
PARRHESIA	 	 	 	 	 	      NUMBER 21 • 2014 • 102-112

INTRODUCTION

Over the course of the history of the interpretation of the work of Michel Foucault a number of different think-
ers have been associated with Foucault’s ideas. While earlier interpretations focussed on the connection be-
tween Foucault, Nietzsche and Bataille,1 more recent comparisons have been made with Kant and Heidegger.2 
But rarely is Foucault’s work put into a meaningful dialogue with one of the most important and influential 
philosophers of the continental tradition: G. W. F. Hegel.3 On the one hand, it is not difficult to view Hegel 
and Foucault as diametrically opposed thinkers. Hegel is the arch-modernist, system builder, conservative and 
closed thinker of “absolute knowledge.” Foucault is the post-modernist, sceptic and nominalist who turned 
against systematic philosophy and universal knowledge claims. It first appears that never could two more radi-
cally divergent thinkers be found. However, there are many striking similarities and points of contact of their 
respective projects. Placing the two in conversation reveals interesting parallels in their conceptualisations of 
political freedom, philosophical methodology and modernity. I argue that Foucault can be located within a 
Hegelian tradition of thought, as one of its most interesting variants, rather than as an anti- or non-Hegelian 
thinker. This has serious implications for how we conceptualise Foucault’s work and its relation to critical 
theory today.

This is not to claim that Hegel’s project is equivocal to Foucault’s or to overlook the many glaring differences 
between the two. Their obvious differences, i.e. Hegel’s celebration of reason, his philosophy of logic, his 
claims regarding absolute knowledge, versus Foucault’s critique of regimes of rationality, his critique of logic 
and radical nominalism, are well known and documented in the history of philosophy. Rather, it is to say that 
both thinkers share certain common traits and take part in a similar tradition of post-Enlightenment critical 
philosophy. The strong influence of Hegel’s philosophy on Foucault has often been forgotten due to the lack 
of recognition of Jean Hyppolite and his decisive influence over the formation of a generation of students in 
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the 1950s. Hyppolite’s lectures on Hegel and his published work in Genesis and Structure of Hegel’s Phenom-
enology of Spirit and Logic and Existence had a large impact on the development of French thought at the 
time.4 Hyppolite teaches Foucault the Hegelian understanding of philosophy as its own time comprehended in 
thought. Both Hegel and Foucault extend Kant’s critical philosophy in the direction of a historicisation and a 
de-transcendentalisation of his work. Foucault expressly positions himself in a line of post-Kantian thinking 
about the Enlightenment, which, in spite of Foucault’s protestations, contains Hegel himself. A theoretical line 
can be traced from Hegel, through Hyppolite, and into the work of Foucault. 

I argue that Hegel and Foucault share a common framework of what constitutes the primary methods and goals 
of a critical philosophy. First, I claim that Hegel and Foucault engage in a philosophical critique of contempo-
rary practices by introducing mediation into the immediacy of the present in order to reveal the ways in which 
taken for granted forms of life are in fact the result of a long period of cultural development. The aim of this 
exercise is to pursue a project of human autonomy. Although Hegel and Foucault have different conceptions 
of what human autonomy means and how this could be achieved in modernity, they both seek to engage with 
the Kantian definition of autonomy in order to extend and transform it, rather than rejecting it outright. The 
second part of the article concerns philosophical methods. If the goal of philosophy for both thinkers is human 
autonomy then the method is a historical critique of the present through genealogical or phenomenological 
analysis. Both thinkers engage in a form of critical historical inquiry for the purpose of mediating the present, 
what Foucault calls “histories of the present.” This article thus brings Hegel into conversation with Foucault on 
their concepts of autonomy and philosophical criticism.

Foucault’s perceived anti-Hegelianism is partly a result of his work being read alongside of Deleuze and in-
cluded as part of Deleuze’s polemics against Hegel. Deleuze argues in Nietzsche and Philosophy that Hege-
lianism is a regressive historical force that must be overcome by a Nietzschean affirmation of the creative and 
productive powers of life.5 However, Foucault and Deleuze part company on a number of issues and it is simply 
inaccurate to equate the divergent projects of the two philosophers as identical on every point. It is true that 
Foucault’s references to Hegel, when they are made, are almost always negative. But one of the aims of this 
article is to show that another reading of Hegel is possible outside of Foucault’s own negative assessment of 
his work. Foucault states that

[i]n actuality, dialectics does not liberate differences; it guarantees, on the contrary, that they can 
always be recaptured. The dialectical sovereignty of similarity consists in permitting differences to 
exist, but always under the rule of the negative, as an instance on non-being … freeing of difference 
requires thought without contradiction, without dialectics, without negation; thought that accepts 
divergence, affirmative thought whose instrument is disjunction; thought of the multiple … it was 
necessary to free ourselves from Hegel—from the opposition of predicates, from contradiction and 
negation, from all of dialectics.6 

This notion of differences being subsumed via contradiction into a unity and sameness is a theme that Foucault, 
Deleuze and Derrida all learn from Hyppolite, but it is only one possible form of Hegelianism that has been 
offered by Hegel scholars. There are a number of other possible readings of Hegel available and while Foucault 
sought to distance himself from both a dialectical logic and the confines of Hegel’s philosophy more generally, 
there are a number of similarities that remain between their projects. They are both anti-utopian anti-revolution-
aries who both support a version of radical reformism. They both believe it is not philosophy’s role to instruct 
political actors on how to live. Rather, philosophy’s role is to engage in a critical analysis of the world. The 
political act of the philosopher is to engage in a diagnosis of the present, which itself is to take a political stand.

This paper is divided into three sections. First, I seek to recover the hidden mediating figure of Jean Hyppolite 
that assists in explaining the thorough Hegelian education that Foucault received as a young student. Second, 
I provide a reading of Foucault’s “What is Enlightenment?” essay to reveal the deep critical and dialectical 
themes that run through his work and how these could be linked to Hegel’s philosophy. This also shines light on 
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Foucault’s interest in the Enlightenment category of autonomy and its relationship to Hegel’s own understand-
ing of freedom. Finally, I offer a comparison of Hegel’s method of phenomenology and Foucault’s genealogy 
to show that the two thinkers were engaged in similar exercises. I conclude with some reflections on the state 
of dialectical thinking in Foucault’s work. 

HYPPOLITE AS FORGOTTEN MEDIATOR

One of the main reasons the Hegelian influence on Foucault has been neglected, if not forgotten, is because of 
the lack of recognition given to one of Foucault’s first mentors, the great French Hegelian, Jean Hyppolite. In 
the fall of 1945 Foucault arrived in Paris at the Lycée Henri IV to take classes to prepare to be admitted to the 
École normale supérieure. Here Foucault took a course on Hegel with Hyppolite that was to have a profound 
effect over the direction of his studies. Although Foucault had previously taken a great interest in history, it 
was at Henri IV that Hyppolite introduced Foucault to philosophy through Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. 
Speaking of Hyppolite’s philosophy courses at the Lycée, one of Foucault’s biographers notes: “there is no 
doubt that Jean Hyppolite was the one who initiated Foucault into the field that would become his destiny.”7 
Foucault himself would never forget Hyppolite’s influence in these early days, speaking glowingly of the pro-
fessor in whom one could hear “something of Hegel’s voice and, perhaps, even the voice of philosophy itself.”8 
Foucault did not just take a course on Hegel, he engaged in a detailed study of his philosophy. In 1949, at the 
age of 23, Foucault completed a now lost thesis for his diplome d’études supérieure under the supervision of 
Jean Hyppolite entitled “The Constitution of a Historical Transcendental in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.”9 
Hyppolite was an important teacher for a whole generation of French students. He taught courses on Hegel and 
Marx at the Sorbonne from 1949 to 1954. At this point he became a professor and director at the École normale 
supérieure, which he held until 1963. In 1963 he took up a chair at the Collège de France entitled “The History 
of Systems,” where he taught until his death in 1968. At the École normale supérieure Hyppolite sat on the 
committee in front of which Foucault would defend his doctoral thesis, Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique 
(History of Madness in the Classical Age). In the preface to the published work, Foucault thanked Hyppolite 
for having “read this work in a still unformed state, advised me when things were not simple, saved me from 
many errors, and showed me the value of being heard.”10 Foucault gave a number of public acknowledgements 
to Hyppolite, both in a eulogy for Hyppolite at the École normale supérieure and in his inaugural lecture at the 
Collège de France, where he in fact succeeded Hyppolite and took over his chair. Foucault himself gestures to-
wards the Hegelian/Hyppolitean origins and future projections of his work when he states in 1972 that he places 
his future work “under his [Hyppolite’s] sign.”11 Even as late as 1975, seven years after Hyppolite’s death when 
Foucault published Discipline and Punish, he sent Hyppolite’s widow a copy of his book with the dedication: 
“For Madame Hyppolite, in memory of the man to whom I owe everything.” So what was this decisive influ-
ence of which Foucault has spoken on so many occasions?

Through his translation of Phenomenology of Spirit into French, Hyppolite assisted in mainstreaming Hegel’s 
philosophy in a country that was, at the time, under the sway of neo-Kantianism. He also helped shift the 
interpretation of Hegel from a phenomenological and existential position towards an anti-humanist focus on 
discourse. Whereas Jean Wahl’s 1929 Le Malheur de conscience dans la philosophie de Hegel read phenom-
enological concerns into Hegel and interpreted him through the figure of the “unhappy consciousness,”12 Hyp-
polite turned away from the lived experience of the subject towards the logical analysis of conceptual thought. 
Hyppolite’s emphasis on the structure of human language as the basis of Hegel’s Logic had a great effect on the 
post-structuralist generation. Foucault and his contemporaries were interested in anti-humanist critiques that 
sought to decentre the lived experience of the phenomenological subject in favour of an analysis of deeper sys-
tems and structures. Although Foucault describes his own concept of discourse as disloyal to Hegel, his early 
archaeological method is nevertheless partially made possible through Hyppolite’s turn to language in Hegel’s 
philosophy.13 Foucault states that Hyppolite’s Logic and Existence was “one of the great books of our time” 
that posed the question of “the point where the tragedy of life finds its meaning in a Logic, where the genesis of 
a thought becomes the structure of a system, where existence itself is articulated in a Logic.”14 Foucault found 
Hegel attractive partly because of the way in which, through Hyppolite, he seemed to refute the claims of the 
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existentialists and phenomenologists of the priority of consciousness and experience. Hyppolite argues that 
those who translate “self-consciousness” in Hegel as “man” have “somewhat falsified Hegel’s thought.”15 For 
the young Foucault, Hegel is viewed as capable of thinking a deeper logic that lies behind everyday experience.

In his inaugural address at the Collège de France in 1970 Foucault argues that Hyppolite effected a number of 
fundamental alterations “not within Hegelian philosophy, but upon it.”16 One can locate in this lecture a number 
of concepts that will become important starting points for Foucault’s own research. Hyppolite’s attempt to think 
Hegel alongside several other figures such as Marx, Kierkegaard, Husserl, Heidegger and Bergson mark the 
first points of departure for a line of thought stretching from Hegel to Foucault. Foucault argues that Hyppolite 
identifies the precise nature of Hegelianism and specifies what is involved in an attempt to break from Hegel’s 
philosophy of “absolute knowledge.” Foucault points to a number of gestures made by Hyppolite with regard 
to Hegel’s philosophy. First, Foucault states that Hyppolite abandons claims that philosophy could culminate 
in a “totality” that synthesized and reconciled all oppositions. Instead Hyppolite presents philosophical think-
ing as “an endless task, against the background of an infinite horizon.”17 The supposed finality of absolute 
knowledge should be thought rather as a “continuous recommencement” of consciousness interrogating itself. 
This notion of critical thinking as an endless task of a critique of the present is echoed in Foucault’s “What is 
Enlightenment?” essay. He takes up Hyppolite’s challenge to think a form of philosophy that does not attempt 
to lay claim to an absolute knowledge and instead places itself in the purely finite realm of human affairs. He 
takes part in a return to the Young Hegelian attempt to politicise Hegel’s dialectical method and transform it 
into a critique of existing social practices. Next, Foucault argues that rather than attempting to incorporate all 
non-philosophical forms of experience into philosophy, Hyppolite attempts to establish a non-reductive con-
nection between philosophy and the world. Hyppolite seeks to provide the starting point for philosophy in the 
non-philosophical of social relations and political contestation. Foucault learns from Hyppolite that philosophy 
cannot think of itself as a purely autonomous domain but must base itself in the arbitrariness and complexities 
of human history. It was Hegel who had first thought that philosophy should be a matter of conceptualising 
one’s own time in thought and it is this sentiment that is continued in both Hyppolite and Foucault. Foucault’s 
modernism of historical self-creation revisits a number of themes, not of the Hegelian absolute, but of Hyppo-
lite’s Hegel as a thinker of modernity as an era of “repeated interrogation.” Foucault can be viewed as extending 
Hyppolite’s paradigm further still, not simply placing Hegel in relation to Kierkegaard, Marx and Heidegger, 
but questioning the very foundations of a totalising conceptual logic.

Hyppolite offers Foucault the first steps along a path through which Foucault envisions himself escaping Hegel. 
However, if this is the case, it is also primarily a Hyppolitian version of Hegel that he and others in his genera-
tion feel the need to reject. For Deleuze and Derrida, it is Hyppolite’s Hegel that will be rejected, the Hegel who 
raises difference to contradiction, to an internal difference within a totality, and who incorporates all otherness 
into a logic of sense.18 For Foucault, it was the totalising, unbroken, and all-encompassing nature of Hegel’s 
philosophy that had to be rejected, for it was one that did not allow for what Foucault describes as “experiences 
in which the subject might be able to dissociate from itself, sever the relation with itself, lose its identity.”19 For 
Foucault, Hegel established a philosophical world with a “model of history’s unbroken intelligibility.”20 One 
of the central problems for Foucault was Hyppolite’s attempt to “turn Hegel into a schema for the experience 
of modernity.”21 This ran counter to Foucault’s own interpretation of modernity and his assessment of its pos-
sibilities and dangers. Although Hegel and Foucault both portray modernity as an ambiguous, contradictory 
and tension-filled epoch, they differ significantly in their diagnoses of the new social forces that were unleashed 
in the modern era. Hegel believes that the emerging forms of diremption and alienation in modernity could be 
reconciled through the unifying power of art, religion, philosophy and the modern state. For Hegel, although 
modern individuals have become divided from God, nature and their community, modern institutions and prac-
tices have the ability to bring individuals back into a meaningful relationship with their social world through 
adequate reflection on their own activities. Hegel presents a legitimation model of modernity that attempts to 
rationalise and justify modern political institutions that will give modern individuals a sense of being at home 
in the world.22 For Foucault, modernity’s claim to provide greater freedom to its subjects is undermined by the 
extent to which the production of this freedom is tied up with increasingly insidious and restrictive methods of 
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surveillance and control. Modern practices of governmentality seek to direct the conduct of subjects by struc-
turing their field of possible actions.23 For Foucault, Hegel’s restrictive and unified historical narrative of the 
Phenomenology of Spirit does not enable the appropriate critical attitude to contemporary practices. Foucault 
invokes notions of rupture, transgression, transformation and the injection of difference and discontinuity into 
life. Rather than affirming the legitimacy of historical knowledge, Foucault is interested in a critique of the 
limits of knowledge and an attempt to move beyond them.24

However, when Foucault speaks of Hyppolite’s lesson of giving him “an appreciation of the price we have to 
pay to detach ourselves from Hegel,” one could ask the question: which Hegel?25 Whose interpretation of Hegel 
does Foucault find it necessary to reject and for what reasons? Foucault states that “we have to determine the 
extent to which our anti-Hegelianism is possibly one of his tricks directed against us, at the end of which he 
stands, motionless, waiting for us.”26 Perhaps in his desire to avoid an encounter with a stiff and motionless 
Hegel waiting at the end of the path—Hyppolite’s Hegel of the unity of thought and being and the totalising 
nature of the absolute—Foucault fails to realise the presence of a much more open, fluid and historicist Hegel 
that has continued alongside Foucault throughout his journey. Foucault’s own method and goals have more in 
common with contemporary readings of Hegel that have begun to be offered by a new generation of Hegel 
readers such as Žižek, Comay and Malabou.27 These commentators undertake more open and radical readings 
of Hegel’s texts that emphasise the aporias, incompleteness and excesses of Hegel’s philosophy. The emer-
gence of a different Hegel, one that is not reduced to a caricature of the static thinker of “absolute knowledge,” 
opens the path for a re-examination of the Hegelian origins of Foucault’s philosophical goals and methodology.

HEGEL AND FOUCAULT ON AUTONOMY

When Foucault wrote in 1984 that the philosophical ethos of Enlightenment is “a critique and a permanent 
creation of ourselves in our autonomy,” it is Hegel rather than Kant that it would be more correct to say that 
Foucault was invoking.28 For it is not Kant’s largely ahistorical and transcendental philosophy that is depicted, 
but Hegel’s historical and dialectic philosophy of the dual-natured process of humanity’s self-actualisation 
(creation) and critical self-reflection (critique) in its movement towards self-determination (autonomy). Fou-
cault’s reference to “critique,” reflects Hegel’s commitment to a critical philosophy that attempts to attain a 
more adequate picture of ourselves as human beings, whereas “creation of ourselves” could be taken as refer-
ring to Hegel’s analysis of the self-actualisation of human beings through the continual transformation of con-
crete human societies, which he describes as the movement of “Spirit.” In his essay “What is Enlightenment?” 
it could be argued that Foucault is echoing Hegel’s own claim that the task of philosophy is to comprehend its 
own time in thought, or in other words, to provide a permanent philosophical critique of the present. In spite 
of his own conscious efforts to present an anti-Hegelian face to the world, Foucault can be situated within a 
line of post-Hegelian philosophy that moves from Jean Hyppolite and extends in an even more radical direc-
tion to Foucault himself. Although there are significant differences in the respective details of their political 
philosophies, a shared politico-philosophical project can be discerned in the writings of Hegel and Foucault. 
Both thinkers believe that the historical task of philosophy is to introduce mediation into the immediacy of the 
present in order to further the project of human autonomy. Whereas the language of “mediation” is distinctly 
Hegelian, the activity of historical critique is common to Hegel and Foucault. For Hegel, the present can only 
be adequately understood through a phenomenological analysis of the series of stages that human beings have 
traversed in order to attain their current form. A phenomenological analysis assists uncovering the various 
modes by which we came to constitute ourselves as free subjects. For Foucault, our capacity to intervene politi-
cally is increased by uncovering the contingency of present social relations and understanding that things could 
be otherwise. The seemingly universal and necessary aspects of current institutions and practices are revealed 
through genealogical analysis to be merely contingent and arbitrary. While different aspects of human freedom 
are more pronounced in each thinker, for both the end goal of historical investigation and political activity is 
human autonomy. How, then, is autonomy understood for Hegel and Foucault?
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The important connection between Hegel and Foucault on the question of autonomy can be located in the way 
in which they respond to the Enlightenment project and Kant’s critical philosophy. Both thinkers perceive 
themselves to be working in the Enlightenment tradition and transforming it from within in a number of fun-
damental respects. Foucault distances himself from humanism while at the same time situating Enlightenment 
thought as the unsurpassed horizon of his age. Foucault argues that it is the activation of a certain philosophical 
attitude of critique, one that problematizes the “constitution of the self as an autonomous subject,” which is a 
key part of the Enlightenment legacy.29 Kant’s project of using our reason without guidance from another is 
important for Foucault as the starting point of the Enlightenment attitude. However, whereas Kant’s formula-
tion of the problem of human autonomy relied upon an analysis and critique of the limits of knowledge and a 
commitment to not transgressing the limits of a finite knowing subject, Foucault transforms this critical limit 
attitude into a positive project of questioning the perceived limits of human freedom. Foucault’s critical phi-
losophy involves a questioning of the universal and formal structures that place limits on the constitution of 
historical subjects and an investigation into which practices can be modified to allow for a greater space for hu-
man freedom. Foucault follows Hegel in historicising and de-transcendentalising Kant’s critical philosophy to 
take into account humanity’s historical development and existence in concrete societies. Foucault learns from 
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit that humanity is engaged in a process of self-transformation, which entails a 
continual alteration of its nature. “The point,” for Foucault, “is to transform the critique conducted in the form 
of necessary limitation into a practical critique that takes the form of a possible transgression.”30 In Foucault’s 
transformation of Kant’s critical philosophy the nature of our understanding of human autonomy is reversed. 
For Kant, human autonomy involves the discovery of and adherence to the universal laws of our higher cogni-
tive faculty of reason, which, importantly for Kant, we prescribe to ourselves. By understanding our limits as 
human beings and following a law that we ourselves have created, we can ensure that we act autonomously. 
Foucault seeks to reverse the priority. Instead of seeking to discover universal laws, Foucault believes that we 
should engage in a test of the limits that are currently placed on us in order to go beyond them. He maintains 
the same critical attitude of utilising reason to become autonomous, but for Foucault this critical legacy of 
the Enlightenment is best conceptualised as a “work on our limits, that is, a patient labor giving form to our 
impatience for liberty.”31 Foucault’s concept of autonomy involves a continual critical appraisal of how we 
constitute ourselves as modern subjects, but there is no determined content of what it would mean to be free. 
Foucault states in “The Subject and Power” that we should strive towards the reversibility of power relations 
so that we have as much flexibility as possible in how we constitute ourselves as subjects, but unlike Kant, the 
content of autonomy remains open for historical actors themselves to decide how best to actualise themselves 
in their autonomy. 

Hegel’s own interpretation of the Kantian project of autonomy differs from Foucault’s notion of a “limit atti-
tude.” Instead, Hegel is concerned with the cultural disintegration of modern society: the breakdown of sources 
of socialisation and legitimacy and the erosion of traditional institutions and values. Modern individuals must 
be reconnected to their families, communities and the modern state and allowed to feel “at home” in the world. 
An essential aspect of freedom for Hegel is an overcoming of alienation and an incorporation of the perceived 
otherness of the external world into the self. Political freedom can be objectively located in the world for Hegel 
through the establishment and legitimation of the rational and organic institution of the modern state.32 The 
role of the state is to overcome the divisions within modern individuals and reconcile them with other citizens, 
the alienating effects of the market place and the potential externality of social and political institutions. Hegel 
shares Foucault’s attempt to transform the Kantian notion of autonomy, but he stays closer to Kant’s faith in 
human reason to be able to reconcile the historical forces of modernity and provide a new foundation for hu-
man freedom. 

However, Hegel shares Foucault’s concern with human freedom and believes that the discovery of the human 
will’s striving towards freedom was the most important discovery of the modern age.33 Hegel’s political philos-
ophy begins from the starting point of an individual free will. He seeks to show how the rational institutions of 
the state can be developed from a conception of the free will. This would show them to be an organic, rational 
and legitimate manifestation of human freedom in the world insofar as they conserved the subjective freedom 
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of individuals within the objective structure of the modern state. Kant’s conception of human beings providing 
laws for themselves is extended by Hegel to include the necessity of creating a realm of self-consistency and 
non-alienation that includes the customs and laws of the state. True autonomy for Hegel involves reconciling 
oneself with the freedom of other individuals and showing how different individual’s freedoms could be recon-
ciled in an objective realm of political institutions. This is the task of Hegel’s political philosophy through the 
detailed analysis of the necessary institutions that a state must adopt in order to adequately actualise freedom 
in the world. Foucault is more sceptical about the ability of human reason to create the blueprint of institutions 
that would ensure human freedom. While Foucault shares Hegel’s anti-utopian and anti-revolutionary politi-
cal position, he extends Hegel’s scepticism of the ability of philosophy to legislate for the world of politics by 
refusing to prescribe any form of institutional arrangement for modern societies. In this way he can also be seen 
as extending and transforming, rather than completely rejecting the outlines of Hegel’s philosophical project. 
Although both thinkers have different conceptions of human freedom based on their divergent assessments 
of the modern era, both maintain that the task of philosophy and historical analysis is to further the project of 
human autonomy.

PHENOMENOLOGY AND GENEALOGY

Hegel and Foucault are often taken to have opposing philosophical methodologies. Hegel is assumed to de-
ploy a totalising philosophy of history that seeks to annul instances of alterity and difference within a closed 
system of identity, whereas Foucault is a radical nominalist who locates discontinuities and ruptures in history 
and searches for the arbitrary, contingent and constructed within the seemingly natural and universal. How-
ever, underneath these apparent differences lie several core similarities in the historical methodologies of the 
two thinkers. In this section I will discuss Hegel’s phenomenological method in his Phenomenology of Spirit 
and Foucault’s genealogical method developed in his essay on Nietzsche and work on sexuality and prisons. 
Both Hegelian phenomenology and Foucauldian genealogy are forms of historical investigation, or what I 
will call critical historical work, which intersect and overlap in important respects. While Evangelia Sembou 
has claimed that both philosophers can be said to share a critical attitude towards a “correspondence theory 
of truth,” I argue that both thinkers are involved in an analysis of the present through the traces and remnants 
of the past.34 They seek to interrogate the ways in which we constitute ourselves in the present as a result of 
our long formation through social and historical experience. This work involves a phenomenological or ge-
nealogical investigation into the ensemble of antagonistic forces that produced current social relations. Both 
thinkers allow for a questioning and transformation of social practices and institutions by unravelling a series 
of problems that have entangled us over the course of our development. I analyse five main lines of inquiry 
along which it may be fruitful to explore a relationship between the methodologies of these two thinkers. I will 
examine the ways in which Hegel’s phenomenology could be described in language that evokes the genealogi-
cal methods of Foucault without, in the process, significantly distorting the projects of either thinker.

First, phenomenology is a recollective narrative of the process of our own coming to be as modern subjects. 
It is a description of the various strategies and struggles that form the history of our development. In the same 
way as Foucault’s genealogies seek to provide insight into the formation of vital aspects of ourselves as histori-
cal subjects of the present (i.e. his studies on madness, sexuality, punishment etc.), so too does Hegel provide 
an analysis of our own self-becoming. The Phenomenology of Spirit is a story of the human spirit’s journey 
through a number of thought positions and historical moments that, among other things, tracks humanity’s 
development to its current epoch. For Hegel, the truth of human beings is not contained naturally and unprob-
lematically in the present, but is buried within all of its past experiences, which, as completed, can be brought 
before modern consciousness one after another in a “gallery of images” that constitutes a history of its own 
development.35 The purpose of this critical historical work is to gain a more rich and complex perspective on 
the status of the present. It assists in de-naturalising the present, what Hegel would call mediating it, so as to 
attain a degree of critical distance on contemporary practices.
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Phenomenology also deals with the complex processes—including the errors, deviations, and dead ends—that 
have led to the constitution of the present. It would be unsympathetic to characterise Hegel as having an overly 
idealised or fully progressive understanding of history. For Hegel, there are aspects of history from which 
we can learn nothing: there are wars, slaughters, and entire forms of life that are largely meaningless. Nor is 
Hegel’s phenomenology a description of the progress of a rational inevitability. Hegel’s history is retrospec-
tive, told from the position of the present, which details how—given that history has unfolded in the way that 
it did—we came to be the kinds of modern subjects that we are today. It is not intended to be a description of a 
process that was necessary and inevitable from the beginning. Rather, phenomenology can be viewed as a me-
ticulous search through the historical past for problems, conflicts and moments of contradiction that illuminate 
key moments in the gradual struggle and development of humanity. Hegel looks for singular moments in his-
tory: the way they exhibit themselves not in ideal and heroic deeds, but in sentiments, mindsets or standpoints 
of thought that are unable to move beyond themselves and remain stuck in pathological structures of repetition 
and self-defeat. Hegel seeks to untie the various knots of previous thought patterns by revealing their internal 
inconsistencies and gesturing towards a more adequate conceptualisation of their own problems. 

Third, phenomenology is not history done for its own sake but critical historical work undertaken in order to 
pursue a task in the present. Phenomenology and genealogy are both written for the purpose of gaining greater 
insight into contemporary social life. Foucault characterises his own work as writing ‘the history of the pres-
ent,’ which emphasises the way in which his critical studies are directed towards current political problems. 
In the same way, Hegel seeks to diagnose a series of inadequate and problematic mindsets or standpoints that 
many forms of modern consciousness are still trapped within. The journey of spirit in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit contains a number of diagnoses of specific problems that would have afflicted his contemporaries: 
Hegel’s era would have been filled with mystics, beautiful souls, stoics and sceptics, Kantians and unhappy 
consciousnesses, all of whom Hegel believes subscribe to unworkable philosophies of life. Critical historical 
work is designed to have an effect on the present, to provide a framework of intelligibility in order to break 
down and transform current problematic institutions and practices.

Fourth, phenomenology challenges the idea of a timeless, universal and unchanging human essence that en-
dures beneath or behind historical experience. Hegel is among the first critics of metaphysics who lays bare 
the pretensions of holding to a “timeless and essential secret” of human beings, for he sees that in truth, “the 
secret [is] that they have no essence.”36 The individual, ethical figure of self-consciousness is only the result 
of a long developmental process throughout history, rather than a given that is presupposed by philosophical 
thought. Human beings are the product of their circumstances and cannot be defined or determined outside of 
their socio-historical formation. The subject, in Hegel, has no essential transcendental identity. This is to say 
that there is no human essence for Hegel that remains constant regardless of context and stays the same over 
time. Moreover, this subject is also only an abstraction from the broader social processes of social development 
and so to understand the subject one must obtain knowledge concerning the nature of these transformations. 
Foucault’s critique of the subject in its classical Enlightenment form is a continuation of Hegel’s historicisation 
of the philosophy of the subject.

Phenomenology also rejects the search for pure origins of truth, since the actual must develop out of a long 
process of contingent historical events. The final product of human society that exists today is not located in its 
pure form at its birth. Hegel argues that to grasp the truth of an entity one must allow that entity to undergo a 
process of its own development, in which it differentiates and particularises itself. He does not think that one 
can predetermine the outcome of such a process, for “truth is not a minted coin that can be given and pocketed 
ready-made.”37 An entity is not given in its essence at its origins; there is no lofty moment of awakening in 
which such an entity would emerge in a state of preformation. Rather than search for origins, Foucault high-
lights that Nietzsche undertakes an examination not of origin but of stock or descent [Herkunft].38 This is to 
seek out the subtle marks and different traits that have combined in various networks to have an effect on the 
way in which an entity was formed. Such a history would be full of contingencies, arbitrary encounters and 
loss along the way.
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However, it is clear that phenomenology and genealogy are not identical enterprises. I am not arguing for a 
complete correspondence between the theorists’ works or advocating that we should lose sight of the many 
important differences that separate the two, rather I think that reconceptualising the relationship between the 
two reveals a continuing Hegelian legacy in Foucault’s work. As these differences have been adequately treated 
in available scholarship, the most important of them can be parsed in brief. First, Hegelian phenomenology is a 
single narrative of the development of Hegel’s concept of spirit [Geist], which travels from a position of sense 
certainty to that of absolute knowledge. On the other hand, Foucault’s critical studies are particular, localised 
and discontinuous, piling up rather than connecting together in a single narrative of development. Foucault 
completely disavows any notion of a unified or progressive scheme of history. Second, Foucault engages in 
highly empirical analysis and works through meticulous archival research, whereas Hegel’s method is more 
idealised, focussing on character types and paradigms of modes of thinking or living. At times it is not clear 
to which historical figures or movements Hegel’s caricatures are referring, and in a sense, it does not matter, 
because they are designed to play a broader role than being reduced to one particular moment in history. The 
most important difference between the two, however, relates to the status of reason in their work. Hegel’s criti-
cal histories search for kernels of rationality—instances that show the development of our ability to rationally 
comprehend the world. The belief in the basic intelligibility and rationality of the world (for Hegel proved 
by speculative philosophy), underlies his entire project. Foucault, on the other hand, aims to break apart the 
seemingly universal and necessary aspects of human reason to open up the possibility of thinking and acting 
otherwise. He attempts to look behind the necessary to the contingent by laying bare the artifice of operations 
of power propping up those relations which are ultimately arbitrary constraints on human behaviour. Foucault 
abandons the attempt to demonstrate either the rationality or legitimacy of contemporary practices and institu-
tions, partly because he is more attentive to the darker side of reason as a potential source of normalisation, 
domination and control, but partly because he has followed Hyppolite in breaking with Hegel’s pretension to 
develop an all-encompassing philosophy.

CONCLUSION

To what extent could Foucault be said to be continuing a dialectical mode of thinking? Foucault explicitly 
rejects dialectics at a number of points in his work such as where he states that 

I suggest replacing this dialectical logic with what I would call strategic logic. A logic of strategy 
does not stress contradictory terms within a homogeneity that promises their resolution in a unity. 
The function of strategic logic is to establish the possible connections between disparate terms which 
remain disparate. The logic of strategy is the logic of connections between the heterogeneous and not 
the logic of the homogenization of the contradictory.39

However, we can see how Foucault is here rejecting a particular image of Hegel, one that does not exhaust the 
possibilities for conceptualising dialectical logic today. The Hegel that Foucault finds intolerable is one that 
reduces all difference to sameness and attempts to escape all of the arbitrariness and complexities of modern 
life within a totalising logic. However, without arguing that Foucault himself is a dialectician, there are a 
number of ways in which Foucault could be located within a tradition of dialectical thinking. Such a line of 
inquiry has already been attempted by John Grant, who traces the dialectics of Foucault’s concepts of power 
and resistance.40 Hegel considered that dialectical thought was the most appropriate methodology for a critical 
understanding of the world. For Hegel, the dialectic is not just a method that an individual subject can apply 
to an object of inquiry. It is not like a formal logic or mathematical formula that can be applied to an external 
object. The reason that it is more than this is because dialectical philosophy is making a claim about the nature 
of the world itself, not just proposing a methodology for understanding it. It is an understanding of how the 
world is structured and composed and hence a plan for how it can best be understood. Dialectics is a process 
that is discovered in reality. Hegel thinks that one cannot understand objects in the world as a set of isolated, 
static and immobile things. Dialectics understands the world as in a constant state of motion and flux in which 
reality is structured organically and developmentally. Things are inherently interconnected and display their 
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essential natures when they are seen as organized wholes or systems. They have essential tendencies to develop 
and unfold their natures by continually transforming their organic structures.

Foucault does not think that reality itself is structured according to a pre-conditioned set of relations but he 
would agree with Hegel that analysis should involve the immanent study of the movement of the object of in-
quiry itself. Hegel says one has to present the “immanent soul of the content itself.”41 One has to descend down 
to the level of the phenomena and trace its movements, its interconnections and the way in which it operates. 
The intention is not to follow some universal set of rules called “dialectical logic” or to read into everything the 
same schema but to trace the specific interconnections unique to each subject matter that is treated. Dialectics 
involves suspending external or transcendent principles or methodologies that seek to organize the material 
in advance, and being attentive to the movement of things themselves. This is the sense in which Foucault 
continues the dialectical tradition in an altered form. Dialectical philosophy must allow for the object to unfold 
according to its own basic dynamics, which for Hegel, but not Foucault, was coextensive with the unfolding 
of reason in the world. 

Where critical historical studies will lead us is an open question for Hegel and Foucault, since both thinkers 
saw modernity as a radically open epoch. Hegel would agree with Foucault that one could never hope to attain 
a complete and definitive knowledge of what may constitute an epoch’s historical limits. He would readily ac-
knowledge that he had not finished the task of philosophy once and for all because no human being could step 
outside of his or her own age to conceptualise the future. This task remains an open one for each successive 
generation. In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel believed that he had constructed the most adequate institutional 
arrangement that would actualise freedom in his own era given the prevailing balance of social forces, but 
Hegel was no utopian. His political institutions closely resembled the types of progressive reforms that were 
in the process of transforming the Prussian state in the 1810s, although this movement was to come to a halt in 
1819 following the rise of Restoration tendencies. The future is inherently open and unknowable for Hegel. It 
is not a domain that human beings can know with certainty or about which it is any use to speculate or proph-
esise. For Hegel, the immediacy of the present is ruptured by a phenomenological analysis of the past in order 
to provide for the possibility of a more autonomous existence. Foucault continues in the tradition of a critical 
historical project that seeks out human autonomy through a critique of the present through traces of the past.
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