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Abstract: This paper will focus on the aims, methods and problems of both Husserl’s and 

Foucault’s projects in order to mark their differences and their similarities. In so doing, it will 

underscore their shared (Kantian) goal: to strengthen the human capacity for reason as a critical 

means of theoretical and practical reflection. It is my contention that the differences between 

the thinkers’ specific aims only reinforce their respective routes towards a common objective. 

In this respect, I will argue that both thinkers actually engage in a project to objectify subjective 

reason. My reasoning follows that both apply a methodological reduction in order to understand 

and thereby reduce the discursive and social powers that determine the praxis of reasoning. As 

a result, Husserl sought to make the sciences aware of their foundations in the life-world, while 

Foucault sought to expose their basis in and through the workings of power.  

 

Introduction 

 

This paper will focus on the aims, methods and problems of both Husserl’s and Foucault’s 

projects in order to mark their differences and their similarities. In so doing, it will underscore 

their shared (Kantian) goal: to strengthen the human capacity for reason as a critical means of 

theoretical and practical reflection. While this point might be more clearly demonstrated with 

regards to their similarities, I contend that the differences between the thinkers’ aims only 

reinforce their respective routes towards the common objective. I will argue that both thinkers 

actually engage in a project to objectify subjective reason. My reasoning follows that both apply 

a methodological reduction in order to understand and thereby reduce the discursive and social 

powers that determine reasoning. As a result, Husserl sought to make the sciences aware of 

their foundations in the life-world, while Foucault sought to expose their basis in and through 

the workings of power.  
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The first part of this paper will consist of a retracing of the respective motives for 

critique in both Husserl’s and Foucault’s writings. Husserl understands his project in line with 

a classical Kantian critique of reason; that is, as a transcendental and descriptive endeavor to 

define the general structures of all possible reason. At the same time, he points to the particular 

historical and scientific frameworks, beliefs and habits that determine every actual reasoning. 

Foucault, alternatively, claims that reason itself is historical and thereby enabled by respective 

frameworks of discursive or non-discursive power. However, the very motivation and 

presupposition for the possibility of a genealogy and critique of historical reason as knowledge-

power complex lies in the belief of a (somewhat) ‘universal’ human capacity for reasoning. 

In the second part of the paper, I will give examples of how both relate and use 

philosophical methods for their lines of critique. I will argue that both Husserl and Foucault 

apply methods of reduction in order to realize their descriptive/archeological and 

genetic/genealogical project. Both approaches result in – however provisional or historical this 

may be – a definition of general structures of reasoning and in transcendental assumptions about 

the broad sense of the term. For both Husserl and Foucault, the possibility of reasoning – as a 

verb, not as a noun – is a precondition for philosophical critique, which is itself an indefinite 

task. Such “work of freedom” (Foucault 1997, 315; Nethery 2013, 158ff.) in turn needs a 

particular philosophical ethos (cf. Depraz 2013). 

 

1. Starting points: Husserl, Foucault, and their respective motives for critique 

 

We recall the radicalness of the Cartesian idea of philosophy, as the idea of the all-embracing 
science, grounded to the utmost and apodictically. This idea demands an absolute universal 

criticism, which, for its part, by abstention from all positions that already give anything 
existent, must first create for itself a universe of absolute freedom from prejudice. 

 (Hua I, 74/35) 
 

 

1.1 Husserl and his search for objectivity and generality 

 

Husserl’s project of a universal critique was one of the last attempts to develop a systematic 

and foundational approach of philosophy as transcendental critique and, based on this, as 

regional ontology. But, far from proposing a pre-fixed system of philosophy, he wanted to 

develop a method that in principle could account for all actual and possible problems of truth. 

In his times, he witnessed that philosophy turned from being the primary science into a plurality 

of fragmentary schools and debates, thus lowering its status to that of mere worldview or useful 
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servant for inspiration or clarification of the ‘real’ (i.e. natural and empirical) sciences (cf. Hua 

I, 45-48/4-7; Hua IV, 1-12/3-14; Carr 1970, xv-xliii; Hua XXV, 3-43/71-147). 

In order to render philosophy primary or critical again, one has once more to return to 

the radical origins of critique which lay, for Husserl, not primarily in Kant but in Descartes’ 

skepticism (and was inspired by the Delphic motto of  ‘know thy self’; cf. Hua I, 183/157). 

Critique, in this context, is motivated by the aim or idea of philosophy as a rigorous and first 

science, where all assumptions are justified up to the last apodictic principles, and in which 

assumptions and results need to be made valid universally. Critique, at least for Husserl, thus 

stands always in the service of either the objective or the universal. 

In order to reach objectivity, one needs a radical critique that frees our experience and 

reason from mere subjective or (not yet) justified assumptions and pre-judgements about being. 

In order to make justified claims about being, one must fulfill or verify one’s intentions, that is, 

bring them to evidence. To justify evidence as an indicator for truth, one thereby needs to start 

from an undoubtable first point of evidence, that is, the apodictic evidence of the ego cogito. In 

order to reach and justify objectivity, one thus begins with a critique of subjective experience, 

because only with regard to our own experiences do we have original access, in contrast to the 

conscious life or experiences of others (cf. Hua I). 

Critical investigation must thus start from subjectivity because we, the world and others, 

are only given and accessible via this experiential field. Critique, in this sense, is always 

immanent to experience, every testing or falsification is happening or done in actual and future 

perceptions or in other forms of experiences (Aldea 2020).i From here we reflect, test, doubt, 

or compare phenomena with other subjects’ experience. It is here that we experience the 

influence, necessity and transcendence of the world and others. It is within subjective 

experience that we come to encounter intersubjective meanings that were already pregiven and 

find out how they  shaped our experience and behavior. “The [life]world is prior to all analysis,” 

as Merleau-Ponty puts it (Merleau-Ponty 2012, lxxiiii);  it is already a part of our subjectivity 

before we make its meanings explicit and try to justify them. 

In order to reach universal validity, however, one has to free reasoning from all bounds 

with the empirical or contingent. While the aim for objectivity, that is, constitutive (or concrete 

genetic) necessity, relies on the transcendental reduction. The need for universality and logical 

necessity relies on the eidetic variation or reduction in which, through potentially endless 

phantasy variation of a random example, one tries to find the invariant (i.e. the essence) of a 

thing x or act x. The universal is thereby a definition of generality and universal validity. The 

invariant is formally the most general aspect that all things or acts of x must have in common. 
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A feature that is not contingent but necessary and thus universally valid for all actual and 

possible things or acts x. With regard to subjectivity, this means that the defined features are 

general structures of consciousness that must be valid for any possible subjectivity, independent 

of their actual modes, varieties and historical existence or realization (cf. Hua III/1, 10-39/5-

33; Husserl 1973 [1939], §86-89). In this sense, the eidetic variation of one’s own empirical 

ego or subjectivity leads to the basic structures of every possible and thinkable conscious 

subject. As such, the eidetic applied to subjectivity must in principle be transcendental, as these 

structures also define the conditions of the possibility for experience. This application also 

sheds light on the passive and active forms of the constitution of sense within subjectivity. 

Transcendental phenomenology is, in this sense, both a genealogy and a critique. It is a 

genealogy insofar as it shows that, as a condition of its transcendental nature, every subjectivity 

has to have an individual and intersubjective history. Inquiry into the concrete-how of this 

individual or intersubjective history (i.e. concrete genetic inquiry) involves an investigation of 

the constitution of a specific meaning or lifeworld, as Husserl tried to show in the historical 

analysis of The Crisis (Hua VI). For Husserl, such a genealogy is critical because it takes 

seriously the constitutive participation of the subjective (i.e. passive and active syntheses) and  

intersubjective dimensions. This means, firstly, distancing oneself from what is self-evident and 

trying to bracket the validity of prior habits, knowledge and assumptions so as to then thematize 

and justify them. And, secondly, critically reflecting on the scope and limits of the evidence, 

necessity or contingencies of one’s experiences and insights. 

Therefore, one could say that Husserl tries to reduce actual thinking to its basic, minimal 

structures that are necessary in order to experience. In doing this, he is directed at the necessary 

acts or passive processes of experience (noesis) and not their specific content. Nowhere does 

Husserl aim to define the essence of what is either human or knowledge. In contrast to Kant, 

these transcendental structures are not mere static schemas of intuition; instead, the 

transcendental is thought of as the constituting possibilities of every empirical individual 

subject. In order for a coherent and meaningful experience to happen – that is, for ‘sense’ – 

formal schemas of time and space are insufficient. The conditions of the possibility of 

experience have to be extended, dynamized and individualized: one needs to be embodied; to 

feel what one experiences and therefore have the ability, however minimal, to move; mostly, 

one needs to have an experiential past and possible future in order to coherently experience the 

world (cf. Wehrle forthcoming). This does not mean, however, that we are able to experience 

the world in and of itself, or ever have adequate evidence for its existence. Rather, the ‘world’ 

has to be understood as a horizon of concordant past, present, future or possible experiences, 
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that are possible for me and potentially other subjects. In this sense, Husserl’s transcendental 

philosophy is not as reductive as it might seem.  

What is essential is the differentiation between the transcendental or constitutive 

necessity and its concrete situated realization; that is to say, between that something must be 

in place (i.e. embodiment, intentionality, passive syntheses, etc.) in order to speak of a coherent 

experience and how this experience is concretely realized in its various and diverse forms, that 

is, in its singularity by an individual. Singularity itself thereby plays a central role as the 

transcendental ego is in fact not separate from the singular empirical ego; rather, they refer to 

two different aspects of subjectivity (cf. Heinämaa, Hartimo, Miettinen 2014, 8). Every singular 

empirical ego is able to constitute a transcendental fact and the insight into it is transcendental. 

The act of constituting itself, however, can only be realized by concrete individuals in 

interaction with other subjects. That is why, in analyzing Husserl’s writings, we no longer speak 

of a transcendental ego but of a transcendental person, field and life, or of transcendental 

intersubjectivity (cf. Luft 2005, Crowell 2014, Jacobs 2014). 

The praxis and the results of transcendental philosophy, if seriously applied, should 

make phenomenologists modest. Modest, because it makes them aware of their dependence on 

other subjects and of their limits in reaching a level of basic and shared necessities and 

generalities. These methods should secure a level of distance and attention to one’s experience.  

The transcendental reduction indeed leads to an awkward split of the Ego, where we 

look at ourselves from a distance. When we focus on ourselves as transcendental, we become 

aware of the constitutive functions and achievements of subjectivity that are the necessary 

conditions for the possibility of experience. We can thereby focus on a concrete genetic 

investigation: to focus on what is necessary for the constitution of intersubjective meaning (e.g. 

the cultural-technological phenomenon of the ‘smartphone’); or, we can more generally 

investigate what is necessary for the evidence and the validity of the concept of ‘objectivity’ 

(as something that is valid and accessible for all); or, in the most general eidetic way, we can 

determine the subjective structures (i.e. temporal, associative synthesis, intentionality, 

embodiment, intersubjectivity) that are necessary for all possible and thinkable experience. 

 

1.2 Foucault and his search for contingency and discontinuity 

 

[T]he thread which may connect us with the Enlightenment is not faithfulness to doctrinal elements 
but rather the permanent reactivation of an attitude—i.e. a philosophical ethos that could be 

characterised as a permanent critique of our historical being  
(Foucault 1997, 312) 
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According to Foucault, the fundamental task of philosophy as “enlightenment” consists of a 

genealogy and critique (Foucault 1984, 303-319). By ‘genealogy’, he does not mean the 

genealogy of sense made in or between subjects, but rather how an epoch or society makes 

sense of the subject; that is, how knowledge and power constitute specific historical subjects. 

Critique is, in this sense, not directed at the formal limits of thinking (in every possible thinking 

subject), but at the concrete historical conditions that limit our ways of thinking of the world 

and of ourselves. While Husserl’s critique tries to focus on the most basic and general structures 

all conscious beings might have in common, Foucault places emphasis on the concrete and 

historical differences of knowledge and power that define what a subject is supposed to be. 

In Foucault’s time, one could no longer belief in a common reason or in having the ideal 

of a philosophical community that together works on an even deeper and better understanding 

of the world (the philosopher as a functionary of human kind, as Husserl would put it). 

Following the unbearable crimes of the German National Socialist regime and the increasing 

visibility of debates on oppression, discrimination and emancipation, one knew all too well that 

these ‘false’ universalities wrapped up as ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ were and could be used to justify 

marginalization, discrimination, oppression and even genocides. In this sense, notions of 

essence and universality as well as normativity became problematic. 

To this end, Foucault’s intention was not to achieve universal or objective insights that 

go beyond what is mere subjectively, empirically or historically contingent. To the contrary, he 

sought to debunk any attempt of a concept to (falsely) claim universality and objectivity, and 

instead show the historical genealogy and thus contingency of concepts. His aim was not to 

establish a rigorous or universal science in turn; rather, it was much more modest and much 

more radical. Foucault merely interrogates how we might perceive and think things differently 

than we currently do within the limits of our historical épisteme or the ruling dispositive of 

power and, as a result, he goes beyond these limits in order to realise new forms of being. 

In order to free oneself of the assumption of the current knowledge-power framework, 

Foucault takes a methodological detour through history: ‘turning to’ historical documents that 

express how people experienced and thought differently from the way we do now, thereby 

providing one with the needed distance that makes possible a problematization of the present. 

Historical variations make us realize that all truths and orders, which have become natural and 

‘flesh and blood’ for us here and now, could also have been completely different.  

The main function of such a critique is not to provide justification, as Han-Pile points 

out, but to foster “a better understanding of the problematizations that govern our understanding 



 

7 

 

of ourselves and of the world” (Han-Pile 2016, 96). Foucault has therefore two aims: firstly, a 

positivistic one in which he wants to show and describe the genealogy of a certain phenomenon 

or way of thinking; and secondly, an epistemological critique, as it shows (and thereby goes 

beyond) the historical limits of our reasoning. In a positivistic way, Foucault investigates the 

enabling conditions for the specific episteme (cf. Foucault 1994 [1966]), political organization, 

or form of power in question (cf. Foucault 1995 [1975], 1990 [1976]). But, for Foucault, such 

a genealogical aim is always already motivated by a normative critique and expresses an ethical 

telos. He hopes that such an enlightenment will also result in “higher forms of self-awareness 

and open up a space for personal and social change” (Han-Pile 2016, 98).  

Genealogy and critique are thereby not merely epistemological tools. This is not only 

about showing the contingent development of the frameworks that define how and what we can 

think of ourselves and others, it is about how we come to be what we are. Genealogy and 

critique therefore stand in the service of an ontology of the present – an ontology of ourselves 

(Foucault 2011 [2008]) – that shows our contingent origins and thereby opens up a critique of 

our historical being. Thus critique, as Foucault uses it, should not show us the formal conditions 

and limits of human rationality, as in Kant, but rather point us to the concrete historical 

conditions limits of knowledge and truth. By showing that these limits are contingent, he wants 

to free us from limits and to think and to practice subjectivity differently. Genealogy and 

critique in Foucault’s writings thus aim for a transformation of subjectivity in pointing to new 

possibilities of thinking and of being a subject. 

In this Enlightenment-style and in their method of bracketing of assumptions and 

prejudices, where they try to distance themselves from the current historical a priori (which is 

just another word for ‘natural attitude’), Foucault and Husserl are similar in a rather peculiar 

way. They both plea for description instead of explanation: a return to the things (or discourses) 

themselves. Instead of putting a scientific-culturally heuristic or conceptual framework over the 

‘things’ we analyze, they abstain from any pre-established classification or evaluation. Rather 

than deducing or explaining, one has to describe what there is and within the limits that it is 

given to us. Both bracket the natural attitude, either in its general or historically specific form, 

that is, as general belief in the existence of the world, or its concrete historical realization as 

common sense, scientific views and truths. They both do this not to doubt, deny or to exclude 

these beliefs, but in order to make them visible and explicit. By doing this they are able to show, 

test and criticize false universalities and objectivities, for example, by methods of eidetic or 

historical variation. For both, the world is not simply there, but only given to us through 

constitution and order, whether this is achieved through a consciousness or through abstract 
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systems of knowledge and power. However, they also insist in the transcendence and resistance 

of the world, alter egos, bodies and desires. Consciousness is always dependent on the 

‘something’ of which one can be conscious, that is, the non-ego or the world. In this sense, 

perception and reflection are never to be complete but always perspectival and horizonal; no 

consciousness is absolute or transparent in itself.  

Every active act of consciousness relies on passive processes, every constitution relies 

on past constitutions by other subjects. The same holds true for discourse and power which can 

never completely determine subjectivity. The fact that there are relations and forces of power 

implies that there is always the possibility of resistance, and the fact that there is an order of 

discourse relies on the fact that people speak (cf. Foucault 1981 [1971]). It is people’s activity 

that brings power and discourse to life: by appropriating and applying discourses, therein lies 

the chance or risk of transgressing and transforming this order in the very acts of speaking. 

Therefore, on the one hand, Husserl and Foucault are knowledge-critical constructivists and 

enlighteners as well as convinced positivists, on the other. 

Husserl and Foucault, one could argue, thus work on the same problem, although from 

different or even complementary angles: the problem of subjectivity, which is both constituting 

and constituted (cf. Nethery 2013). While Husserl starts with subjectivity and arrives, in the 

end, at the problem of history (cf. Hua VI), Foucault starts with history and arrives at 

subjectivity and the ways it cares for and constitutes itself (cf. Foucault 1990 [1976]; 2005 

[2001]). In this sense, Foucault could not escape the problem of the empirical-transcendental 

doublet which he criticized in the modern notion of subjectivity (Foucault 1995 [1966], 332; 

cf. Han 2002). Although he focuses on the contingence of the modern notion of the subject, he 

never escapes the fact and the transcendental status of subjectivity; that is, that there are subjects 

which are able to experience, make sense and reflect on this very contingency. 

 

2. Husserl and Foucault: Companions in method 

 

Despite various critiques in philosophy and beyond, Husserl’s transcendental or eidetic 

phenomenology is not about identification, or finding ones true or authentic self, or returning 

to a pure or natural experience. It is instead a method to provide us with the needed distance 

from how and what we experience; it starts with bracketing beliefs, discursive frameworks, and 

the neutralization of our overall belief in the existence of being. Such an alienation from the 

natural attitude is necessary in order to break with its notion of self-evidence in which the things 

and world appear to us. This is a self-evidence that is concretely shaped by prior experience, 
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acquired habits and prior knowledge, all of which are expressions of one’s respective lifeworld, 

that is, common scientific, cultural, political discourses, social organization and norms. 

Husserl therefore neither denies nor devalues the natural attitude or lifeworld for its 

common sense, habits, scientific and discursive frameworks and overall practical and existential 

beliefs in being. Instead of starting from such an embedded, embodied, enactive perspective, 

he seeks at first to bracket its validity – not to erase or deny, but to properly investigate it, 

thematizing that which is already practically self-evident. Husserl’s interest is hence, at least in 

his early works, not so much an existential one but an essential one. One can seldom find 

descriptions of varieties of different forms of concrete situated experience and their respective 

lifeworlds. Husserl endeavors to reduce the concrete to the formal or minimal (transcendentally 

necessary) conditions, or general structures of every possible experience. Meanwhile, Foucault 

is interested in the reduction (of factual discursive sources) to historically (enabling) conditions 

of respective modes of perceiving and thinking (episteme). While Husserl seeks to define the 

eidos of consciousness, the transcendental subject (i.e. what all possible subjects must have in 

common in order to be able to experience a coherent world), Foucault seeks to find the 

discontinuities and differences within specific historical modes of experience (cf. Allen/Aldea 

2016; Moran 2016; Carr 2016).  

 

2.1 Description and Archeology: Back to the things themselves 

 

Both Husserl and Foucault, one could argue, start their endeavor in employing peculiar methods 

in order to enable an open-minded description of experience. In this respect, they attempt to 

bracket or to neutralize one’s personal interests and beliefs in order to make room for ‘the things 

themselves’ (Hua XIX/1, 10; XXV, 21). This requires a certain distance from common sense 

knowledge and practical engagement with the things one wants to analyze, that is, a reversal of 

the gaze or switch of attention (Depraz 2013, 11), which leads to a specific methodological 

attitude. So much for the similarities, the difference between them lies in what they deem ‘the 

things themselves’.  

For Husserl, these are intuitive phenomena, the things as they are given to us via our 

conscious experiences. For phenomenologists, this is the only epistemological and practical 

access we can have of the world, as there is just one world – the world we experience. 

Experience thus stands at the beginning of every critical analysis. This guides inquiries into not 

only what appears (noematic line of investigation) but also into how and why it (can) appear 

for subjects (noetic line of investigation). Foucault, for his part,  does not believe that we can 
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come to the things themselves by describing what appears to us in direct experience. Our 

perception is too much interwoven with discursive orders and conceptual frameworks. In his 

archeology, he seeks a description of discursive events (Foucault 1972 [1969], 27) and thereby 

treats experience – what we think, say or do – as historical expressions of a specific discourse 

(Foucault 1997, 315). For this he needs to delimit a field of discourse along with its elements, 

the so-called ‘statements’ (Foucault 1972, 27). This in turn requires a “change of viewpoint” 

and attitude (ibid., 111), which is achieved via a suspension of heuristic lines of assumptions 

(for example the idea of continuity, linear progression of a work, or the subject as author or 

origin of ideas), that then opens up a field of new research (ibid. 26). With this, Foucault 

eschews the preselection of discursive material into “divisions or groupings with which we have 

become familiar” (ibid., 22). This method should help one to remain “within discourse itself “ 

(ibid. 76), and so to see what there is rather than explain it away with pre-established meanings. 

This indeed sounds much like the descriptive epoché phenomenologists apply to prepare for an 

disinterested observation and to focus on how something actually appears to us. Archeology as 

well as phenomenological description thus needs a method to prepare our intuition for ‘opening 

up’ to the thing in question, while distancing ourselves from familiar definitions: what is given 

should be, in Husserl’s words, “accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also only 

within the limits in which it is presented there” (Hua III, 52/44). 

 

2.2 Eidetic or historical variation: Determining the general and the contingent 

 

According to Husserl, on the basis of the description of the ‘what’ of experience, one can follow 

two methodological paths: the eidetic or the transcendental one. The eidetic or static analysis 

thereby takes what has been experienced (e.g. a house or a melody) as mere examples and tries 

to define either the invariant and necessary characteristics of the perceived object or the general 

structures of the acts of experience (e.g. perception, memory, etc.). The transcendental or 

genetic analysis looks back to the general and concrete conditions of experience, and is hence 

directed to the constitutive processes: the becoming of either the subject or the object of 

experience. Thus Husserl’s static and eidetic analysis finds its parallel in Foucault’s archeology. 

The imaginative praxis of eidetic variation in Husserl’s writings is supposed to free 

reflection on the essence of things from their empirical existence, conditions and scope. In 

actively producing lines of variants of an experienced or imagined object (e.g. a red rose) of x 

(the color red), one then can passively watch the occurring overlap within the line of variation. 

The object in question is therefore treated as a mere example and not in its singularity. 
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Following this, one can actively identify the aspect in which all (possible) variations must 

coincide. This formal or minimal aspect, which all possible variations of one thing share, is the 

essence of that thing; that which is necessary to call the thing x, x. However, one can also use 

the eidetic variation to find differences within possible variations. In changing the focus on 

aspects which differ in possible variations, one can find out about possible variations and 

diversity. A pure and rightly defined eidos must in this sense cover all possible diversities, 

otherwise its definition is not yet general (or pure) enough (cf. Husserl 1975, §89ff.) 

Does Foucault engage in an eidetic variation when it comes to different historical 

episteme or forms of power? This seems a rather far-fetched and even non-sensical claim. 

Foucault, after all, explicitly opposes any universal assumption of absolute or timeless essences, 

and he does not base his investigations on thought experiments or variations done in phantasy, 

but rather on concrete historical documents, such as scientific, poetic, economic and social 

sources of a respective time period. That said, what he does is intended as a representative 

historical analysis; in fact, the selection of these sources are rather arbitrary and not 

representative of a particular time period. In this case, what if these sources were explicitly 

meant as mere random starting points in order to show the possible variation or the invariant 

within and between historical periods? As Husserl in The Crises argues, the respective historical 

sources are not treated as facts but have merely an exemplary function (Carr 1970, xxxvi).  

These randomly picked examples are but one set of archeological/historical examples 

that serve to show the common essence of thinking within a specific time period or the 

differences with regard to other sets of historical examples. The examples are used to show the 

commonality (i.e. invariance) within one period and the differences with another period in the 

way subjects approached, experienced or thematized the world; or to use Heidegger’s turn of 

expression for a change, they show how the world was revealed or revealed itself to the people 

in different times. Foucault’s interpretation of Velazquez’s ‘Las Meninas’ in The Order of 

Things, for instance, centers neither the singularity of the painting or the genius of its painter, 

but rather it highlights by example the invariant structure of representation itself (cf. Lawlor 

2006, 95; Nethery 2013, 32). In the painting, the place of the sovereign subject or king is 

literally (still) empty and thus opens up a space to make the function of representation itself 

thematic, which Foucault deems typical of the classical age. 

However, even if Foucault is engaged in a search for discontinuities or differences, 

nonetheless he must rely on structures or aspects that are common or shared. In the Order of 

Things, these are the categories of life, labor, and language, which are thematized differently in 

their respective ages. Any difference must thus stand out against something that is in common 
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with it in order for it to be grasped as difference, that is, difference with regard to x. The same 

holds for discontinuity which, without a prior continuity, the interrupting ‘dis’ could not be 

experienced or identified. So, one could argue, that Foucault too reduces the positive/empirical 

to the possible (i.e. what can be potentially thought within such an essence) and to the formal 

essence (i.e. what these random examples have in common regarding their form). What 

admittedly differs is that Foucault would not claim these essences to be universal and a priori; 

that is, unhistorical or completely independent of the empirical and concrete developments. 

Like Merleau-Ponty, he would argue instead that there are generalities we can intuit or identify, 

but that they endure in time because we continue to realize, perform and apply them (cf. 

Merleau-Ponty 2012, lxxviii; Merleau-Ponty 2010, 7). But this insight of timeliness renders 

neither the investigation general, nor the specific method of variation useless. On the contrary, 

it underscores its relevance. There might be, for example, some generalities that endure longer 

than others and so can be said to be (at least until further notice) valid for all thinkable variations 

of subjectivity.  

 

2.3 Transcendental and Historical Reduction: Asking back to the conditions 

 

I try to historicize to the utmost in order 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. 
(Foucault 1996, 98-99) 

 

 

The noematic eidetic analyses in Husserl’s writings endeavors to define a regional ontology 

and thus to differentiate between different kinds of beings and generalities, such as material and 

categorial, essences and types; the noetic eidetic analysis consequently leads to a transcendental 

inquiry. This is because some of the necessary structures of consciousness are not merely 

necessary with regard to the essence of this specific way of experiencing – that is, what 

characterizes this experience, for example, perception, as what it is – but are constitutively 

necessary for having meaningful experience. The second line of investigation, the 

transcendental, looks back to the constitutive (mostly, passive) processes within subjectivity 

that are constitutively necessary for a stable and coherent object perception in general 

(transcendental genealogy), or for a specific way of experiencing (concrete genealogy). While 

the first should define the necessary and minimal transcendental structures of all human 

subjects, that is, that there must be processes like passive and active synthesis, intentionality, 
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embodiment in play; the latter inquires on the factual prior experiences, habits and cultural 

lifeworlds that explain the how and content of a specific situated experience. 

The same arguably applies for Foucault when he argues for a historical a priori that is 

transcendental in both a weak and strong sense: ‘weak’ in the sense of a mere relative, a 

contingent which is a historical condition or essence of experience and knowledge; and ‘strong’ 

in the sense that temporality, that is history as such, is the condition for every concrete 

meaningful experience. As there (always is) order, there always already is history. 

In preparing for this transcendental-historical switch of attitude, both Husserl and 

Foucault practice a methodological reduction. Instead of simply bracketing specific beliefs with 

respect to the objects of description, the transcendental reduction of Husserl brackets the most 

basic and general ‘belief’ that automatically underlies all human experience: the belief that what 

we experience, the world, actually exists. At first glance, Foucault seems to reverse this 

reduction. Instead of ‘reducing’ the world in order to focus on (the conditions within) the subject 

that make the appearance of this world possible, Foucault appears to ‘reduce’ the subject in 

order to focus on the conditions in the (historical) world that make specific forms of subjects 

possible. In this regard, Husserl and Foucault follow opposing (or, one might say in a dialectic 

fashion, complementary) projects. While one suspends the world to find the constituting 

subject, the other suspends the subject to find how this subject was historically constituted.ii  

However, look again and things become more complicated. The term ‘reduction’ for 

Husserl is not the same as suspension or bracketing, but rather it represents a second 

methodological step. Suspension or bracketing thereby does not mean to negate or to exclude 

the world  but rather has two methodological functions: 1) it puts the question of validity of the 

respective beliefs, and not the world (Husserl) nor the subject (Foucault), into brackets; 2) by 

way of bracketing, these beliefs become explicit and visible, and thus can now be investigated, 

that is tested and justified (Husserl) or problematized (Foucault). After the switch of focus from 

‘what’ appears to ‘how’ it appears (i.e. the conditions within the experiencing subject as per 

Husserl, or within the historical world as per Foucault), one is compelled to ‘reduce’ those 

processes so that we can understand what is necessary for an object (or objective world) to 

appear or for this specific notion of subjectivity to be valid or ‘normal’.  

Seen in this way, Foucault does not exclude or suspend the subject as such in his 

archeology, but merely the notion of the modern subject as ‘sovereign or origin of meaning’. 

The same is true of his genealogical investigations. Here, he does not suspend subjectivity (as 

constituting) but looks into how specific forms of being a subject are constituted through 

different forms of power (knowledge); for example, the docile bodies of soldiers through the 
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normalizing techniques of disciplinary power (cf. Foucault 1995 [1975], 135ff.). Especially, 

the ethical investigations of the late Foucault point to the fact that every subjectivity must be 

said to have constituting powers themselves in being able to give oneself a form and esthetic of 

existence. Although these constituting powers are neither autonomous nor outside of current 

knowledge orders and constellations of  power, they have to be presupposed in Foucault’s 

theory of power as well as in his project of critique. In this sense, Husserl’s and Foucault’s 

projects are indeed complementary in that they coalesce on this transcendental insight: the 

subject and history are equally primordial; there is no history without constituting subjects and 

no subjects without history. 

That said, while Foucault tries to see given orders of things differently, Husserl seeks to 

uncover the underlying structures of experience and consciousness that renders ‘givenness’ 

possible. That is to say, while the one seeks to make the randomness and ruptures of orders of 

experience visible, the other strives to show the underlying continuity, universality and 

teleology of these orders (Carr 2016). However, for both, critique necessarily is a practice or 

method of estrangement and alienation towards the everyday experience of the world and 

ourselves. Foucault achieves this distance with the help of the detour through historically 

different ways of thinking, whereas Husserl does so in bracketing the belief in the existence of 

the world. Both therefore apply Husserl’s intuition elucidated at the end of his Cartesian 

Meditations: we first have to lose the world by a methodological epoché in order to (re)gain it 

in its full (intersubjective) sense (Husserl 1960, 157). While this is, according to Husserl, only 

possible by way of critical self-examination, the result of this examination is neither internal 

nor subjective, but necessarily intersubjective. A problematization or critical ontology of 

ourselves, as Foucault intended, could thus be seen as a necessary dialectical companion to this 

critical self-examination.  

Moreover, these methods of reduction are not merely tools that I can simply choose to 

use. Rather, they form two complementary parts of what both characterize as a philosophical 

ethos. When it comes to the transcendental reduction, which leads to an alienation towards 

ourselves (and is a somewhat weird and counterintuitive stance), we are in need of developing 

a habit or ethos (Hua 34, 75). To do otherwise, we risk falling out of this attitude, thereby 

negating or forgetting about this transcendental dimension of subjectivity altogether. In order 

to stay vigilant and to be able to grasp these concrete or general constitutive necessities, the 

reduction must turn into a lasting ability (Vermögen), that is an attitude that we can switch-on 

when needed and which characterizes the ethos of phenomenology and phenomenologists. 
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Critique in Foucault’s writings is also not merely a theoretical endeavor, but one that is 

supposed to transform the person and be transformed itself into an ethos. Although he sought 

to suspend all normative standpoints from his investigation, Foucault’s supposedly positivist or 

descriptive genealogical take has by itself an “ethical import”: as “questions about epistemically 

enabling conditions help us get a grip on how best to understand and answer ‘whether possible’ 

questions about ethical legitimacy” (Han-Pile 2016, 98). Critique in Foucault’s writings 

therefore allows individuals to reflect on and strive to go beyond the conditions of possibility 

of their own self-understanding. Foucault’s emphasis on the Greek stoa establishes a specific 

practical ethos: a care for the self. Through repeated practices (e.g. meditations, askesis, etc.), 

this should not only facilitate the acquisition of a an epistemological attitude, but also change 

one’s way of being a subject; it enables one to transform into a more autonomous and self-

mastered person who is less dependent on external conditions and evaluations by others (cf. 

Foucault 2004). By way of contrast, the ethical transformation in Husserl’s writings continues 

to be formulated as an epistemological albeit collective aim, where one strives for an ever better, 

more evident and differentiated description of the world in which phenomenologists take up the 

role as functionaries of humankind. For Foucault, the ethical impact then turns into a practical 

époche.  

 

Conclusion: Critique as an endless collective task 

 

The theoretical and practical experience we have of our limits, and of the possibility of 
moving beyond them, is always limited, determined, and thus we are always in the position of 

beginning again. 
(Foucault 1997, 316-7) 

 

In this paper, I have argued that Husserl and Foucault pursue similar critical projects that can 

be traced back to that of Kant. Both thinkers, in their attempts to transform and expand on 

Kant’s critique of pure reason and notion of transcendentalism, present their projects as ethical 

undertakings – a matter, not just of reflection, but of personal transformation. Thus we see 

development from a merely formal transcendental ego to an embedded and embodied 

transcendental person with an emphasis on the transcendental role of historicity for every 

experience and thinking.  

Certainly, there are differences between the two: Husserl places his faith in the power 

of the transcendental reduction as a critical reflective process (insofar as it neutralizes prior 

beliefs, habits and assumptions) that enables access to the essences and necessities of 
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experience, whereas Foucault is an ardent critic of perception’s or thinking’s capacity to rid 

itself of its own determinations and thereby accuses phenomenology of an unhistorical 

essentialism. 

In this regard, Foucault was not wrong to dismiss the phenomenological optimism for 

the purity of the power of reduction; yet, Husserl was also right to insist on its critical potential: 

Although a complete reduction might never be possible, as Merleau-Ponty also rightly points 

out, this does not discredit the reduction per se neither as a reflective tool nor as an ideal. The 

reduction helps to tackle prior assumptions and disclose necessary foundations and historical 

constitutions, in order to make us more responsive to the ‘things’ or ‘other subjects’ as they 

(historically) give themselves. 

In fact, this uncompletedness of every transcendental or eidetic reduction reminds us 

that critique as praxis is never complete, fulfilled or satisfied; it is in principle an endless and 

infinite task. Both Husserl and Foucault share this task albeit with different starting points: 

Husserl as the optimistic universalist who sought to unite philosophers with the collective work 

of building a rigorous science and to secure a shared objectivity; Foucault as the hyperactive 

pessimist that sought to underscore the most urgent dangers of our times. Their underlying 

problems are uncannily alike, summarized by the question of how one might properly bracket 

or go beyond the natural attitude. The question confronting every critique is inherent to critique 

itself, namely, the limits of one’s thinking. This brings to mind still a number of questions: to 

what extent then can we have insight into these limits, and what motivates this questioning or 

critique? To what extent can we become aware of the discourses, habits or practices, the ‘order’ 

which, in Foucault’s words, that constitutes our lifeworld or normality?  

This is not merely an epistemological problem, but an ethical one. If we are not able to 

see, bracket, reflect or problematize our biases or what is self-evident to us, we tend to believe 

that this is the only possible way to experience; that is, we tend to generalize our mere subjective 

perspective of the world. Such a false generalization is the opposite of a shared objectivity or 

common generality. It is mere bias, interest and thus power in disguise; the naturalization of 

subjective (group) interests to establish a false objectivity. Such a lack of insight into the ‘how’ 

of experience and thinking, a missing distance towards ourselves and our normality, leads in 

turn to the legitimization of selectivity and exclusion, not only in theory but also in praxis.  

Husserl’s aim to endlessly work (together) for an always more differentiated and 

adequate view of the world or things in themselves, however naïve or idealistic it might seem, 

is complementary to Foucault’s aim to perceive, think and to be different from what we think, 

perceive and already claim to be. This is because ‘difference’, in this sense, implies above all 
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else seeing more and other aspects of things and the world compared to what we are used to 

seeing. This was also what Husserl strived for: more differentiation, more evidence, and thus 

more ‘objectivity’ in the sense of what is valid and accessible for all. This search for objectivity 

can therefore only be achieved through pluralism and variation; either through phantasy, 

empirical examples, historical sources, or the experiences, thoughts and research of other 

subjects. In other words, we can relativize our own perspectives and insights and come closer 

to objectivity, but only via a detour through history, fiction, or other intersubjective voices.  

In saying that we can achieve objectivity only through pluralistic avenues of experience 

and thought is to define objectivity as a multifaceted attainment rather than as something static. 

This is objectivity not merely in the sense of epistemological validity, but also in the sense of 

accessibility and participation for all. The power of reduction would therefore also be 

constituted as a reduction of power. Practically, this would mean reducing the power monopoly 

of a few subjects, while theoretically we reduce power to its necessary and constitutive features, 

namely, the ability and freedom to act; that is, to actively participate in shaping and making 

sense of this world. It is this patient collective labor that is needed to give form to our impatience 

for freedom (Foucault 1997, 319; Oksala 2005, 210). 
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i Cf. Aldea 2020 for an elaboration of this thought. Aldea sees transcendental phenomenology as an immanent 

critique that offers tools to analyze the modally productive tensions between eidetic and historical aspects. 
ii The idea of the reverse reduction is originally spelled out in the dissertation by Nethery 2013, p. 20. I also share 

Nethery’s observation (fn. 16) that Husserl and Foucault’s methodological developments mirror each other (from 

static to genetic phenomenology in Husserl, and in Foucault from archeology towards genealogy). 

 


