought of as a kind of pressure to try to rethink the structures of spirituality 

within a philosophy that, since Cartesianism, or at any rate since seventeenth-century 
philosophy, tried to get free from these self-same structures.”838 

 

 

Surprisingly, here we see Foucault opening these lectures with host of philosophers we 

would expect not only to be exempt, but expelled from his philosophical discourse, such as 

Husserl or Schelling. On the contrary, they too, along with Kant, Heidegger and even Hegel!, 

are philosophers whose philosophies are not devoid of spirituality, philosophies which, 

contrary to Leibnizian or Cartesian traditions, “at least implicitly, pose the very old question 

of spirituality, and without saying so, rediscover the care of the self.”839 Notwithstanding this 

initial judgment, which is Foucault’s point of departure, HS in fact exhibits overall an 

ambiguous relation to both Descartes840 and Kant, and I think we should recall here that these 

were after all lectures and not completed work, hence a degree of inconsistency is both 

acceptable and necessary, if not unavoidable.  

Thus, in Descartes he first tells us the access to truth as theoretical knowledge, as pure 

connaisance is guaranteed to the subject “through his very structure as subject”, whereas in 

Kant what we have is “an additional twist, consisting of saying that we cannot know the 

structure of the knowing subject….in this sense, Kant and Descartes represent the liquidation 

of what could be called the conditions of spirituality for access to truth.”841 Kant, therefore, 

just as in MC, appears once again as at the same time initiating and liquidating a process. If all 

philosophy after Kant sought and in fact more or less applied the positing of the subject in the 

positivist terms Foucault deals with, for example, in MC, this cannot be said of Kant. Kant, in 

fact had understood that this requires a change on the part of the subject and the ways it 

 
838 Ibid., pp. 29-30, English, p. 28. Italics mine.  
839 Ibid.  
840 Cf. Stimilli, Elettra, Ermeneutiche del soggetto cartesiano, in: Stimilli, Elettra (ed.), Decostruzione o 
biopolitica?, Quodlibet, Macerata, 2017. Stimilli shows the ambiguity of Foucault’s relationship to 
Descartes, whereby Descartes becomes at one point both the philosopher of gnothi seautou and epimeleia 
heautou.  
841 HC, op. cit., p. 183, p. 190.  
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understands itself, the way it posits itself as the object as it were: a change to which he was 

unwilling to cede, as we have seen, either in his Critiques or in the Opus Postumum. Hence 

“the Kantian lesson” on which Foucault insists, hence Kant’s defence of freedom as the 

ultimate postulate of reason, because in the final instance “Kant’s philosophy is not 

anthropocentric”, and empirical man in Kant is not homologous to the subject.842  

Foucault, I believe, not only understood this but in fact also applied it in his development 

of ethics, adding to it an historical understanding of what the self is and how we came to 

understand ourselves in a historically particular and conditioned way.  Precisely because it was 

only to the extent that Foucault can turn Kant’s law against Kant —but without Kant Foucault’s 

perspective would not be possible— and even more so against those philosophies which have 

posited the self as mere object of knowledge, denying thus the self the capacity to “permanently 

create itself in its autonomy”843— that he is able to conceive of his ethical and political 

understanding of the practices and technologies of the self, which is based on accounting for 

spirituality, virtue and self in one and the same theoretical move: assuming courage as the 

vestment of any parrhesiastic act uniting politics and ethics within its very form, confirming 

not universality, but the potential of difference, as in the case of Baudelaire in Foucault’s essay 

on the Enlightenment, the “desperate eagerness to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise than it is, 

and to transform it not by destroying it, but by grasping it in what it is”844 (precisely in its 

difference, T.O.).   

This is why he can compare Kant and Baudelaire, for modernity implies “not only a 

relationship to the present, but the mode of relationship that has to be established with 

oneself.”845 This very act would, for Foucault, entail a position from which one can establish 

new relationship to oneself, anew (autre, une foi autre). As modernity is the ultimate horizon, 

who is the philosopher who enables us to create, constitute and relate ourselves to ourselves? 

Foucault replies yet again: Kant. Thus in his 1983 interview “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An 

Overview of Work in Progress”, arising out of his Berkley lectures, we see the customary 

counterposition of Descartes and Kant, entire philosophical problematics are in fact situated 

beneath their shadows, as if the entire history of philosophy if not philosophy tout court—given 

 
842  Cf. Schnädelbach, Herbert, Das Gesicht in der Sand. Foucault und der anthropologischer Schlummer, in 
his: Zur Rehabilitireung des animal rationale, Vortrage und Abhandlungen 2, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.m., 
1992, pp. 277-207, p. 288, but generally the entire text.  
843 As Foucault says in WE, using however the expression “permanent creation of ourselves”.  
844 WE, in: FR, op. cit. p. 41. 
845 Ibid. 
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the unsurpassable horizon of modernity— were in fact located in the theatre of Foucault’s 

interpretation in a silent conflict of two different worldviews.  

These, often conflicting interpretations even taken in Kant, presented one moment as an 

absolute evil to be surpassed, the next as the champion of thought, philosophy and freedom, a 

model to be followed. From diabolical to model philosopher, we could say, is the place of Kant 

in Foucault’s philosophical itinerary. The reasons for this should perhaps be sought in what is 

in fact an idealist reading where Kant is taken to be both an anthropological and non-

anthropological thinker, an epistemologist and non-epistemologist, an ethical and non-ethical 

thinker, both the one who annuls and establishes the relationship of the self to the self. Thus in 

1983, Descartes is once again criticised for disrupting the relationship of asceticism and access 

to truth, and henceforth “the relationship to the self no longer needs to be ascetic to get into 

relation with the truth….I can be immoral and know the truth. With Descartes, direct evidence 

is enough.”846  

After Descartes disrupts this relationship between asceticism, access to truth and morality, 

a nexus fundamental to all Western culture up until the 16th century, Kant appears as the one 

who, in his attempt to solve Descartes’s problem, on the one hand, discovered the universal 

subject and, on the other, “demanded nevertheless an ethical attitude— precisely the 

relationship to the self which Kant proposes in The Critique of Practical Reason.”847   We see 

here emerging, perhaps for the first time, the figure of Kant as the philosopher of morality and 

the “ethical attitude”, much like Foucault used the expression “critical attitude” some five years 

earlier or the expression “attitude of modernity”848 a year later. And in distinguishing now Kant 

from Descartes, in recognising the multifaceted figure of Kant, who not only introduces the 

universal subject who conforms to rules, but reinterprets the old question:  

 

“How can I constitute myself as a subject of ethics? Recognise myself as such? Are 
ascetic exercises needed? Or simply this Kantian relationship to the universal which makes 
me ethical by conformity to practical reason?’ Thus, Kant introduces one more way in our 
tradition whereby the self is not merely given but is constituted in relationship to itself as 

subject.”849 

 
846 Foucault, Michel, On the Genealogy of ethics, in: Dreyfus and Rabinow, op. cit. p. 252.  
847 Ibid. Compare this, for example, with the La Société Punitive lectures where he says that it is unfortunate 
that when we study morality and morals, we always analyse Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of 
Morals, and not the figure of Patrick Colqhuon, the inventor of the English police, who for Foucault in 1972-
73 was a fundamental character for the understanding of our morality and the ways morality is interlinked 
with the question of wealth, specifically bourgeois wealth and port docks. See, English, p. 108.   
848 Foucault, Michel, WE, in: FR, op. cit. p. 38 
849 Foucault, Michel, On Genealogy of Ethics, op.cit. p. 252. Italics mine.  
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Kant is therefore again on the threshold: his universal subject is not merely given, but is 

“constituted in relationship to itself as subject”, and this is precisely where Foucault’s interest 

in Kant’s practical philosophy stems from:  the idea that within modernity it is possible to 

constitute ourselves as subjects who have a relationship to the self, mediated or not, but 

constitutive of what and who we are. It is precisely this question of the materiality of form 

which is itself immaterial that Foucault finds in Kant.  

Kant then cannot be excluded as the philosopher who annuls the relationship of the self 

to the self, but rather as one who re-constitutes it, imagines it in a new way by posing the 

problem within the context of modernity in general, and the Enlightenment in particular. In this 

sense, Foucault’s repeated formulations concerning the “epimeleia heautou” ultimately cannot 

be separated from what towards the end of L’herméneutique du sujet he comes to define as 

tekhne tou biou. Thus, Foucault says that “the human being as such, his bios, his life, his 

existence is such, that he cannot live his life without referring to a certain rational and 

prescriptive articulation which is that of tekhne.”850 This passage should perhaps come as both 

a surprise and no surprise, given its complexity. It is one of the first times, if not the very first 

time, Foucault openly introduces the idea of the human being, virtually alluding to the “nature” 

of what defines humans, namely: “a rational and prescriptive articulation, tekhne.” For the 

Greeks, and Foucault insists on this, it is the notion of life, bios, that is central, and it is bios 

that is related to the very idea of what Foucault calls spirituality in the course of these lectures. 

The materiality of the form we mentioned earlier as the central stake of the Kantian enterprise 

is precisely what is at stake here: which is why Foucault can and does think Kant ambiguously 

through the course of these lectures.  

For the Greeks, to be human is thus inevitably linked to the modes of being and living 

one’s life (bios), where bios is defined according to some rational and prescriptive criteria. The 

possibility of relating tekhne to bios and to its very form is inserted precisely in the gaps left 

open by the “city state, the law (nomos), and religion regarding this organisation of life.”851 

These gaps are what Foucault is trying to locate and fill in, or at least open a possibility for the 

subject to establish a relationship with itself. This is in fact why he turns to Kant. If, on the one 

hand, he defined Kant in QC as the philosopher who is not that far from saying “obey”, on the 

 
850 HS, op. cit., pp. 428-9, English, p. 447. Italics mine.  
851 Ibid.  
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other hand, Kant is equally the philosopher who, perhaps first in modernity, notices that there 

are the gaps Foucault underlines, the first who, precisely because there is this void left by the 

nomos, State and law, opens the question of the very possibility of the constitution of the 

subject and the organisation of life. Kant’s answer obviously did not satisfy Foucault, but the 

point after all was never in the answer itself, but in the question it opened and the response it 

provoked in Foucault.  

If modernity is the threshold beyond which it is not possible to step, Kant is the 

philosopher one has to go beyond, reforming him. Thus, in “The Political Technology of the 

Individuals”, a lecture delivered at Vermont University in October 1983 (thus situated between 

L’herméneutique du sujet and the beginning of the Le gouvenement de soi et les autres 

lectures), Foucault, following in fact his 1979 Tanner Lectures, starts by saying that the 

question of “technologies of the self” appears at the end of the 18th century and is a part of 

Kant’s overall inscription of philosophy into the question of actuality. Here, we learn that, 

besides Kant, this question has been posed by a host of other philosophers, most notably 

“Fichte, Hegel, Nietzsche, Max Weber, Husserl, Heidegger, the Frankfurterschule”.852 All of 

these thinkers, claims Foucault, significantly by following Kant, have tried to answer the 

question “of the relationships between our thoughts and our practices in Western societies.”853 

Hence, his attempt to distinguish in this lecture between the ways we have come to be 

considered or constituted as a society – the political technology of individuals- from the 

individualising techniques by which we have come to know ourselves as subjects. Both imply, 

in Foucault’s interpretation, certain “rational rules that pertain to a certain rational 

knowledge,”854 to the art of governing.  

The point now, perhaps best expressed in the Introduction to L’usage des plaisirs, is to 

analyse in the case of sexuality the experience of sexuality, but more broadly morality tout 

court as the “experience by which we understand correlation, within a given culture, between 

domains of knowledge, types of normativity and forms of subjectivity.”855 These, as Foucault 

clearly states, are correlated and thus productive of certain consequences which determine the 

 
852 Foucault, Michel, Political Technology of Individuals, in: Luther, Martin, Gutman, Huck, Hutton, Patrick 
Ed., Technologies of the Self. A Seminar with Michel Foucault, Tavistock Publications, 1988, pp. 145-163, 
p. 145. I think, from his repeated inscription of Nietzsche during the 1980s, Foucault clearly demonstrates 
the stakes of Kant for Nietzsche, and why Nietzsche is, in fact, like the Deleuze of the early 1960s, a 
philosopher of post-Kantian tradition in the strong sense of the word.  
853 Ibid., p. 146.  
854 Ibid., p. 49.  
855 UP, op.cit, p. 5.  
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ways and modes of subjects we are or we have become. This process, however, is reversible 

for Foucault. And we see Foucault in this period permanently being torn between the analysis 

of antiquity and that of modernity. It is as if modernity appears as the ultimate horizon of our 

possibilities and the correlation of all our experience, while antiquity appears as the ultimate 

horizon as far as practices of potential liberation and resistance are concerned.  

The link between the two is obvious: if, on the one hand, modernity represents a series of 

capillary networks aimed at obedience and the application of power, antiquity represents a 

privileged site where relations of power in their modern form are not to be found, and thus 

opens, potentially at least, a perspective, as it allows for the inquiry into modes of being and 

living other than those which have produced us as subjects at the intersection of “knowledge, 

normativity and subjectivity”. In “The Culture of the Self” lectures at Berkeley, Foucault 

repeats that Kant opens the question of actuality, and perhaps for the first time insists that the 

“universal conception of reason is correct, but the 18th century has been aware of the historical 

changes in the uses of reason.”  The examples Foucault gives of those changes are very 

different from a simple progression of the development of reason”856 and, as in HS, he 

counterposes “two poles of philosophy in the 19th century”: one is the formal ontology of truth 

or critical analysis of knowledge, which essentially concerns method only, and the other is the 

historical ontology of ourselves or the critical history of thought, which is concerned not only 

with method but has retained something of the spirituality within philosophical discourse 

identified in HS. In the lecture, he concentrates on this second pole which, to the extent that it 

pertains to fulfilling the task of an ontological history of ourselves, must analyse “three sets of 

relations.  

Our relations to truth, our relations to obligations, our relation to ourselves and others.”857 

The principal question for Foucault is: how do these three sets of relations make us into what 

we are? And how, and in what way, can the self change the way it establishes its relationship 

to these in order to practice a politics of autonomy that would go beyond the modes and ways 

we have been created within and by modernity. Hence, in L’usage des plaisirs, even when 

speaking about antiquity and sexual practices (intended however as the study of morality), 

Foucault uses notions we would usually associate with modernity. Hence also, his analyses of 

 
856 Foucault, Michel, The Culture of the Self, Berkley Lecture, 1983. Available here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fLQL-dvKUWY&ab_channel=apolloxias 
857 Ibid. 
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the structure of moral experience of sexual pleasures via the ideas of ontology, deontology, 

ascetics and teleology, all of which recall Kantian terminology.  

 

 

5.2. Politics of autonomy:  self, ethos, courage, parrhesia 

 
 

Before considering what Foucault does or at least seems to want to do with Kant’s ethics 

and the very idea of reason as practical, let us keep hold of the relationship to what I have called 

the Fourth Critique. The task of the Fourth, historical critique in Foucault is exactly 

proportional to the creation and self-creation of the new self that he is after.  Before proceeding, 

few preliminary remarks are needed. The first concerns the difference between formal and 

material ethics. Kant’s ethics is formal, it is a protestant ethics of Gessinnung of the will (which 

as we mentioned is of Stoic origins, and to say this is to presuppose a difference in relation to 

the Stoics),858 where an action is determined not by its content, but by its mere direction: if the 

direction is moral, the action will be moral too, and in Foucault’s terms the relationship of the 

self to the self will be established on the same basis.  This ethics is generally counterposed to 

the catholic ethics of the good or values, where it is the content of the will that determines the 

action in the sense that striving towards good will lead to good, while striving towards evil will 

lead to evil. Material ethics, on the other hand, we inherit from antiquity, from Diogenes 

through the Stoics to the Epicureans,859 which is subject-centred. These schools have, without 

exception, devoted much attention to the question of values.  

This means that material ethics is the one where we have not only a conflict of duties, but 

also of values, and hence necessarily a hierarchy. One ought not forget that Kant himself is, to 

an extent at least, led by his readings  of antiquity, in particular those of the representatives of 

ethical schools, in his development of the idea of practical reason, and moreover his ethics is 

today read as an attempt at bridging the gap between the two. This of course does not mean 

that Kant simply adopted all of their teachings or attitudes, but he certainly was impressed by 

all of them and did not fail to acknowledge this in his works.860 In particular, it is by now 

 
858 Gesinnung is the translation of Stoic recta voluntate into German. Cf. Brandt, op.cit. 2007, p. 177. 
859 Cf. Bloch, Ernst, Leipziger Vorlesungen, Vol IV, Neuzeitliche Philosophie II: Deutscher Idealismus - Die 
Philosophie des 19. Jahrhunderts, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.m., 1985, pp. 112-114.  
860 Cf. KpV, MS.  
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widely recognised and a common place in the literature devoted to German philosophy of the 

second half of the 18th century that he was particularly under the impact of the Stoics. In Kant, 

this means that the determinations of nature and human reason are drawn from their “Stoic 

sources” and that more generally “by returning to Hellenism German philosophy had fully 

entered modernity.”861  

The basis for modernity was in fact to be found in Stoic philosophy, but also Epictetus, 

and this in practice meant above all that: “the citizen was able to grasp himself (again) no 

longer as a member of the moral unity of a polis, but as a free legal person in a contract-based 

State. Hellenistic philosophy had put theory in the service of practical interest: this is what 

Kant does since the mid-1760s, and ultimately practical reason gains primacy over theoretical 

reason.” 862In his seminal study on the relationship between Kantian and Stoic ethics, which to 

this day remains one of the most important contributions to the theme, Michal Seidler 

underlines the common traits of Stoic and Kantian ethics in their insistence on the practical and 

their “common signalling of the will as the axiological focal point”.863 Foucault, for example, 

discusses precisely these questions in Du gouvernement du vivants when considering the 

difference between moral theories based on law and those centred on the subject. The examples 

he gives are Hebrew and Greek ethics, which are based on the law as the deciding factor as to 

whether or not something is good or evil, and he counterposes these to the early Stoic tradition 

where it is no longer the law but the quality of the subject that decides whether an action is 

good or bad.864  

Later Stoic tradition, for example Seneca, in fact relies, as does Kant, on the idea of the 

will leading the action. Foucault never explicitly refers to the idea of “will” in relation to the 

Stoics, but he does so implicitly when invoking cura sui in Seneca, which is the Latin 

translation of the Greek epimeleia heautou. Seneca, in contrast to the first Stoics, introduces 

 
861 Brandt, 2007, op. cit., p. 139; see, also: MacIntyre, Alsdair, After Vritue. A Study in Moral Theory. 
Duckworth Press, London, 1985, p. 140, pp. 168-70.  
862 Brandt, 2007, op. cit., p. 139.  
863 Seidler, Michale, Joseph, The Role of Stoicism in Kant’s Moral Philosophy, PhD Thesis, University of 
Ann Arbour 1981, p. 2. Seidler locates Kant’s position within the 18th century “querelle des Anciens et des 
Modernes” and sees Kant as the philosopher who advocates that we not only imitate but emulate and thus 
surpass the ancients in the matters of practical reasoning.  
864 GdV, pp. 175-177.  Foucault distinguishes between the subject of knowledge (connaisance) related to the 
temporal process and irreversibility of the partage that divides before from after; and the subject of the law 
as the subject of a will (volonté) which can incessantly will the good or the bad. The problem of the Greek 
sage consisted precisely in combining the ethics of the law (centred on the will) with that of perfection 
(centred on the subject). Foucault further insists on the difference between the conceptions of the wise man 
in early and later Stoic philosophy, in particular Roman Stoicism: namely, the possibility of doing evil 
permanently, even after one has attained the wisdom, which was excluded in earlier Stoic philosophy.  
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the concept of the will and puts it in the perspective of the relation to the self.865Epimeleia 

heautou is inseparable from choosing one’s own Gesinnung or recta voluntate: it implies 

working on oneself in order to perfect oneself, to achieve certain ends, to prefer one means 

over another: all of which requires a direction of the will which conforms to the principle of 

moral rationality.  

Thus, for example, in HS he literally talks about moral rationality: “I will try to show you, 

how generally speaking the principle that one must take care of oneself became the principle 

of all rational conduct in all forms of active life that would truly conform to the principle of 

moral rationality.”866 Strange as it is to see Foucault entertain the “principle of moral 

rationality”, this is exactly his interest here: to analyse and show that the principles behind cura 

sui are related to the way one becomes “an object for oneself”.867 Equally, I think here it is 

worth reminding ourselves of the figure of the tribunal we invoked earlier. Kant’s metaphor of 

the tribunal is not meant to “elevate reason as dictator”, but on the contrary to engage in a 

debate where critique is instrumental — and this is the case in both Kant and Foucault— to 

achieving ends other than itself. Just as for Kant, so too in this ancient practice, one must 

ultimately be one’s own judge and tribunal.  This wider picture clarifies why Foucault focuses 

on Kant so much and why he claims that Kant introduces the question of the relationship of the 

self to the self, that is, of the self-constitution of the subject in practical terms. Thus, the 

Besstimungsfrage that opened our inquiry returns: Kant opens the question of Bestimmung 

(determination, vocation) by allowing for the question of self-constitution to emerge in his 

practical philosophy.  

The very idea of self-determination (Selbstbestimmung), that is of Selbstdenken, is what 

distinguishes, according to Reinhard Brandt, early modern Stoicism from its 18th century 

version. Foucault himself, for example in L’usage des plaisirs in fact is committed to the same 

Kantian principle whereby the individual as empirical being is not equated with the subject. 

Thus, the general idea behind the book is that to understand “how the modern individual could 

experience himself as the subject of sexuality, it was essential to first identify the way in which, 

for centuries, Western man has been led to recognise himself as the subject of desire.”868 Thus 

we have here both individual, man and subject, none of which seems to be entirely homologous 

 
865 On this point, see: Wolkenhauer, Jan, Senecas Schrift De beneficiis und der Wandel im römischen 
Benefizienwesen, V&R Unipress, Göttingen, 2014, p. 20 and 64 in particular.  
866 HS, op. cit., p. 11, English, p. 9.  
867 Ibid., p. 116, English, p. 120. 
868 UP, pp. 37-38, p. 8.  
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with the other, and I take this to be a rather significant distinction that Foucault is keen to 

maintain in order to prove his argument.  

Therefore, when Foucault in his Introduction to L’Usage des Plaisirs introduces the 

difference between “moral codes (the prescriptive element), morality of behaviour of 

individuals (how they conform to codes) and the determination of ethical substance which is 

related to ways individuals form a relationship to themselves”869, this is reminiscent of  the 

normative elements he is trying to understand and dispel with in his own conception of ethics 

and politics. This conception by and large implies that we dispel with the ways and modes of 

obligation that the modern conception and practices of power have imposed upon us.870 When 

Foucault says that these three elements depend on the mode of subjection (assujettisement) of 

individuals and the ways we establish our relationships to these rules and recognise ourselves 

as obliged to put them to work or into practice871, he is in effect saying more or less the same 

as Kant who also thinks that different forms of subjection/subjugation perform different tasks 

and produce different relationship of the subject to itself. For Kant, the imposition of legal 

norms does not produce the same subject as our relationship to ourselves in the form of 

autonomy.  Consequently, Kant famously distinguished between the legality and morality of 

action or acting in conformity with duty and acting from duty, which we can say is precisely 

the result of the relationship one has to oneself.872 Leaving Kant aside for a moment, I would 

say that it is possible to argue that Foucault’s entire “ethical turn” can be read as what we saw 

Agamben call a retro-cedere, but in a very peculiar sense: his journey into antiquity is in fact 

a quest for what the moderns call autonomy.  

If the modern form of autonomy and the form of obligation it entails are no longer suited 

for our actuality, for the novelty of our own time —which cannot be said to be that of Kant— 

Foucault is led to pose the historical question: what other forms of the relationship of the self 

with the self have existed? How have these historically constructed subjects? Which modes of 

assujetisement did they take and what, if any, work of de-subjectivation have they rendered 

possible? In other words, what forms did autonomy take in the past and could these be signalled 

at the level of problematisation as something that we could learn from today? How was 

 
869 Ibid., p. 36-38. 
870 On this point see Marcucci, op.cit. Where I disagree with him is in the insistence on heteronomy. Rather, 
I think that the problem Foucault is trying to resolve is related to the question of how can we preserve our 
autonomy, not because of but precisely in line with the contingency of history and the knowledge that we 
are constituted, and thus subject to change, historically speaking.  
871 Foucault, UP, op. cit., p. 38. 
872 Cf. GMS, p. 398, English, p. 53 and Kant, KpV, p. 72, English, 198. 
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autonomy practiced, exhibited, formed, shaped, what role did it play in relation to concrete 

historical epochs before it was given its modern, bourgeois form with Kant? What, in other 

words is the relationship of technologies of the self to concrete historical epochs? Again, 

Foucault is quite clear:  

 

“…I wished to study those forms of understanding which the subject creates about 
himself. But since I started with this last type of problem, I have been obliged to change my 
mind on several points. Let me introduce a kind of auto-critique […] I became more and more 
aware that in all societies there is another type of technique: techniques which permit 
individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations on their own bodies, 
their own souls, their own thoughts, their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform 
themselves, modify themselves, and to attain a certain state of perfection, happiness, purity, 
supernatural power. Let’s call these techniques technologies of the self.”873 

 
 
Now, as we have seen, Foucault resolutely rejected the idea of antiquity being a substitute 

for the present and if he repudiated the idea of going back to the past for any other reason than 

to think it as problématique, we are led to ask: why not accept the term autonomy if Foucault 

himself thinks that modernity is still the shadow under which we all live and think? We will 

pose the question of whether or not it is possible to speak of technologies of the self, in 

particular those related to parrhesia, as a species of autonomy, while respecting the changes 

Foucault is attempting to introduce. Finally, the aesthetics of existence, a still much debated 

concept in Foucault scholarship, by following this thread can be read not only and exclusively 

as a Nietzschean or Blanchotian paradigm, despite their obvious trace.874  

As is the case with Foucault, one can see their positions always intersecting with Kant’s, 

and it is precisely this that gives rise to the peculiarity of his own position. Thus, as Wilhelm 

Schmid compellingly argues, the difference pertaining to, on the one hand, Surveiller et punir 

and La volonté de savoir and, on the other, Foucault’s works on antiquity is to be located 

precisely in the difference between the “subject that is constituted (Subjekt das konstituiert 

wird) and the subject that constitutes itself (sich selbst konstituiert).”875  

 
873 Foucault, Michel, On the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self, in: Cermonesi Laura et al., op. cit., 
p. 25. Italics mine.  
874 For this view, see for example: Faubion, James, D, Toward an anthropology of ethics: Foucault and the 
pedagogies of Autopoieses, in: Representations, Vol. 74, No 1 (Spring 2001), pp. 83-104, p. 87. The issue 
here is that the notion of transgression in Blanchot or Nietzsche, presupposes an outside. Four Foucault, 
there is no outside, nothing is outside of power. In that sense, it is precisely the Kantian notion of limit 
(Schranke) that is operative. As we will see, Foucault’s idea is precisely that of challenging the power on its 
own terrain and thus transforming it.  
875 Schmid, op.cit., p. 231. Italics in the original.  



 
 
 

260 

The difference between the two is precisely in Foucault’s “attitude critique”, that is in the 

direction the subject takes or choses for itself. More importantly, it brings us to the question of 

autonomy in Kant’s Opus Postumum where it is no longer about the constitution merely as 

legal obligation in respect to the subject, but about the subject positing itself as “phenomenon 

of phenomenon”, that is as the subject who is at once the “founder and originator of itself.”876 

While for Kant the problem is one of rescuing the overall conception of transcendental 

philosophy and establishing it anew, for Foucault it is not about the remnants of transcendental 

philosophy. It is, however, we claim, about that same relation to the whole (Ganze), of course 

not conceived in the Kantian manner as a problem of relating the transcendental with the 

empirical, but rather about the very conditions of possibility of transforming oneself, deploying 

techniques entailing both virtue and courage, whilst relating to the whole in which the subject 

finds itself: singularly and collectively. This is why a significant part of the second volume of 

the History of Sexuality is in fact dedicated to the discussion of the elements of the ethical 

relations dominating Western culture. These are “ontology, deontology, ascetics and 

teleology.”877 These relations correspond to the ethical substance (ontology), the mode of 

subjection (deontology), the ethical work of constituting oneself as a subject (ascetics), and 

finally that which characterises the moral subject in its accomplishment (teleology). Therefore, 

Foucault’s work in this period is characterised by the friction and tension existing between the 

subject as constituted and the subject that constitutes itself, between a passive and an active 

attitude, and the role and function of critique to which they correspond.  

This is also where the contested struggle of his politics of autonomy is to be located, 

precisely on the terrain of these multiple struggles which concern our very life at the most basic 

level of bios, namely materialising that form which we ourselves give to our life. Speaking 

about Kant’s Opus postumum, Oliver Thorndike has put it like this: “there is no autonomy in 

action without some self-conception, that is, some local identity”878— and we would not be 

wrong to say that this is precisely the project Foucault has in mind. Self-conception in 

Foucault’s terms is the relationship that the subject establishes with itself, by the mere virtue 

of practicing a relationship that entails a practice, a technology of the self: related to the very 

possibility of its own action as entailing a political and ethical act which translates into that 

 
876 Opus.post. p. 14, English, p. 221.  
877 UP, op. cit., p. 52.  
878 Thorndike, op.cit., p. 137.  
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ethical act of self-transformation, of making oneself as subject.879 This very possibility of 

making oneself is in fact Foucault’s primary concern when he distinguishes between the active 

and passive or activity and passivity in this relationship of the self to the self.  

One of the most important instances is to be found in HS, where the notion of the active 

life permeates literally the entire course: becoming an active subject of discourse, and not 

merely or only the subject of active listening. Foucault dedicates a significant portion of his 

course to the transition from the silence which is required for a good listener of philosophy, an 

example of which is to be found in Seneca, to the subject’s activity and becoming the active 

part of discourse and participating in one’s own life.880 This is a transition where Foucault 

relates the question of the active life to the question of ethos, before he does so in his essay on 

the Enlightenment. It follows from the ability of the individual to confront all the events of life 

as they occur – this is the first stage of ascesis, followed by the second where the subject has 

to become a subject of true discourse which has to overflow, that is become an ethos.881 This 

work of the self on the self “enables the permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy”.882 

This is the task of critique becoming ethos: to ensure this permanent creation of ourselves. 

When Foucault counterposes, as he does in L’usage des plaisires and more broadly throughout 

the 1980s, morality based on ethics to validity based on norms, what he is trying to do is to 

reverse the “universal norming of ethos…for in morality based on ethics it is about the attitude 

of individual, his style of existence, and the question of individual’s mode of leading a life.”883 

In other words, these entail a reaction to the conditions that have come to dominate Western 

culture, such as codes we inherited from Christianity, and secondly, norms as understood in 

modern juridical and moral theory which have produced particular relations that is obligation 

by which we are at once subjects of power and power-subjects.   

If for Kant the doctrine of virtue is still inseparable from the doctrine of right, and if the 

two are related precisely in the concept of norm, although nominally reason as practical reason 

was always, potentially at least, able to disobey, for Foucault it is precisely about disjoining 

both right and virtue from the modern conception and theory of autonomy conceived in legal 

terms. This means that Foucault, although fairly critical of modernity, has not abandoned its 

 
879 In this sense, the title of the volume edited by Cremonesi et al., Foucault and the Making of Subjects, 
indeed captures the way Foucault conceives autonomy at the intersection of the subjection-desubjectivation 
nexus.  
880 HS, op.cit., p. 328, 398, English, p. 345 and 416.  
881 Ibid.  
882 WE, in FR, op.cit., p. 44.  
883 Schmid, op.cit., p. 231.  
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call. He maintains that the main threat to modernity is not to be read simply in terms of a break 

or discontinuity, which are of course essential together with the conception of time which 

develops alongside modernity, but in fact what he is trying to do is inaugurate the idea whereby 

we think of ourselves only in and via the attitude which he defines in 1983 as: “a mode of 

relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the end, a way 

of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same time marks 

a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task. A bit, no doubt, like what the Greeks called 

an ethos.”884  

The idea of an ethos, once again, recalls Kant’s conception in Metaphysik der Sitten 

(which is why I think that the Italian rendering of the book as Metafisica dei costumi is much 

more accurate than the English, Metaphysics of Morals), if Sitten is seen, as I think it should 

be, as related to Foucault’s conception of ethos. Again, this does not mean that Foucault wants 

to remain faithful to Kant. On the contrary, he needs Kant to go beyond Kant, as famously he 

does in Gouvernement de soi et des autres when he defines ethos in relation to politics. If for 

Kant ethos was something related to politics only by meditation, for Foucault the relation 

between the two becomes immediate. Defending the idea of both an ethics and ethos in 

philosophy in an interview conducted at Berkley in 1983, he contends that “ethics is a practice, 

ethos is a manner of being”,885 a mode of being however which is for him inseparably related 

to politics.886 Thus, we have a reversal of Kant, for whom the role of ethos could be said to 

have been the subordination of politics to ethics, whereas for Foucault it is precisely about 

abolishing this subordination between the two giving equal value to politics which is ethics, 

and vice-versa. The question for Foucault is: what characterises a philosophical mode or way 

of life?  

The answer he gives, taking the example of Stoic and Cynic dissent from Plato, lies in the 

refusal to reduce techniques (techne) merely to knowledge (connaissance), here the knowledge 

in which individual recognises themselves as a divine element. The Stoic and Cynic mode of 

life is “obtained thanks to tekhne, but it obeys not the regula, rather it obeys the form.”887 With 

the problem of obeying the form, we have arrived at our question of what in fact relates Kant 

and Foucault: namely the idea of materialising the form, invoked earlier, which now becomes 

 
884 WE, op. cit., p. 39.  
885 Foucault, Michel, Politics and Ethics: An Interview, in Rabinow, op.cit., p. 377.   
886 On this point see: GSA, op.cit., pp. 137-156, English pp. 149-168. 
887 HS, op.cit,. p. 406. Foucault’s discussion is rather complicated and he is trying, inter alia, to show how 
Christianity used both Stoic and Cynic elements in order to distinguish itself from gnosis. Italic are mine.  
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fully comprehensible. But how is this problem of form to be posed? What does it mean to 

follow a form, in particular when we are in a specific relation to it?  

The answer that Foucault famously gives, in the introductory lecture for his 1982-1983 

course dedicated to the theme of governing oneself and others, is history. What kind of history? 

He is clear, as what he sees in Kant’s text on the Enlightenment, in contrast to other Kantian 

works, is the lack, the suspension, the non-existence of the question of “beginning, fulfilment, 

finality and teleology.”888 In other words, the issue for Foucault consists precisely in how to 

find and where to seek a fixed point if what we have before us is the void that ensues after the 

exhaustion of a certain “age of world picture”; if, in other words, Foucault’s interest in history 

is in fact related to a present that is destitute of finality, teleology, progress, etc. - which 

conception of autonomy is he to seek?  

In this respect, besides the work of Amy Allen who has compellingly argued the case for 

autonomy in Foucault, in particular as “the capacity of deliberate self-transformation”,889 and 

many works insisting on the Kantian relationship to the present as a historical problem and as 

problem of our present history in relation to critique, the critical literature has stopped there. 

Specifically, no one has tried to provide an answer to the question how to accommodate 

autonomy within the void left by the exhaustion of an epoch Kant had seen and helped open 

up, precisely taking into account the signs Foucault sees lacking in the Kantian text: teleology, 

fulfilment and finality. If there is nothing but the force of difference and contingency, where 

then is the politics of autonomy to be situated? And what are we to do with it? Foucault seems 

ambiguous about this, oscillating between positive and negative views on modernity and thus 

it would appear autonomy.  

Here, I think two things are relevant. First, as Laura Cremonesi has argued, Foucault’s 

ethics, although apparently stuck and trapped in antiquity, is in fact centred on the notion of 

self, and this is what in fact distinguishes Foucault a from host of other contemporary French 

philosophers, who have all, by and large, developed an ethics of the other and alterity.890 This 

is what, at the same time, makes it eminently modern in its impostazione. Secondly, it is 

possible to claim in his favour what the German philosopher Hans-Herbert Kögler calls 

 
888 GSA., 12-13, English p. 11.  
889 Allen, 2011, op.cit., p. 49.  
890 Cremonesi, Laura, Pierre Hadot and Michel Foucault on Spiritual Exercises: Transforming the Self, 
Transforming the Present, In:  Lanci, Yari, Fuggle, Sophie, and Tazzioli, Martina, Foucault and the History 
of our Present, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2015, pp. 195-210, p. 195. 
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“situated autonomy”, referring specifically to Foucault.891 As Kögler convincingly shows, the 

fact that Foucault demonstrated that it was possible to overcome the metaphysical difference 

between, on the one hand, the autonomous subject and, on the other, the historic-cultural 

context does not mean that the autonomy of the subject has come to an end. Rather, it means 

that Foucault, led by connaisance and fully aware of the historical conditions of any 

knowledge, including his own, attempted to find a “new determination (Neubestimmung) [of 

subjective autonomy] as concrete reflective power of the situated subject.”892 

 If there is any possibility to think autonomy, for Foucault it could only be a “situated 

autonomy”, an autonomy that would respond to the contingency of the here and now, that 

would prove capable on the terrain of ethics and politics of liberating the subject and producing 

a new relationship of the self with the self, despite the conditions we face every day. This is 

the reason why I maintain that in Foucault, it is possible to speak of what I from the beginning 

have called Bestimmung, which I see as inseparable from the politics of autonomy and the 

possibility announced in the Opus Postumum which Foucault never forgot: that of the subject 

as “founder and originator” of the self, that of “making subjects”. To choose one’s vocation, to 

determine oneself, is equal to the very possibility of the subject determining itself in relation 

to the whole it finds itself in. One of Foucault’s masterful examples of this choice can be found 

in the conflict between isegoria and parrhesia893— to which I will come back shortly. For now, 

we should note that the choice of any one of these forms of speech is not innocent: the entire 

possibility of ethics and politics, in fact that the very possibility of democracy depends on it.  

Foucault’s historical reflection, his attempt at the Fourth Critique is thus implies both ethical 

and perhaps more importantly eminently political choices in its mode of reflection and being. 

After having analysed in Du gouvernement du vivants the development of the Christian self, 

he concludes that Christianity, although still representing in a way the unsurpassable horizon 

of our present, has not opened paths for autonomy, but on the contrary, has required a complete 

and total submission on the part of the subject. By contrast with Stoic or Cynic exercises in 

direction, Christian direction does not require any change in the relationship of the subject to 

 
891 Kögler, Hans-Herbert, Situirte Autonomie. Zur Wiederkehr des Subjekts nach Foucault, in: Desines, 
Stefan, Jaeger, Stephan, Nünning, Ansgar, Historisierte Subjekte - Subjektivierte Historie Zur Verfügbarkeit 
und Unverfügbarkeit von Geschichte, De Gruyter, Berlin, 2003, pp. 77-92. 
892 Ibid., p. 91.  
893 GSA, p. 138-140, English, 149-51 in particular. Foucault discusses in fact Ion. He wants to underline the 
relationship existing between democracy and isonomia, which leads him to the difference between isegoria 
and parrhesia, that is a speech to which everyone is entitled (isegoria), and one that requires at the same 
time courage and virtue.  
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itself, except total obedience. However, Foucault does point to and insist on the difference and 

novelty of Christianity in respect of other cultures, related not just to confession or baptism but 

to the model of pastoral power elaborated in the works of the mid-1970s. The crucial moment 

which distinguishes Christian practices from ancient ones is the fact that the former require 

only submission to the rule. The aim of submission is to make the subject obedient. Obedience 

is at once the means and the end of itself.894 Foucault locates the beginnings of autonomy in 

Stoic exercises, originating in Greek philosophy, which he underlines always and necessarily 

require the work of the subject upon itself:  

 

“Even if it is true that Greek philosophy founded rationality, it always held that a 
subject could not have access to the truth if he did not first operate upon himself a certain 

work which would make him susceptible to knowing the truth-a work of purification, 
conversion of the soul by contemplation of the soul itself. You also have the theme of the 

Stoic exercise by which a subject first ensures his autonomy and independence-and he 
ensures it in a rather complex relationship to the knowledge of the world, since it is this 

knowledge which allows him to ensure his independence and it is only once he has ensured it 
that he is able to recognize the order of the world as it stands. In European culture up to the 

sixteenth century, the problem remains: What is the work which I must effect upon myself so 
as to be capable and worthy of acceding to the truth?”895 

 

  

Undoubtedly perplexed by this question of autonomy whose primarily Stoic genealogy 

Foucault traces to Kant, he is interested in the very possibility of posing it anew in the present 

and for the present. What would this question mean for us today? How and is it at all possible 

to think of the subject in the present as capable of effecting this work of the self which would 

at once require changing the ethical substance in order to effectuate political change? These 

problems, which Foucault traces using his genealogical method in the present and for the 

present (thus always on the border with historicism, as both Balibar and Habermas have 

recognised in different ways), are most visible and discernible precisely when he is talking 

about the subject in antiquity. One of the key passages in my opinion is to be found in the third 

volume of Histoire de la sexualité. It is here that he outlines what he calls the “crisis of the 

subject” and the passage could easily be read as referring to our very own present and its 

multiple intersecting crises: those of the subject, ethics and politics.  

 
894 GdV op.cit.,  pp. 247-283. In Foucault, the Christian “care of the self” (I use the expression deliberately) 
in fact is the opposite of what the ancients took it to be. Christianity culminates in the renunciation of the 
self. Foucault analyses three forms this takes: subditio, patientia, humilitas.  
895 Foucault, On the Genealogy of Ethics, op. cit., p. 371.  
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Hence, the question he poses in the context of the uses of pleasure and their correlation 

with three types of mastery- over oneself, over one’s home and over others- seems to be as 

pertinent today. Foucault writes: “one ought to think of a crisis of the subject or rather of 

subjectivation: about the difficulty in the way in which the individual can constitute himself as 

the moral subject of his own behaviour, and think of the efforts of the individual to find in the 

application to the self that which can allow him to subject himself to rules and provide his 

existence with a goal.”896 According to Paul Veyne, it is not possible to read Foucault’s 

engagement with the Stoics without having in mind what Veyn calls a post-Nietzschean and 

post-Christian epoch in which there is “no longer an authority capable of imposing norms, 

capable of being credible, in a world without nature, without god, without the Kantian 

imperative Stoicism becomes an ancient philosophy, outdated and touching….it becomes an 

egotistical philosophy where nothing but the I has remained…the I not only to the extent that 

it is able to give itself laws, but also as the only point of reference.”897 The question of form 

and matter intersect.  

This is precisely the predicament of the times we still live today and the reason why both 

Veyne’s comment and Foucault’s analyses are as pertinent as ever. It is then not without reason 

that Foucault’s lectures of 1982-1983 open with Kant: one of the many interpretations of Kant’s 

text on the Enlightenment, which Foucault was thinking through and with at the time, each 

time introducing a slight change in his argument. To open a series of lectures with Kant actually 

signified giving his audience, and us today, a key to understand his reading of antiquity: in the 

light of Kant and the Enlightenment. We ought not then to be surprised that Foucault 

throughout this and the following year of lectures employs, quite often I would say, metaphors 

containing an idea or notion of light, clearing things up as in illuminating, taking a stance, 

attitude, having courage, etc.  

The politics of autonomy is precisely to be read and understood as his own attempt at 

filling the void left by the lack of finality and teleology. Thus, the very “historical self-reflexion 

in this way becomes a political power (Kraft) in that it makes clear the usual limits of immediate 

self-understanding in its historic-cultural substance- and therefore contingency- leading thus to 

new, creative and critical horizons of understanding.”898 On the one hand, we see a Kantian 

inspiration, on the other a “Nietzschean perspectivism and contingency.”899  How is Foucault 

 
896 SdS p. 140.  
897 Veyne, Paul, Seneca, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1999, p. 10.  
898 Kögler, op. cit., p. 91.  
899 Dyrberg, Torben B., Foucault on the Politics of Parrhesia, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2014, p.49.  
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trying to account for autonomy in the midst of contingency? How is he trying to materialise 

the form? He seems to give us a clue, which once again plays Kant off against Kant. Famously, 

Kant’s Metaphysik der Sitten (1797) consists of two parts, the Doctrine of Right and the 

Doctrine of Virtue, which although formally separate are united by the intention, also expressed 

in Perpetual Peace (1795), of subordinating right (and thus politics) to morality. Kant literally 

says that the “doctrine of right is the first part of the doctrine of morals.”900  

Kant is careful to distinguish the doctrine of morals from the doctrine of happiness, and 

this, as is the case with his practical philosophy, is the reason why he wants to ground his theory 

on a priori principles by means of which the subject establishes a relationship with itself. For 

Kant, even though morality has to be based on a priori principles, it cannot do so without 

“taking as our object the particular nature of human beings, which is cognised only by 

experience, in order to show in it what can be inferred from universal moral principles….This 

is to say, in effect, that a metaphysics of morals cannot be based upon anthropology but can 

still be applied to it.”901 

I take this to be very relevant for my reading of Foucault, as this is precisely what Foucault 

is trying to do within his general project of the ethnology of Western culture, which he never 

renounces. Moreover, the second and third volume of the Histoire de la sexualité, that is the 

genealogy of the man of desire, testify to this. When Foucault in L’usage des plaisirs says that 

all morality comprises two aspects, codes of behaviour and forms of subjectivation, where both 

of these not only refer to but depend on the constitution of the subject,902 he is in fact presenting 

us with an iteration of the Kantian doctrine of right and virtue, two elements which he 

recognises as founding Western culture.  

This is why, as Wilhelm Schmid underlines, Foucault is careful to distinguish, on the one 

hand, the relations of truth which constitute us as the subject of knowledge from, on the other, 

relations of power which define us as subjects in a causal way.903 The point is to counterpose 

the passivity of subjection to the activity of self-constitution, and this could be defined as the 

aim of his politics of autonomy. Foucault therefore departs from the Kantian distinction 

between Recht (right and positive law) and Tugend (virtue), attempting in fact to think their 

unification through the notion of parrhesia. He does so by adding a third element, that of 

technique. He thus says:  “parrhesia, which was important in practices of spiritual direction, 

 
900 MdS,  p. 205, English, p. 365.  
901 Ibid., p. 217, English, p. 372.  
902 UP, op.cit., p. 42.  
903 Schmid, op. cit., p. 233.  
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was a rich, ambiguous, and difficult notion, particularly insofar as it designated a virtue, a 

quality (some people have parrhesia and others do not); a duty (one must really be able to 

demonstrate parrhesia, especially in certain cases and situations); and a technique, a process 

(some people know how to use parrhesia and others do not).”904 

 Uniting virtue, duty and technique, parrhesia now performs a peculiar function: no 

longer just that of being merely a rhetorical figure of speech, neither an archaeological 

excavation nor simply a genealogical and historical figure, it becomes the tool of critique, 

aiming at once at an ethical and political transformation: de-subjection and de-subjectivation 

of the subject, opening thus the possibility of une constitution autre, a subjectivation of a 

different order. Parrhesia is thus to be seen as a virtue, a duty and a technique. Schmid refers 

to it as “art of existence” of oneself, an act of truth (Akt der Wahrheit).905 I would say moreover, 

and contrary to Schmid, that Foucault can be said to think of it precisely in terms of what Kant 

called “actus der Freiheit”,906 which is no longer thought of in Kantian terms as a principle 

that is abstracted from history and the material structures in which it is found, but precisely in 

terms of its own being embedded in history and the materiality of the life which is now at the 

centre: Aktus der Freihet that is at once an Aktus der Wahrheit. For Foucault it is a question of 

the autonomy of the subject only in and to the extent that he is trying to diagnose and think the 

possibility of an autonomous self as able to govern and rule itself as we saw not by obeying 

the regula but by obeying the form: hence an aesthetics of existence. Foucault’s last two 

lectures series at the Collège de France can thus be said to treat the same subject, parrhesia, 

from two different angles: the political and ethical.  

Parrhesia as a political act permeates the 1982-1983 lectures. Foucault’s intention is to 

show that philosophy is not just or simply a logos, although that is one of its most discussed 

aspects. Equally important but marginalised throughout the history of philosophy and history 

tout court is that of philosophy as ergon, as practice. On the one hand, we have a 

counterposition of mathesis to askesis, on the other we have not an opposition, but in fact a 

correlation between logos and ergon: “it is by taking part directly, through parrhesia, in the 

formation, maintenance, and exercise of an art of governing that the philosopher will be not 

merely logos in the political realm, but really logos and ergon, in accordance with the ideal of 

 
904 GSA, p. 43, English. p. 43, Italics mine.  
905 Cf. Schmid, op.cit., p. 65; Religion and Rational Theology, Cambridge University Press, p. 70.  
906 Kant, RGV, p. 21.  
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Greek rationality. In reality, logos is complete only if it can lead to ergon and organize it 

according to the necessary principles of rationality.”907  

Only if philosophy is understood as ergon, as action, can parrhesia have any political 

effect and meaning. Ergon describes the task of philosophy in relation to politics, and the very 

possibility of fulfilling a task presented to parrhesia will depend on the ability of philosophy 

and the philosopher to be, that is to speak not just logos but also ergon. Only as such will 

philosophy be able to fulfil its own task and test, which will definitely distinguish it from 

rhetoric— and here Foucault seems again to be as close as possible to his own present — “the 

reality, the test by which and through which philosophical veridiction will demonstrate its 

reality is the fact that it addresses itself, can address itself, and has the courage to address itself 

to whoever it is who exercises power.”908 The politics of autonomy depends on this and it is 

precisely here that he is at once closest to and most distant from Kant. In order for the 

philosopher to be capable of and for truth, he has to effectuate a work upon himself; only work 

on himself allows the philosopher to govern himself (and potentially others), only autonomy 

can problematise and diagnose what belongs to heteronomy. Subsequently, Foucault dedicates 

significant parts of the lectures to Plato’s texts, and the most important example he gives is 

related to Letter VII where the “the reality of philosophy is found in the relationship of self to 

self. And it is indeed in setting out the problem of the government of the self and the 

government of others that philosophy, here, in this text, formulates its ergon, at once its task 

and its reality.”909  

In Foucault’s politics of autonomy, politics is inseparable from philosophy, and 

philosophy’s reality is to be found in the relationship of the self to the self. The reality of 

philosophy for Foucault “will not be its practice as discourse, or even as dialogue. It will be 

 
907 GSA, op. cit., p. 202, English p. 219. Foucault writes: “If it is true that philosophy is not merely the 
apprenticeship of a knowledge but should also be a mode of life, a way of being, a practical relationship to 
oneself through which one elaborates oneself and works on oneself, if it is true that philosophy therefore 
should be askesis (ascesis), then when the philosopher has to tackle not only the problem of himself but also 
that of the city, he cannot be satisfied with being merely logos, with being merely the person who tells the 
truth, but must be the person who takes part, who puts his hand to ergon. And what is it to put one’s hand to 
ergon? It is to be the real counsellor of a real politician in the field of the political decisions he really has to 
take. And I think that if the logos is in fact related to the construction of the ideal city, then the ergon, which 
must complete the philosopher’s task with regard to politics, is actually the task of the political counsellor 
and of the elaboration, through the Prince’s soul, of the rationality of the real conduct of the city. It is by 
taking part directly, through parrhesia, in the formation, maintenance, and exercise of an art of governing 
that the philosopher will be not merely logos in the political realm, but really logos and ergon, in accordance 
with the ideal of Greek rationality.” See: Ibid. 
908 Ibid., p. 210, English, p. 229.  
909 Ibid., p. 236, English, p. 255.  
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the practice of philosophy as “practices,” in the plural; the practice of philosophy in its 

practices, its exercises”,910 which in itself is inseparable from choice, a choice of a 

philosophical way of life.911 The subject in this philosophical sense does or practices not 

because he is “autonomous in some abstract sense” but rather the opposite, because “he makes 

and has experience which he reflects. The self-constitution of the subject is self-foundation” 

—and self-determination [selbst-Bestimmung T.O]— in the sense, and only in the sense that it 

is about self-leading and self-governing oneself.”912 Thus, Foucault does not take autonomy to 

be necessarily a result of or condition for a universally binding law which would, as in Kant, 

bind us all in the same way. His is a “situated autonomy”, which is itself inseparable from 

politics. The function of parrhesia within the politics of autonomy thus becomes that of 

obeying the form. The only form that is both ethical in its “nature” and political in its “content”, 

by dispossessing both the subject and politics: hence to de-subjectivate in the first case; and 

strip political power of its power in the second. That is its intervention into democratic order. 

That is its function as form, that is its role as a strategy. It addresses both those who govern 

and those who are governed, it refers to the polis and to the individual alike.913 Foucault 

therefore distinguishes between Eleutheria and parrhesia. Eleutheria is freedom in general or 

in abstract, it brings no particular with itself; parrhesia, however, is freedom in a concrete, 

particular sense: it is the only form of speech that brings risk with it.914 The distinction between 

Eleutheria and parrhesia is in a way homologous to that between isegoria and parrhesia, 

between the merely formal and the radical idea of political-philosophical intervention, as they 

relate to the very political way of being of a polis, to the central idea of democracy itself.  

This is why I think Foucault is in fact the closest to his own present when talking about 

the crisis of the subject, political crisis, the difference between merely formal equality and the 

radical equality that threatens any given order if and when it becomes unjust; and perhaps most 

 
910 Ibid., p. 224, English, p. 242.  
911 Ibid., p. 221, English, p. 239.  
912 Schmid, op.cit., p. 78. This is why I also disagree with some of the most prominent Anglo-Saxon 
representatives of Foucault studies, who, like Johanna Oksala, claim that Foucault in his “ethical turn” denied 
the autonomy of the subject, as the subject is always tied to the power-knowledge networks. In fact in this 
period, Foucault no longer operates within the distinction power-knowledge, and even if we take him to be 
so doing, he is saying that the only possible choice we have is to take our freedom and our autonomy at face 
value, so as to enter into conflict and resist precisely at those capillary points where the knots of power-
knowledge seem to grip everything surrounding them. Hence, his is an idea of struggle on the terrain of 
power, not outside. Therefore, he does not deny the subject’s autonomy, but on the contrary, encourages it 
in the form of ethical and political work of the self on self. Cf. Oksala, Johanna, Foucault on Freedom, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2005.  
913 Cf. GSA, op. cit., p. 280, English, p. 304. 
914 Ibid., p. 283, English, p. 308.  
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importantly, we see Foucault again positing that it is a question of difference. Isegoria cannot 

introduce difference, only the “true discourse introduces a difference or rather is linked, both 

in its conditions and in its effects, to a difference: only a few can tell the truth.”915 Only 

parrhesia in other words is suitable for the politics of autonomy, for the free and frank speech 

of those who are able to govern themselves, give themselves rules and have the courage to 

speak freely not for private benefit, but for the public good.  

The most famous philosophical example of practicing parrhesia at a moment when it was 

most dangerous to do so is obviously to be found in Plato’s Apology. With the example of 

Socrates in the Apology, we finally arrive at our last point: the ethical notion of parrhesia 

developed by Foucault the following year. Risking one’s own life and the idea of philosophical 

militancy intersect. Socrates meets the Cynics, as it were. Politics and ethics become united in 

the idea that the only choice to be made, the only life worth being lived is one necessarily 

involving and implying risk. Risking one’s own life in order to intervene into the very heart of 

the matter of the polis: this is the final demand of the politics of autonomy. Whereas the 

Platonic model is based on the “identification of the philosophising subject and the subject 

exercising power”, the Cynic model is based not on this interiorisation, but precisely the 

opposite, the relationship between “philosophical truth-telling [parrhesia, T.O] to political 

action takes the form of exteriority, challenge and derision.”916 Cynic truth-telling concerns 

“ethical universality”, which Foucault counterposes the political universality of the 

community, of the polis. This ethical universality is: 

 

“responsible for humanity. An individual bond with individuals, but with all individuals, 
is what characterizes, in its freedom as well as in its obligatory form, the Cynic’s bond with 
all the other men who make up humankind. The Cynic is therefore responsible for humanity. 
This humble, rough, harsh task, which demands so many renunciations, is at the same time 

the most beneficial and highest task.”917 
 
 
This in fact not only should be read as, but in fact is one of the clearest reformulations of 

Kant’s second formulation of categorical imperative which says: “so act that you use humanity, 

whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, 

never merely as a means."918 And again, if Foucault is proposing Cynic model as a model to 

 
915 Ibid., p. 167, English, p. 183.  
916 Ibid., p. 265, English, p. 287.  
917 CV, op. cit., p. 277, English, p. 302.  
918 GMdS, 429, English p. 80.  
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be adopted or at least studies because it could help us understand the complexities of the ways 

we form the relationship to ourselves and others, the idea of being responsible for humanity 

necessarily implies the idea of (be it strong or weak) teleology to be pursued. Or else, the very 

conception of responsibility has no real and historically immanent meaning and is lost between 

being merely regulative or constitutive of our own experience and philosophical mode of life. 

If Foucault wanted indeed, as he did, to account for the difference, his conception of teleology, 

if one can speak of it here, at least as a problem to be considered, is also the one accounting for 

the difference and contingency of historically conditioned modes of being and acting, which 

nonetheless appear in the order of necessity.  

 In Foucault’s case,  Cynic model is to be read as an example of what he will call 

“philosophical heroism” and the expansion of politics of autonomy, not in the sense of Kant 

where it was as we said, about the subordination of politics to morality, but rather an ethics 

which is itself political. In my opinion, the 1983-1984 Le courage de la vérité lectures are one 

of the most remarkable and profound interpretations of Kantian philosophy ever to have been 

written. As usual, the language seems to be as distant from Kant as one can imagine. And yet, 

it is this distance that again shows them to be at their closest point of convergence. We see 

Foucault once again attacking 19th century philosophy, just as he did in MC, and not Kant per 

se. Earlier in the lecture, he recalls the attacks that Nietzsche suffered because of his cynicism, 

but Nietzsche does not exemplify the life of a Cynic. Foucault insists that this tradition, which 

has been marginalised in the history of philosophy, by contrast with Platonism, Aristotelianism 

or even in part Stoicism, has not relied on “doctrinal tradition” but instead has been oriented 

towards developing a way of life based on heroism and revolutionary practice (not in the sense 

of political revolution!). Foucault is keen to remind us that the theme of philosophical heroism 

disappears the moment when philosophy became professionalised, which roughly corresponds 

to the beginning of the 19th century.  

This is what marks the end of a certain vision of philosophy and philosophy’s very way 

of life. The philosophical way of life as a heroic way of life is something that profoundly marks 

the Cynic school and the very conception of any philosophical way of life.919 These lectures 

should be read as Foucault’s attempt to restore, in part at least, something of this forgotten 

legacy where political resistance is united with the ethical act of resistance and produces not 

theoretical knowledge (that was never the aim of Cynicism), but requires that one changes 

 
919 Cf. Ibid., pp. 195-6, English, p. 211.  
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one’s own way of life. It requires that the mode of philosophical life becomes the mode of 

existence.  

It requires that politics be ethics and ethics be at the same time an act of political 

resistance. This may partly be why the course opens with one of the most interesting 

oppositions: the parrhesiast is opposed to the prophet, the sage, the person who teaches.920 If 

one were to read this as an intervention in the present, as I believe one should, it is clear that, 

on the one hand, Foucault is directly polemicising with his lectures on the birth of biopolitics, 

and on the other, more specifically, he is criticising neoliberalism and its devastating impact 

on the individual and polis alike. From a different angle, this is but a reformulation of the Kant 

of the Streit der Fakultäten and of the Nietzsche of Der Wille zur Macht.921 Foucault describes 

the modalities of veridiction in the following way:  

“Fate has a modality of veridiction which is found in prophecy. Being has a modality of 
veridiction found in the sage. Tekhne has a modality of veridiction found in the technician, 
the professor, the teacher, the expert. And finally, ethos has its veridiction in the speech of 

the parrhesiast and the game of parrhesia. Prophecy, wisdom, teaching, and parrhesia are, I 
think, four modes of veridiction which, [first], involve different personages, second, call for 

different modes of speech, and third, relate to different domains (fate, being, tekhne, 
ethos).”922 

 

Here he employs a different language to express his theme: the conflict of philosophy 

with other domains of knowledge. Of course, having underlined the negative consequences of 

the 19th century in respect to the professionalisation of philosophy and the marginalisation of 

philosophy as a way of life, it would be imprudent of us to think that he could speak in same 

terms as Kant. Of course, he is on the margins of Kant’s philosophy and is literally restating 

the argument. Only the philosophical way of life, and not philosophy in its institutionalised 

 
920 Ibid. p. 20, English, p. 19.  
921 In Streit, Kant famously discussed the conflict between the faculties of philosophy and those of theology, 
medicine and law. According to Kant, even if lower, it is only the faculty of philosophy that is independent 
and as such independent from external influence, say of government. Although we cannot enter into all the 
nuances, it is important to understand that Kant gives advantage to the faculty of philosophy because on it 
depends the success or failure of the Enlightenment. The faculty of philosophy is the only one able and under 
obligation to perform the role of parrhesiast. Not allowing the faculty of philosophy to perform this role 
would mean that the government was protecting itself and thus committing an act of injustice towards the 
public. Moreover, it would mean that it was legal to conflate the private and the public use of reason. See: 
SF As for Nietzsche, the plan for the first book of the Will to Power says the following: “But it was upon 
moral judgments that value was based so far; above all, the value of philosophy (“of the will to truth”). (The 
popular ideals - “the sage,” “the prophet,” “the saint” - have collapsed.)”, in: Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Will 
to Power, Vintage Books, New York, 1968, p. 45. Combining the two, Foucault tries to unravel the 
possibilities left for the subject in the face of the demands to govern itself and in the face of the collapse of 
all “idols” and those who could govern the individual. There is no one but the self left to govern and direct 
itself.  
922 CV, op. cit., p. 25, English, p. 25.  
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form, can ensure the true parrhesiatic act, which is now based on the separation between 

political and ethical parrhesia. Only ethical parrhesia is the form which can itself found 

ethos.923 This is precisely how Foucault defined the Enlightenment: as an ethos which is at the 

same time a permanent critique of our historical era.924 Therefore, if we can in the last instance 

take Foucault’s politics of autonomy to refer to something specific, we would have to situate 

it on this axis of the reactivation of critique as a mode of philosophical life, as life itself.  

In other words, the politics of autonomy is possible only where we can talk about “the 

true life as other life (vie autre),”925 a Cynic motto Foucault now takes for the realisation of the 

possibility of ethical parrhesia. This does not mean that the political element of parrhesia has 

disappeared, for its political charge remains to the extent that the Cynic true life now assumes 

a “form of life in absolute conformity with existence in this here world”926, that is that it 

assumes a relationship to the whole. Foucault wants to establish a correlation between different 

kinds of veridiction, different types of parrhesia, all related to polis and to the individual as a 

moral subject, that is to ethos itself. 927 In this sense The Cynic life as the true life differs in its 

parrhesiastic act from the mere political parrhesia, which is eliminated from the democratic 

structures precisely because it is not able to withstand the test of ethical differentiation. It 

requires courage, but this courage is devoid of the risk that is now its defining feature: the risk 

is no longer to be borne by the speaker alone, but could also potentially inflict harm to the 

listener. Once again, it is Socrates who embodies ethical parrhesia in a form which depends on 

choice.  The courage of truth can only be practiced, it can only be exercised as “ethical 

parrhesia”. It is thus in the very act of ethical parrhesia that we find an invitation to materialise 

the form of life in which the only life worth living is the true life, bios philosophikos. A 

philosophical life practicing ethical parrhesia, although distanced from “political risk, is 

nonetheless useful to the city.”  

This is why the example of Socrates is so crucial for Foucault here. Socrates practices 

parrhesia and addresses the whole city: “by encouraging you to take care of yourselves I am 

useful to the whole city. And if I protect my life, it is precisely in the city’s interest. It is in the 

city’s interest to protect the true discourse, the courageous veridiction which encourages 

citizens to take care of themselves.”928 By performing an ethical act, he is giving everyone a 

 
923 Ibid., p. 67, English, p. 73, and 79 and 87 respectively. 
924 Cf. WE, in Rabinow, op. cit., p. 42 and 374.  
925 CV, op. cit., p. 226, English, p. 244.  
926 Ibid, p. 228, English, p. 247. Translation modified. 
927 Ibid., p. 33 English p. 33.  
928 Ibid., p. 83, English, p. 90.   
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political lesson: that only a city in which citizens can take care of themselves, in which they 

are able to govern and direct themselves is a city worth its name.  

The politics of autonomy is thus inseparably linked to the innermost possibility where the 

“practices of the self” are inseparable not from some ideal homology between “truth 

(veridiction), power (governmentality) and the subject (practices of the self)”,929 but from their 

mutual correlation in respect to the whole (Ganzes) in which they all exist and are mutually 

implicated. This is how one ought to read one of Foucault’s very last interviews where he gives 

a detailed retrospective of his own philosophical and political project. First, he tells us, he never 

conceived the “power-knowledge” axis as central, but as instrumental to understanding the 

ways by which we become subjects, or rather the relationship that exists between power and 

games of truth.930 Mariapaola Fimiani has in this context aptly and convincingly argued and 

underlined the importance of the notion of  the world for Foucault’s philosophical project.  This 

is the idea which we can trace all the way from IAK, and now related to the whole, is in fact a 

system, which amongst these multiple systems of correlations establishes a relationship 

between that “infinite labour of knowing (conoscenza) and its irreducible horizon, between 

systems and their subtraction fold.”931 

It is precisely in this sense that his excavation of the critical attitude does not represent 

merely a rethinking, but a re-enactment of the form of the self where the work of the self on 

the self is at the same time determined and delimited by life with others. The subject, Foucault 

finally tells us, is not “a substance. It is a form which is not always identical to itself.932  The 

subject as form, determined historically, in a philosophical way of life, will always question 

the conditions of its own status, of the truth it tells itself about itself, will always undertake the 

task of the parrhesiast, of being in the parrhesia, of demanding “ethical differentiation within 

political structures”,933 even if it means loss of freedom and loss of life. It will exemplify the 

courage of truth which, if it can be said to homologous to anything it would have to be: to the 

risk that any politics of autonomy deserving that name necessarily entails. For an unexamined 

life is perhaps indeed not worth living.   

 

 

 
929 Ibid., p. 10, English, p. 9.  
930 Foucault, Michel, L’éthique de souci de soi come la pratique de la liberté, op.cit.  
931 Fimiani, op.cit. p. 137.  
932 Ibid., p. 1537.  
933 CV, op. cit., p. 63, English p. 67.  
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 CONCLUSION 
 

 

 

Concluding this thesis, I want to briefly reflect upon few things. First of all, to assess 

whether or not this thesis has succeeded in the aim it set itself. The thesis explored, on the one 

hand, the long and ambivalent relationship between Michel Foucault and Immanuel Kant, and 

on the other, its aim was to show how what I called the politics of autonomy in Foucault was 

in fact rendered possible by his unorthodox reception and reading of Kant. In this sense, my 

aim was to show that this relationship is more complicated and certainly more important than 

either the camp of the followers or the critics of Michel Foucault are willing to admit. The early 

reception of Michel Foucault, which truth to be told, came, as is the case with much of what 

today is known as French theory, from circles of either literary theory or cultural studies in the 

United States and was influenced by this rather provincial reception. Primarily, it was 

concerned with Michel Foucault as a structuralist and a discourse theorist and only 

subsequently has it taken Friedrich Nietzsche to be the key to reading Michel Foucault as a 

philosopher. This reading I think stems primarily from the influential intervention of Gilles 

Deleuze,934 which in any case can be said to represent more the philosophy of Deleuze than 

Foucault proper. According to the memoir of Dominique Lecourt: “notwithstanding his 

[Foucault’s] references to Nietzsche- we did not draw from his work the lesson of nihilism.”935 

The European reception was more open to reading Foucault in relation to the traditions in which 

he was formed, primarily phenomenology and French Hegelianism, which he opposed 

throughout his career. The third wave of reading Foucault, as a political theorist, came to 

prominence only during the 1990s where he was presented in the vein of a critic of various so-

called metaphysical theories of the state and power.  

While all of these can be said to be anchored in various angles of possible readings, his 

relationship to Kant has only been discussed in the last decade or so. However, this relationship 

has never been posited as a decisive for Foucault’s entire philosophical thought. His troubled 

relationship with Marxism has been an object of incessant debates and polemics, all the way to 

 
934 Deleuze, 2004, op. cit. 
935 Lecourt, Dominique, Mediocracy. French Philosophy after 1968, Verso, London and New York, 2001, 
p. 35.  
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the most recent, preposterous claims that Foucault was a neo-liberal.936 Nietzsche and 

Heidegger, without a doubt, as Foucault himself admitted on more than one occasion,937 were 

fundamental for his own philosophical development, while the role of Kant was systematically 

downplayed and left on the margins, even by Foucault himself. If it was at all spoken about, it 

was mostly presented in relation to the openly Kantian and Enlightenment phase of the late 

1970s up until Foucault’s death in 1984.  

However, as I have tried to show, this is simply half the story. Kant’s presence, without a 

doubt often unconscious, was something Foucault was wary of, to the point of occasionally 

denying it altogether, although he was aware, as he said in the review of Cassirer’s book, that 

“we are all neo-Kantians”.  On the other hand, Foucault was not what one would call a classical 

neo-Kantian, nor was this what this thesis tried to do. Far from it, the aim was to show how 

Foucault’s unorthodox reading of Kant was actually very original and novel- and unorthodoxy 

is always to be welcomed in philosophy. This reading enabled Foucault to develop his own 

philosophical stance, although always in the proximity of Nietzsche, to maintain the presence 

of the Kantian shadow around him. If, on the one hand, Kant appeared as a philosopher he had 

to or wanted to defeat, on the other, his attempt to exit the “bad infinity” of the totalising 

philosophy of history of Hegelian stamp, meant that Kant was the philosopher who had to be 

brought back to life in order to find an exit out of the Hegelian maze. Foucault thus found 

himself in a very difficult, if not untenable position where he was at the same time forced to 

invoke Kant while wanting to get rid of him. I believe he was quite aware of this, which is why 

all his works, almost without exception, bear the mark of Kant in one way or another. I have 

tried to show that Kant was present in Foucault’s works in a twofold way: either as an object 

of critique or the subject of open endorsement, in part at least.  

 This, as I have sought to show, is why even his philosophy of destitution of the subject 

could not do without Kant. Thus, the first chapter followed some of the historical 

presuppositions of Foucault’s encounter with Kant, which originated, on the one hand, in the 

tradition in which Foucault himself was formed, namely French neo-Kantianism, and on the 

other, it resulted from his reading of Heidegger’s Kantbuch, which is in the final instance 

concerned with the question “What is man?”, as the ultimate question unifying the three 

Kantian questions. On this basis, Heidegger claimed that Kant’s philosophy was a 

 
936 For example, Daniel Zamora and Michael Behrnet, Foucault and Neoliberalism, Polity Press, Cambridge, 
2016.  
937 See, in particular: Foucault, Michel, Le retour de la morale. In: DE II, op.cit., pp. 1515-1526. 
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philosophical anthropology concerned in primis with finitude. Foucault, although not doubt 

astounded by this work, rejected its ultimate conclusions and did not take Kant to be the 

philosopher who postulates finitude and then claims that on this basis he takes the knowledge 

of the object to tell us something about the subject. 

 I wanted to show how Foucault, from the very beginnings of his philosophical production 

used Kant in order to state arguments which appear not to bear any mark of Kant, whilst in 

reality being profoundly indebted to him. Thus, in order to destitute the a priori transcendental 

subject, Foucault needed the a priori of history so as to show the historical conditions under 

which the subject in all its materiality appeared and the vestments it assumed in the long history 

stretching from l'âge Classique all the way to 20th century philosophy. I focused specifically 

on Kant’s argumentation in the Paralogisms to show how for Kant the body was in fact an 

indispensable element of his critique of rational psychology and how Kant’s argument, put 

forward against the substantiality thesis, enabled him to think the difference between Grenzen 

and Schranken, which for its part paved the way for Foucault’s later reading of Kant. In 

particular, this referred to his reading of Kant’s Anthropology and the Opus Postumum and 

subsequently to Foucault’s “postulating” of the subject as function (rather than substance) in 

L'archéologie du savoir.  

Finally, we have seen in the previous chapter that the question revolved around two much 

more central, in essence Kantian questions, that of form and that of Bestimmung, contrary to 

some interpretations claiming that Foucault’s philosophy is devoid of such issues. The question 

of form was raised in our second chapter and found its final answer in the final one. We have 

therefore argued that the question of materialising the form is one of the key questions of Kant’s 

philosophical project, and by extension, we traced it to Foucault’s considerations on antiquity, 

themselves part of his Enlightenment project.  I believe that this thesis has succeeded in 

showing, both at the level of philological and theoretical contents, that this is one of the central 

tenets of Foucault’s philosophical project as well.  

We followed Foucault’s own philosophical development, always finding Kant in the very 

vicinity, in order to understand how ultimately his own philosophical project had to answer 

Kant. Foucault’s reply in fact meant reforming Kant, departing from those ruins Kant mentions 

only to arrive to archaeology intended as ruinology, turning thus his own edifice into the 

philosophical and political problem of our present. Beginning this thesis, we said that both 

Kant’s and Foucault’s project consist of two essential parts: pars destruens and pars 

construens, ultimately, they both destroy in order to build anew. 
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 Consequently, Foucault’s work of the 1960s should be seen with Kantian lenses and in a 

twofold way: on the one hand, as pars destruens, as a species of “dialectics” whose aim is to 

show the “dogmatism” of previous philosophy which believed that it was possible to claim or 

deduce the truth about the subject by taking the man as an object, as a positivity. On the other, 

it should be seen as Foucault’s theoretical, that is methodological step whose aim is to ensure 

the theoretical framework and the unity of the object Foucault wants to put under scrutiny. In 

both Kant and Foucault, as we have seen, philosophy is a sort of an a priori, the only one that 

allows them to grapple with the content of other sciences and previous philosophies. These 

general methodological points are far from negligible. Throughout this thesis, the primacy of 

this essentially Kantian approach was presented in such a way as not to be taken at face value, 

but precisely in the form of  “the Kantian leçon” Foucault insisted upon and to which he 

remained faithful all the way to his writings on the Enlightenment.  

Should Foucault’s openly Kantian phase be read retrospectively and applied to his entire 

work, as I believe is the case, one can better understand why his 1984 text on the Enlightenment 

is to be read programmatically, as dealing with those problems which still appear in their 

ghostly presence for us today. In this sense, Foucault himself was not a thinker who rejected 

the modernity, but rather tried to understand it from a completely different angle. If the problem 

he saw inaugurated with Kant concerned not only historical time or the temporality of 

modernity, but more importantly modernity’s attempt to bridge the gap between authority, that 

is, between the government and the individual, exhibited in Kant in the “invention” of the 

autonomy of reason, which would be the “best guarantee of obedience, on condition, however, 

that the political principle that must be obeyed itself be in conformity with universal reason”938- 

if the I for Kant was in other words the legislator, then for his part Foucault wanted to account 

for the difference rather than universality of the individual’s experience, resulting from 

ruptures rather than continuity.  

However, one “problem” kept emerging for Foucault, and it was the one he had to answer: 

namely the question of the subject. Concerning this crucial question, this thesis attempted to 

argue, against the grain, that in Foucault one should not speak of a “return” to subject, but 

rather of the continuity in the question of subject and subjectivity. These, we have seen, begin 

with his criticism of the forms of the consciousness of madness in HdF, through his strategic 

criticism in MC of positivist attempts at taking the subject as the object and then claiming that 

based on their knowledge of the object they can claim or deduce certain truths about the subject, 

 
938 Foucault, WE, op.cit., p. 37.  
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to the “subject as function” in AS, the question of obeying the form in the HS, and finally to in 

his last lectures the problem not of political but “ethical universality”, which concerns not just 

individuals, but “the universality of all men”.939 In other words, what this thesis tried to show 

is precisely that it is possible to read Foucault as a philosopher who is, in the last instance, 

affirmative of universality, although he is equally interested in accounting for the particular 

and difference as well. The two perspectives in Foucault are not mutually exclude, but rather 

complement and support one another: the interest in individual in all its difference is at the 

same time an interest in humanity taken in its universal form: something Foucault did not 

hesitate to repeat in his final lectures. What was deemed as destitution of the subject in MC, 

along with the idea of “the death of man”, was in fact recuperated in the notion of the Fourth 

Critique I proposed.  

The Fourth Critique necessarily had to go from the idea of destitution to the one of 

institution of the subject, from its deconstruction to its confirmation and construction, and not 

the affirmation of its fictional character à la Nietzsche.940 In fact, the Fourth Critique, that of 

historical reason, reverses the order and what we see is Kant standing against Nietzsche: the 

faith which Foucault ultimately entrusts and restores in relation to the subject is far from any 

postmodern interpretation usually ascribed to him. Foucault’s position and his overall attempt 

to diagnose the central issues and problems of the present finds its solution in what I called the 

politics of autonomy. Whilst he can be said to reject the idea of universal reason, he cannot be 

said to refuse universality tout court, given that he sees political universality as partial, while 

he understands ethical universality as something we ought to fight for and rescue. Rescuing 

ethical universality is what the task of critique is for Foucault. In this sense, as this thesis tried 

to show, the task of critique for Foucault is instrumental to the aim it is to fulfil. This is also 

the case with Kant. This is why Foucault writes:  

 

“Criticism indeed consists of analysing and reflecting upon limits. But if the Kantian 
question was that of knowing what limits knowledge has to renounce transgressing, it seems 

to me that the critical question today has to be turned back into a positive one: in what is 
given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is 
singular, contingent, and the product of arbitrary constraints? The point, in brief, is to 

transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary limitation into a practical critique 
that takes the form of a possible transgression.”941 

 

 
939 CV, op.cit. p. 227, English, p. 302. 
940 Nietzsche, Friedrich, Nachgelassene Fragmente 1885-1887, De Gruyter, Berlin, 1999, p. 383. 
941 WE, op. cit., p. 45.  
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If we were to read this with a grain of Foucault’s Kantian faith, we would get a somewhat 

different picture of his conception of criticism.  We would see a Foucault whose intention is 

not to abolish modernity or the subject, but to turn Kant’s question of the critique from its 

negative understanding of boundaries into a positive one of transgression: precisely as a 

photographic negative which allows us to see the darkest areas as the lightest and the lightest 

as the darkest. A photographic negative would for its part entail a different image and different 

vision of the same idea:  the act of transgression itself, as that of the experience at the limit and 

limit-experience, as Leonardo Amoroso has so powerfully and compellingly argued, remains 

faithful to the Kantian idea.  

In other words, the experience of limit is in itself the experience of finitude so that the 

“transgression of limits does not mean violating them, but on the contrary, experiencing them. 

A limit that is experienced is no longer (in Kant’s language) a limit (Schranke, confine, 

barriera), but is a boundary (Grenze). The first, properly speaking, is a barrier which only 

encloses within a given space, the second however, is a frontier common to what is on either 

of its sides. As such the experience of Grenze not only closes, but opens, not only separates, 

but bring closer, announcing thus radical openness”942 - the same openness Foucault intended 

with his critique of historical reason, as exemplified in his attempt to complete the Fourth 

critique whilst at the same time arguing for a politics of autonomy where we are all 

“functionaries of humankind.”943  

The underlying powerful idea is that knowledge of how things are can only lead us to 

experience how they are not, the knowledge of the ways we are subjected is the only one that 

can lead us to de-subjectivation and becoming other than what we are. Or, if there is one 

function that heteronomy performs in Foucault, it is that of leading us to the politics of 

autonomy as experience at the limit, as limit-experience. This is the beginning and the end of 

Foucault’s philosophico-political project which he left as a legacy for the present. A legacy 

that once again teaches us that only in the real struggle and meaningful resistance can we 

emancipate ourselves and the conditions we live in. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
942 Amoroso, op. cit., 64-5 
943 CV, op. cit. p. 277, English, p. 302.  
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