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Introduction

In the late 1970s Foucault said to Jean-Pierre Barou: ‘when I die, I will 
leave no manuscripts’.1 Writing in 1993, his biographer David Macey 
judged that ‘he came close to fulfilling that promise’. Foucault’s close 
friend Hervé Guibert ‘was ordered to destroy the drafts of the final 
volumes of Histoire de la sexualité and all the preparatory materials’.2 
This was due to Foucault’s wish that no one do to him what Max 
Brod had done to Franz Kafka.3 We now know that neither Foucault 
nor Macey was correct.

The publication of Foucault’s thirteen Collège de France courses 
has been supplemented by volumes of lectures given elsewhere. Other 
lectures, transcriptions of radio programmes, interviews and discus-
sions have all appeared in the past several years. Most notably, the 
fourth volume of the History of Sexuality, Les Aveux de la chair 
[Confessions of the Flesh] appeared in early 2018.4 Attention is now 
turning to materials relating to courses given at universities in France, 
Brazil and Tunisia from the 1950s and 1960s. In addition, Foucault’s 
working notes and manuscripts are available at the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France.5

This book is chronologically the first of a sequence of four books 
providing an account of Michel Foucault’s entire career. It is the 
third to be written, following Foucault’s Last Decade and Foucault: 
The Birth of Power.6 The missing years of 1962–9, from Birth of the 
Clinic to The Archaeology of Knowledge, will be the topic of the 
final volume, The Archaeology of Foucault. The order of the books’ 
writing has in large part been dictated by the availability of materials 
either by posthumous publication or in the archive.



2 Introduction

The focus here is on the very earliest Foucault, from the traces of 
his intellectual formation until the publication and defence of his 
thesis Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique in 1961. 
That work, better known in French simply as Histoire de la folie 
and in English as the History of Madness, was a book that Foucault 
regularly described as his first, marginalizing his earlier works as 
peripheral and insignificant.

Foucault certainly did not publish much before 1961  –  the short 
book Maladie mentale et personnalité, a couple of book chapters, a 
long introduction to a translation, a book-length translation, and a 
short book notice. All those publications are discussed in this book, 
of course, but its sources are deeper. The posthumous publications 
and the archives are invaluable to this approach. Like the previous 
books, this book makes use of all available material in tracing a story 
of intellectual history. Yet while this book is not itself a biography, 
compared to Foucault’s Last Decade and Foucault: The Birth of 
Power it does use more biographical sources. This is because there are 
relatively few other pieces of evidence for this early part of Foucault’s 
career. There are almost no interviews from this period; Foucault 
published little compared to later periods; and because he was not yet 
famous, there are fewer contemporary accounts of his work.

This is also, relatively speaking, a period which has been neglected 
by his commentators. Back in 1993, biographer James Miller com-
plained that ‘the available evidence for Foucault’s early intellectual 
itinerary is sketchy, and open to different interpretations’.7 Today 
the sources are more extensive, though doubtless the possibility of 
multiple readings remains. There are good reasons for this beyond 
the limited publications. For one, Foucault did much to try to cover 
over the traces of this period. He tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to pre-
vent the re-edition of his 1954 book; eventually consenting to revise 
it in 1962 as Maladie mentale et psychologie so that it removed some 
of the claims that no longer worked with his later writing. But that 
version too went out of print in the late 1960s. His two early trans-
lations, of the psychologist Ludwig Binswanger and the physician 
Viktor von Weizsäcker, went out of print, and when the Binswanger 
translation was republished it was without his long introduction 
and his role in the translation and its notes was unmentioned. His 
other publications from the 1950s were in such obscure outlets that 
even French readers had little access to them: it was only with the 
publication of Dits et écrits ten years after his death that they were 
collected and more widely available. One short review was missed by 
the editors of that volume. Of these early texts only the Binswanger 
introduction has been translated into English. Maladie mentale et 
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psychologie has been translated, but that only gives a partial insight 
into the original book.

While much has been preserved in archives, much has also been 
lost. There are almost no extant materials relating to Foucault’s 
teaching in Uppsala, Warsaw and Hamburg. The only records of 
some of Foucault’s early 1950s lectures in France are in the form of 
student notes. Draft materials were often discarded or reused as scrap 
paper. There is also a long-standing rumour that Foucault and the 
sociologist Jean-Claude Passeron ghost-wrote articles for the French 
Communist Party (PCF) journal La Nouvelle Critique in the early 
1950s, stemming from two conversations with the author and diarist 
Claude Mauriac.8 Neither Foucault’s first biographer Didier Eribon 
nor Macey was able to substantiate these rumours, and no new evi-
dence seems to have come to light since.9 There is also the tantalizing 
mention of a text written by Foucault on René Descartes in 1952, 
which was commissioned by the PCF for the journal Clarté. It was 
apparently considered too difficult for students and not published.10 
No archive seems to have a copy of this text, whose non-publication 
frustrated Foucault and contributed to his growing distance from the 
party (C 18/18).

Reading and Writing

While Foucault’s childhood and early schooling will not be discussed 
here, an anecdote told by his brother, Denys Foucault, is revealing.11 
Foucault’s father Paul was a well-known surgeon and medical practi-
tioner, whose Titres et travaux scientifiques was published by a local 
press the year Foucault was born.12 Foucault’s mother Anne was the 
daughter of a surgeon and anatomy professor at the University of 
Poitiers. In their childhood home in Vendeuvre-du-Poitou, there were 
two libraries  –  the father’s and the mother’s. His father’s library, in 
his study, was medical and off-limits; the library of his mother was 
literary and free to use. If the former would dominate Foucault’s 
interests through the 1950s and early 1960s, in his work on psy-
chology, madness and medicine, with traces throughout his career; 
the literary would be a theme to which he often returned. It was in 
their mother’s library, Denys Foucault suggests, that Michel found 
Honoré de Balzac, Gustav Flaubert, and classical literature. He wrote 
on these topics, from an afterword to Flaubert’s Temptation of Saint 
Anthony to a lecture on that text and Bouvard and Pécuchet, and one 
on Balzac’s The Search for the Absolute, both given at SUNY Buffalo 
in 1970.13 His writings in the 1960s for Critique and Tel Quel, on 
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writers including Georges Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, André Breton, 
Pierre Klossowski, Alain Robbe-Grillet, the Marquis de Sade, and 
Jules Verne, and of course his book on Raymond Roussel in 1963, all 
show this enduring literary interest.14

In an interview, Foucault’s partner Daniel Defert says a great deal 
about his working practices. Foucault apparently worked to a very 
strict schedule, likening it to a factory job (FMT 215–16/214). He 
would leave his apartment to reach the library at 9am, often by bicy-
cle, and continue working there until 5.30 or 6pm (FMT 216/215, 
232/227). The evenings would be spent on ‘his social and political 
life’, followed by an hour of reading. This rhythm was not broken at 
weekends, nor on public holidays, and rarely on vacations. Defert’s 
recollection is largely of later periods in Foucault’s life  –  they met in 
1960, and much of this relates to the period after Foucault’s return to 
France from Tunisia. But Foucault had got into these habits early. As 
a student at the École Normale Supérieure (ENS) he used its library on 
the rue d’Ulm, as well as the Bibliothèque Sainte-Geneviève situated 
between the Sorbonne and the Panthéon in the Latin Quarter. From 
the early 1950s he became an habitué of the Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France (BNF), then entirely situated on the rue Richelieu near the 
Louvre and the Palais Royal. This building, with rooms designed by 
Henri Labrouste, is where the bulk of Foucault’s papers are archived 
today. Even when based in Uppsala, Warsaw and Hamburg, he would 
regularly return there on visits to Paris. He resumed working there 
on a daily basis in the 1960s, apart from while in Tunisia, and this 
continued until 1979 when he moved to work at the Bibliothèque du 
Saulchoir.15 As Eribon suggests, the BNF was ‘no doubt the one place 
in which Foucault spent the most years of his life’.16

While the printed texts and some manuscripts, such as the 
Clairambault and Joly de Fleury collections, were located in the BNF, 
Foucault also used other libraries in Paris, including the Bibliothèque 
historique de la ville de Paris.17 He also worked with materials at the 
Archives Nationales, and the Bastille archives and the library of the 
duc de La Vallière at the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal.18 As Chapter 6 
will show, the Carolina Rediviva library at Uppsala University was 
also important, though not as much as is often said.

While the research was done in the libraries, the writing itself 
would generally be done at home. Foucault tended to write his books 
multiple times, in handwritten drafts, which were then developed 
over time. He would often discard pages and rewrite them anew, 
rather than cross out material and insert the changes (FMT 225/222, 
234–5/229). As the archives show, many of the discarded pages 
were reused for other purposes, with reading notes or lectures on the 
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reverse, or folded in half to group notes on a theme.19 Defert says that 
the table on which Foucault wrote History of Madness in Uppsala 
is still the one in his apartment (FMT 223/220). But while Foucault 
would write drafts of most of his future books in Paris, he had a habit 
of finishing them at the family home in Vendeuvre-du-Poitou, where 
he spent each summer (FMT 223/220).

Structure of this Study

Foucault usually referred to History of Madness as his first book. 
It is where he begins his candidacy presentation for his chair at the 
Collège de France, written in 1969, for example (DE#71 I, 842–3; 
EW I, 5–6). Foucault goes on to situate Birth of the Clinic, The Order 
of Things and The Archaeology of Knowledge within an overall nar-
rative, and then outlines how his research would develop if he were 
to be elected to the position. That chronology is well established in 
the literature, though newly available and forthcoming materials add 
to it, and the literary is a crucial parallel theme. This period will be 
discussed in The Archaeology of Foucault. But how Foucault arrived 
at its putative beginning is a far from straightforward story. While 
many studies of Foucault begin with the first major book, History of 
Madness, in 1961, that is where this book ends.

This book therefore offers an account of the long process that led 
to that major work. Chapter 1 discusses Foucault’s university studies 
in Paris, in philosophy and psychology, and particularly analyses his 
diploma thesis on Hegel under the supervision of Jean Hyppolite. 
Chapter 2 looks at the beginning of Foucault’s own teaching career 
in Lille and Paris, using various archival sources, and discusses some 
unpublished manuscripts which may have developed from teaching 
materials. Chapter 3 discusses the texts he actually published in 
this period, which are a fraction of what he wrote. Newly available 
sources help to resolve long-standing issues about the dating of these 
texts. In Chapter 4, his work as a co-translator of Binswanger and 
von Weizsäcker is analysed, showing how Foucault and his colleagues 
rendered German into French.

All these early publications were completed before Foucault moved 
to Uppsala in 1955. That move is a break in his career, initiating a 
period of sustained research for the History of Madness alongside the 
engagement with new inspirations, notably the philosophers Friedrich 
Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger and the comparative mythologist 
and philologist Georges Dumézil. His engagement with Nietzsche and 
Heidegger is the subject of Chapter 5, along with the intellectual side 
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of his relationship with the modernist composer Jean Barraqué. The 
research and writing he did in Uppsala and Warsaw on madness is 
the focus of Chapter 6, which also discusses his teaching and cultural 
activities. Chapter 7 examines the year he spent in Hamburg when 
he translated Immanuel Kant’s Anthropology. Chapter 8 looks at 
the defence, publication and abridgement of the History of Madness, 
and how Foucault was led by this work to revise his first book. The 
last pages explore how themes from this period point towards his 
concerns in the 1960s.

While this book, therefore, has its focus on how Foucault’s career 
led to the History of Madness, it shows a number of other paths 
explored but not ultimately taken. Among other themes, it shows 
Foucault’s detailed readings of Hegel, the phenomenologist Edmund 
Husserl and Kant, all of which led to substantial manuscripts, 
which he chose not to publish. Foucault’s engagement with the 
Daseinsanalysis movement, while long known, given the introduction 
to the Binswanger translation, goes much deeper and archival sources 
help to substantiate its importance. Foucault’s concern with the ques-
tion of philosophical anthropology is also significant. The encounter 
with Nietzsche and Heidegger, while long known to be crucial, is 
here explored anew in the light of new or neglected sources. This 
book also analyses his profound yet critical interest in  psychology  
–  as a student, researcher and teacher. The importance of teachers, 
including Louis Althusser, Hyppolite, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and 
Jean Wahl, in his intellectual formation is explored, as is the influence 
on his later development by people who never taught him, including 
Georges Canguilhem and Dumézil. The book utilizes archival sources 
extensively to fill in details of his teaching, writing and plans for 
abandoned theses. In the years covered here, Foucault was insti-
tutionally located in Paris, Lille, Uppsala, Warsaw, Hamburg and 
Clermont-Ferrand. All of these settings are significant in the story, 
which has a geography as much as a history. In tracking and mapping 
it I have found myself retracing some of Foucault’s own steps.
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Studying Philosophy and Psychology 
in Paris

Foucault moved to the Lycée Henri-IV in Paris in 1945 shortly after 
the war ended, where he was briefly taught by Hyppolite. Foucault 
studied philosophy, history and literature in French, German, 
English, Latin and Greek, reading widely in classical texts. This was 
the khâgne class to prepare for the concours entrance exam for the 
ENS. Foucault had failed that exam in 1945 while still studying in 
Poitiers, but passed in 1946.1 He had also support from Maurice Rat, 
a family friend who taught at the Lycée Janson-de-Sailly and had 
passed the agrégation in grammar in 1919.2 Foucault entered the ENS 
in Autumn 1946 and over the next several years he attended lectures 
both at its rue d’Ulm site and at the nearby Sorbonne. Foucault was 
awarded a licence in philosophy in 1948 and one in psychology in 
1949. He also received a diplôme in general psychology from the 
Paris Institut de Psychologie in 1949.3 At the ENS Foucault was 
taught by Jean Beaufret, Jean-Toussaint Desanti, Merleau-Ponty and, 
from 1948, Louis Althusser. At the Sorbonne he attended classes by 
Daniel Lagache and Julian Ajuriaguerra on psychiatric science; Henri 
Gouhier, Merleau-Ponty, Wahl and Hyppolite on philosophy.4 While 
he also read his teachers’ work, much of their importance comes from 
the classes they taught. Years later, Lagache was on Foucault’s thesis 
jury, Gouhier its chair, Hyppolite the rapporteur for his second thesis 
(see Chapter 8).
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Philosophy and its History

Beaufret taught widely across the history of philosophy. He is best 
known as the recipient of Heidegger’s Letter on Humanism, sent in 
response to questions Beaufret posed in 1946.5 He is the author of 
the four-volume Dialogues avec Heidegger,6 and known for his long 
introduction and translation of Parmenides’ poem, often known as 
‘On Nature’.7 However, Beaufret apparently never taught a course on 
Heidegger, thinking his thought could not be summarized.8 Instead 
his teaching covered Plato and Aristotle; Descartes, Gottfried Leibniz, 
Baruch Spinoza; Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche and Husserl.9 Heidegger’s 
thought does influence much of Beaufret’s teaching: with the exception 
of Spinoza, these figures were the focus of most of Heidegger’s own 
teaching career. Foucault kept notes on what appear to be lectures by 
Beaufret on Kant and Spinoza.10 Beaufret eventually taught a short 
course on Heidegger’s Being and Time at a lycée in 1972.11 Beaufret 
fought for France in the war, escaped from a prisoner-of-war camp, 
and joined the resistance. He has been criticized for his uncritical atti-
tude to Heidegger’s Nazi past and for his own alleged anti-Semitism 
and Holocaust denial.12

Desanti was a philosopher of mathematics, a student of Jean 
Cavaillès, but also a phenomenologist, Spinoza scholar and a member 
of the PCF until 1956.13 When Jacques Derrida finally submitted 
his Doctorat d’État in 1980, based on publications, it was directed 
by Desanti. Derrida’s original supervisor had been Hyppolite, but 
that thesis was never completed.14 Gouhier mainly worked on French 
philosophy between Descartes and Bergson, and it seems Foucault 
attended lectures by him on both.15 Gouhier was also an authority 
on the theatre, and also helped to edit works by Maine de Biran, 
Auguste Comte and Henri Bergson’s lectures.16 He was the supervisor 
of Pierre Bourdieu’s dissertation on Leibniz, a translation and com-
mentary on the Animadversiones in partem generalem Principiorum 
cartesianorum.17 In 1978 Gouhier would invite Foucault to a lecture 
to the Société française de philosophie only published after Foucault’s 
death, known as ‘What is Critique?’18

These figures gave Foucault a broad education in philosophy, but 
central to his subsequent development was Wahl, a wide-ranging 
philosopher and historian of philosophy, who worked especially on 
Plato, Hegel, Nietzsche and Heidegger. He wrote a key work for the 
French engagement with Hegel in 1929 and a major, 750-page study 
of Kierkegaard in 1938, one of the first French engagements with 
existentialism.19 His Human Existence and Transcendence was pub-
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lished in 1944 but, unlike Jean-Paul Sartre’s work from the previous 
year, has only recently been translated.20 Wahl was also significant 
in terms of his engagement with Anglophone work, a textbook on 
French philosophy, and a general introduction on Philosophies of 
Existence.21 Wahl ran the Collège philosophique at which Derrida 
presented ‘Cogito and the History of Madness’ in 1963; and would 
invite Foucault to give the ‘What is an Author?’ lecture to the Société 
française de philosophie in 1969.22

Crucially for Foucault, Wahl taught on Heidegger from the mid 
1940s through the 1950s. Derrida recalls that Heidegger was very 
much a presence at the ENS due to Beaufret and Hyppolite.23 But 
Wahl’s Sorbonne courses did much more. They were based on both on 
his reading of published texts, but also his knowledge of Heidegger’s 
courses of the 1920s and 1930s.24 Despite some reports, Wahl did not 
attend lectures himself, noting in a letter to Heidegger of December 
1937 that he ‘would love to meet with you one day. But all sorts 
of obstacles stand in the way at present.’25 Foremost among those 
obstacles was his Jewish heritage, which meant he left Europe during 
the war. But Wahl certainly had access to notes from Heidegger’s 
courses.

Wahl’s introductory course from January to June 1946 discussed 
Being and Time, but also Heidegger’s work on Kant and his discussion 
of truth, which as Jean Montenot notes closely parallels Heidegger’s 
own 1928–9 course at the University of Freiburg Einleitung in die 
Philosophie [Introduction to Philosophy] (GA27).26 Indeed, it follows 
Heidegger to such a remarkable degree that as Dominique Janicaud 
says, it is not so much ‘a course on Heidegger, but a commentary on 
a course by Heidegger’.27 It was delivered in the academic year before 
Foucault began University studies, but Defert says that Foucault 
attended what sounds like a similar course from October 1946.28 
A very young Kostas Axelos, newly arrived from Greece, was there 
for the earlier course, and recalls that Wahl ‘did not read a text 
written in advance, and only consulted the notes he had with him 
very occasionally’.29 It seems likely that Foucault attended Wahl’s 
1950 course L’Idée d’être chez Heidegger, and possibly the December 
1951 to March 1952 course La Pensée de Heidegger et la Poésie de 
Hölderlin.30

While the dominant French reading of Heidegger in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s focused on the texts available in translation, and 
tended to read him through Sartrean and Kierkegaardian lenses,31 
Wahl was able to provide a much richer interpretation. These courses 
make extensive use of Heidegger’s writings after Being and Time, with 
a special focus on the collection Holzwege. Holzwege was  published 
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in 1950 and included texts from 1936–46, notably one on Nietzsche. 
Wahl also discusses the ‘Letter on Humanism’, and there is a stress 
on the development of Heidegger’s thought.32 He also draws on sec-
ondary literature, including Walter Biemel’s study of the world, and 
makes extensive use of an article by Henri Birault, then forthcoming 
in Revue de métaphysique et de morale, a journal Wahl edited.33 
Foucault took notes on Biemel’s study, which also includes discussion 
of unpublished material.34

Two further courses, on the history of metaphysics and philosophy 
of existence were published in 1951.35 The first of these has a focus on 
Heidegger’s short book that contained ‘Plato’s Doctrine of Truth’ and 
the ‘Letter on Humanism’; along with Holzwege. Wahl immediately 
translates Heidegger’s brief description of what a Holzwege is  –  a 
wood path, but also a lost path.36 Wahl also discusses Heidegger’s 
1924–5 course on Plato’s Sophist and the first lecture course on 
Nietzsche from 1936–7 on The Will to Power as Art, unpublished 
until 1992 and 1961, respectively.37 Foucault either attended this 
course or had access to its notes.38 Wahl’s subsequent courses included 
two at the Sorbonne published together as Traité de Métaphysique, 
though these do not discuss Heidegger as much.39 One notable later 
course by Wahl was on Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger’s 
1935–6 lecture course, though not published in German until 1953.40 
Wahl’s final course on Heidegger was Mots, mythes et réalité dans la 
philosophie de Heidegger, published in 1961.41

Wahl’s access to unpublished material is significant. Beaufret recalls 
that Alexandre Koyré took a copy of a Heidegger course to France in 
1929.42 From Beaufret’s recollection of a passage in the manuscript, in 
which Heidegger compared Dasein to Leibniz’s monad, this is likely 
the same course Wahl mentions in his 1947 book Petite histoire de 
l’existentialisme, in which he too discusses such a passage.43 Although 
Beaufret’s recollection is not precise, it is likely they mean the summer 
1928 course, immediately preceding the Einleitung, published in 
German in 1978 and translated as The Metaphysical Foundations of 
Logic. This course is a detailed engagement with Leibniz, and it does 
have a passage that matches their recollection.44

It seems highly likely that Koyré brought more than one course to 
Paris from his time in Germany in 1928 and 1929.45 While Koyré is 
best known in English for his works in the history of science, including 
From the Closed World to the Open Universe and The Astronomical 
Revolution, he was also a significant thinker of the history of philos-
ophy.46 Koyré had long been an important figure in the introduction 
of Heidegger’s ideas to France. Koyré and Wahl knew each other 
well, and Koyré was instrumental in getting Wahl to the United States 
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in 1942, probably saving his life.47 After the war Wahl clearly had 
access to other unpublished courses by Heidegger, including the one 
on Nietzsche on which he lectured. Student transcripts circulated and 
Foucault clearly had access to them too. Foucault’s engagement with 
Heidegger will be fully discussed in Chapter 5.

Jean Hyppolite and the Diploma Thesis on Hegel

Hyppolite was best known for his work on Hegel. He was the trans-
lator of the Phenomenology of Spirit, and wrote important works 
on that text, the Logic and the Philosophy of History.48 Of a slightly 
earlier generation, Alexandre Kojève’s lectures had begun this 
French engagement.49 The audience was extraordinary: Althusser, 
Raymond Aron, Bataille, Blanchot, André Breton, Koyré, Lacan, 
Henri Lefebvre, Emmanuel Lévinas, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre and many 
others.50 Hyppolite himself apparently avoided the lectures ‘for fear 
of being influenced’.51 As John Heckman puts it, ‘the course served 
as an indispensable preparation for the renewal of serious interest 
in Hegel after the Second World War. In large part it is fair to 
say that Kojève created the reading public for Hyppolite’s trans-
lation and commentary.’52 Hyppolite also wrote studies on Marx’s 
early, Hegelian, work,53 and his essays across the history of western 
philosophy were collected into a wide-ranging collection two years 
after his death.54 Foucault later recognizes how Wahl and Hyppolite 
together had made possible a French engagement with Hegel, albeit 
one that Foucault would attempt to free himself from with the aid of 
Nietzsche, Bataille and Blanchot (DE#281 IV, 84; EW III, 246).

In 1965 Hyppolite took part in a televised discussion with, among 
others, Canguilhem, Foucault, Paul Ricœur, Dina Dreyfus and Alain 
Badiou.55 He died in 1968, and it was his chair at the Collège de 
France to which Foucault was elected. There was a tribute session 
organized at the ENS on 19 January 1969, at which both Canguilhem 
and Foucault spoke.56 Foucault suggests that Logique et existence is 
‘one of the great books of our time’ (DE#67 I, 785), and pays specific 
attention to the course on the Phenomenology of Spirit which he 
attended  –  in which he says the students heard not only the voice of 
the professor, but also ‘something of the voice of Hegel, and perhaps 
even the voice of philosophy itself’ (DE#67 I, 779). Foucault under-
scores that Hyppolite was not just an historian of philosophy, but 
spoke of the ‘history of philosophical thought’ (DE#67 I, 780). The 
next year, Foucault pays fulsome tribute to Hyppolite in his Collège 
de France inaugural lecture in the History of Systems of Thought (OD 
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74–82/170–3), which seems to go beyond the standard honours to 
his predecessor demanded by the occasion. Finally, Foucault led the 
volume Hommage à Jean Hyppolite in 1971, to which he contrib-
uted his ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’ essay, along with pieces by 
Canguilhem, Laplanche and Michel Serres.57

Foucault’s diplôme d’études supérieures thesis (roughly equivalent 
to a Master’s degree by research) under the direction of Hyppolite was 
submitted in 1949. It was entitled ‘La Constitution d’un transcendan-
tal dans la Phénoménologie de l’esprit de Hegel [The Constitution of 
a Transcendental in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit]’, but was long 
thought lost.58 Even when Foucault’s papers were sold to the BNF in 
2013 this thesis was not to be found: it appears that Foucault did not 
keep a copy. However, his nephew, Henri-Paul Fruchaud, found it 
in Foucault’s mother’s house. It is part of a collection of documents 
relating to the 1940s and 1950s which Fruchaud donated to the BNF, 
separate from the main Foucault Fonds. There are two typed copies 
of the thesis, along with fragments of Foucault’s manuscript and 
some typed summaries and plans, along with Annexes of references 
and a bibliography. One of the typescripts is missing several pages, 
but the other is almost complete and missing only pages 74 and 75. 
Unfortunately these are also missing from the other version.59

Following a note on references and some ‘Preliminary Remarks’, 
the thesis is divided into three. The first and second parts are in 
three chapters; the third part in four. The structure is tied to three 
questions:

1. What are the limits of the field of phenomenological exploration, 
and to what criteria must the experience serving as a point of 
departure for reflection respond?

2. At what point does this regressive exploration end, and what is 
the limit of this transcendental domain in which experience is 
constituted?

3. What are the relations of this transcendental world with the actu-
ality of the world of experience from which the reflection has 
unfolded, and for which it must account?60

Foucault suggests that the first requires an ‘objective examination of 
the work’; the second a ‘philosophical interpretation’; and the third a 
‘critical reflection’.61 The parts are entitled ‘The Transcendental Field’, 
‘The Transcendental Subject’ and ‘The Transcendental and History’. 
In each Foucault outlines the views of Hegel’s predecessors, notably 
Kant, Johann Gottfried von Herder, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and 
Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, before showing how Hegel 
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resolves some of the problems.62 He also recognizes the historical 
development of Hegel’s writings, seeing the Phenomenology of 1807 
as a break from Hegel’s earlier writings, and leading to the work of 
the Logic.63 The parts are followed by an eleven-page conclusion, 
itself unpaginated and filed separately from the body of the text, with 
the Annexes and Bibliography found in other folders.

Foucault’s argument is that we should not see The Phenomenology 
of Spirit as an introduction to the Hegelian system or its first part, but 
rather as an assessment of how a ‘system as the totality of knowledge 
[savoir]’ could be conceived. Here Foucault is breaking with some of 
the previous commentators, such as Hyppolite who has seen it as an 
introduction to the Logic, or Wahl, who had conceptualized it as a 
noumenology,64 as well as Hegel’s own description of it as ‘System of 
Science First Part’ in its original title. Foucault suggests it has both 
a negative, critical examination of previous failures to achieve this, 
and a positive ‘analysis of moments which constitute the possibility 
of absolute knowledge’. Essentially, this totality of knowledge ‘is 
a transcendental “milieu” in which the constituent subject is the 
ego or self [le moi], and the constitutive structure, the concept. The 
transcendental unity is a “I know [Je sais]”.’65 Foucault sees the 
transcendental subject in contrast to Kant’s ‘I think’ and Descartes’s 
‘I am’, itself of course founded on the cogito.66 Thought in itself does 
not found knowledge, but the positive role of the Phenomenology is 
that it ‘reveals not knowledge itself, but the “element”, the milieu of 
knowledge [savoir]’.67

In Foucault’s presentation, the dialectical basis to Hegel’s method 
of transcendental investigation consists of two alternating principles. 
One is a regressive procedure of going from the complex [composé] to 
the simple; the other is a progressive procedure going from the simple 
to the complex. The first step is a way of understanding ‘the unity of 
the transcendental subject in absolute knowledge’; the second moves 
from the naked perception of the object to the ‘consciousness of the 
world’. It is the ‘constant correlation of these two steps that makes the 
complex unity of the phenomenological method’.68 History is both an 
element in the transcendental world, but also something which ‘must 
be overcome [dépassé] by a more fundamental element’.69

Foucault argues that we should interrogate Hegel on his own 
ground, asking him only questions that he asked himself, a process of 
immanent engagement with his thought.70 He questions how:

Kant’s philosophy of the transcendental became, in history, a category 
of thought, how, put otherwise, historicity constituted by the Kantian 
transcendental became a constituent historicity in later philosophy. 
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When we pass from Kant, inventor of the transcendental, to his succes-
sors, we do not pass from one moment of history to another, we pass 
from a world of effective historical experiences to a possible world of 
historical experiences.71

Essentially we must ask Hegel how the ‘experience of a fact’ relates 
to a category.72 As Foucault outlines, ‘far from being a tautology, the 
fundamental definition of knowledge by the “I know” is the only 
means of giving a reality and a transcendental sense to the “I think”’ 
of Kant’.73

The definition of the transcendental ego [Moi] comprises three 
moments: the first consists in the substitution of a ‘I know’ for ‘I think’; 
the second discovers that knowledge is at the same time knowledge 
and constitution of a world of experiences; finally, this constitutive 
principle is not an anonymous substance, it is an ‘I’ [moi] that is only 
ever a relation to itself.74

Each of these moments is, for Hegel, ‘dialectically defined’ in relation 
to earlier attempts to ‘discover the constitutive principle of experi-
ence’, in relation notably to Kant and Fichte. Foucault underscores 
that Hegel does not dissociate these three moments, and that the 
Phenomenology works on them at different levels. This leads Foucault 
to ‘the question of the status of philosophy in relation to the transcen-
dental’, the theme of the longest part of his thesis.75 Foucault contends 
that the whole of the Phenomenology demonstrates Hegel’s point of 
the system of ethical life [Sittlichkeit] that language is the ‘instrument 
of reason’.76

All this means that Foucault discusses the way in which Hegel 
conceptualizes history, which he suggests is connected to another 
sense of time, that of the ‘time of intuition, the immediate presence of 
a concept’. For Hegel, the transcendental subject is the consciousness 
that knows [connaît] it, ‘already present in all experiences’.77 Foucault 
sees Hegel’s work as a fundamental challenge to the ‘empty history 
of Kant, and the blind history of Herder’.78 In relation to historical 
matter it makes it temporal; in ‘relation to historical knowledge it is 
what prevents history from being seen as external to the becoming 
that it thinks’.79 Therefore, ‘history can be defined as the totality of 
experience’.80

The problem of the thesis is therefore to examine the relation 
between the historical and the transcendental, of the conditions nec-
essary for there to be an historical experience. In this sense, the 
conditions must already be established, even though they are histor-
ically constituted: a circular problem.81 Foucault notes that Hegel 


