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Abstract 

Michel Foucault's Nietzsche, Genealogy, History (1971) is frequently cited and rarely read on its own 

terms. This paper argues that the essay is not a preamble to the institutional analyses that follow it but an 

original theoretical event: a redefinition of what historical inquiry is for. By reconstructing Foucault's 

tripartite dismantling of Ursprung (origin) through Herkunft (descent) and Entstehung (emergence), and 

by attending carefully to his account of wirkliche Historie, also known as effective history. The paper 

shows how genealogy reconstitutes the historian as a politically situated, embodied subject answerable to 

the present. The essay's reach into Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality is traced, its limits, 

reflexivity, Eurocentrism — are assessed without evasion, and the claim is advanced that genealogy's most 

important contribution is not conceptual but ethical: a way of inhabiting the present with less credulity. 
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Introduction 

Foucault's career is a campaign against consolation: the consolation of origins, of continuity, of a humanity 

awaiting its own discovery at the hands of a benevolent Reason. Nowhere is that campaign waged more 

directly than in Nietzsche, Genealogy, History, an essay that is frequently cited in secondary literature 

and, just as frequently, passed over in favour of the institutional analyses it supposedly authorises. That 

tendency is worth resisting. The essay is not a prologue to Discipline and Punish or The History of 

Sexuality. It is something stranger: a sustained attempt to think through what historical inquiry becomes 

when it abandons its claims to neutrality, progress, and origin — and what, in that abandonment, it gains. 

For Foucault, Nietzsche's genealogical texts were not a vehicle for importing but an invitation to expand. 

While Nietzsche showed that moral categories are the sediment of long past, buried social struggles, 

Foucault extends this toxic logic into terrain not traversed by Nietzsche. The archival patience, the refusal 

of emancipatory narrative, the insistence on tracking power through documents rather than diagnosing it 

from above — that is something Nietzsche neither anticipated nor authorised. This paper reads the 1971 

essay on its own terms, traces its operation in Foucault's institutional analyses, and assesses its limits 

without apology. The argument throughout is this: genealogy is most productively understood not as a 

philosophical debt and not as an empirical programme, but as a political disposition: a way of approaching 

the archive that is answerable to the present rather than recuperable by the past. 

 

Dismantling Ursprung: Herkunft, Entstehung, and the Wound at the Beginning 

The first move of Nietzsche, Genealogy, History is philological, though its implications are anything but 

Foucault distinguishes three German terms: Ursprung, Herkunft, Entstehung — that translators have 
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collapsed into variants of "origin." The distinction is not pedantic. Ursprung is the bad term. It carries the 

assumption that history, read carefully enough, discloses the unfolding of a pre-given essence — a 

founding truth waiting at the beginning (Foucault, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" 77–78). What the 

genealogist finds there instead is "the dissension of other things" — conflict, miscalculation, domination 

(80). The beginning is a wound, not a seed. 

Herkunft (descent) is the concept Foucault associates with the body. Not the body as biological given but 

as the site where history inscribes its violences: race, class, diet, and climate leaving marks in posture, 

gesture, and the dispositions that come to feel like character (81–82). The subject is not prior to its descent. 

It is produced by it. Entstehung (emergence) names the moment when a new configuration of forces 

becomes possible, not through synthesis but through the particular alignment of a particular struggle at a 

particular time (83–84). Foucault is emphatic: emergence is not a telos. No hidden logic governs it. 

Domination emerges not because it was destined to but because, at a given moment, one set of forces 

proved more adaptable than another. History is theatre — without playwright, without redemption, and 

without an audience standing outside it. 

The collective force of rejecting Ursprung in favour of Herkunft and Entstehung is to transform genealogy 

from a historical technique into a political challenge. Every field grounding its authority in a claim to 

origin: medicine, jurisprudence, moral philosophy — finds that ground cut away. What remains is not 

nihilism. It is the question of what we are doing with what has been done to us. 

Foucault's most unsettling move in the essay is not the genealogical vocabulary itself but the theory of 

historical practice it produces: wirkliche Historie, (effective history). This is not simply history that takes 

power seriously. It is history that refuses the pose of an overview. Traditional historiography proceeds 

from what Foucault calls a "height" — a vantage point outside events from which the historian surveys 

connections, deep structures, long durations (87–88). That height is exactly what genealogy dismantles. 

The genealogist is not above the field being mapped. The genealogist is in it. One’s won investments, 

one’s own questions, one’s own present-moment situatedness — these are not distortions to be purged. 

They are the conditions of possibility for seeing at all.   

The aspiration to disinterestedness — Leopold Von Ranke's ambition to see history "as it actually was" 

— is not, on Foucault's account, merely a methodological error. It is a political one. It disguises 

prescription as description, making the present seem like the necessary outcome of what preceded it. 

Effective history attends instead to bodies, nutrition, climate — all the material conditions grand narratives 

pass over in favour of ideas and events (89). It approaches canonized epochs with suspicion rather than 

reverence. This is not cynicism; it is perspectival knowledge that draws its critical force from its 

situatedness rather than despite it. 

The implication for the historian's self-understanding is significant. Where traditional historiography 

posits a subject who grasps the past, effective history produces a subject who is grasped by the present: 

who cannot look at the prison or the clinic without asking what these institutions are doing now, in the 

very bodies and desires that feel most intimately ours. Genealogy is a practice of estrangement. It makes 

the familiar strange; and in making it strange, makes it contestable. 

 

Power/Knowledge in Practice: Discipline, Sexuality, and the Stakes of Contingency 

The conceptual pairing of power and knowledge — that deliberately unsettling hyphen is in direct descent 

from the 1971 essay. If every supposed origin conceals not truth but a trace of struggle, then the production 

of truth is always already entangled with the production of authority. Foucault states this plainly in 
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Discipline and Punish: there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not simultaneously constitute power relations (27). Medicine, 

psychiatry, law — none can claim a vantage point outside power. Every claim to knowledge is a claim to 

authority over what counts as normal, and authority always normalises. 

The genealogy of modern penology makes this visible. What looks, from a progressivist view, like a 

movement from barbarous public torture to enlightened incarceration is, on Foucault's reading, a 

transformation in the economy of power — from the theatrics of punishment on the condemned body to 

the self-replicating mechanisms of surveillance, classification, and the production of the "delinquent" as 

an administratively manageable subject (Discipline and Punish 194–196). The panopticon is not a prison 

design. It is a diagram of modern power: a schema in which subjects internalize the observer's gaze and 

police themselves, making overt coercion largely unnecessary. Power becomes most effective when it 

becomes invisible: when discipline presents itself as nature. 

The History of Sexuality advances the same logic against the "repressive hypothesis" — the assumption 

that modernity has suppressed sexuality and that liberation means releasing it from prohibition (10–12). 

Foucault inverts the picture: modern societies have not repressed sexuality, they have produced it through 

the confessional, medical classification, and juridical regulation. The Victorian age, archetype of 

repression, was an era of unprecedented discursive proliferation — an explosion of talk about sex in the 

name of containing it. In both cases, the refusal of Ursprung means these formations are presented not as 

expressions of modernity's logic but as contingent outcomes of struggles that produced winners, losers, 

and subjects who cannot quite see the game they are in. 

 

The Archive, Subjugated Knowledges, and the Ontology of the Present 

To call genealogy a "method" is to domesticate it. What Foucault inherits and transforms is a disposition: 

rigorous and restless, patient with documents and impatient with the consoling narratives they are made 

to serve. The archive, on this account, is not a repository of latent truth awaiting recovery. It is a site of 

constituted truth, determining in advance what can be said, preserved, transmitted (The Archaeology of 

Knowledge 129). The silences matter as much as the documents — often more. Produced by acts of 

exclusion secure enough not to leave an explicit record, they are precisely what the genealogist reads 

against the archive's own grain. 

This is the political nerve of genealogy's relationship to subjugated knowledges: the buried or deemed-

naive accounts of the psychiatric patient, the prisoner, the nurse whose reactivation is genealogy's most 

charged act. Not celebration. Deployment: as instruments of critique against the scientific discourses 

whose authority has depended on their suppression. Foucault's late concept of "the ontology of the present" 

names what this makes possible — the question of how we have become what we are, through what 

accidents and power-laden processes the apparently obvious has come to seem necessary ("What is 

Enlightenment?" 46). The freedom genealogy offers is not freedom from power, which does not exist. It 

is freedom within power-relations, with less illusion about their necessity and thus with a clearer view of 

what might be otherwise. 

 

Limits: Reflexivity and the Colonial Blind Spot 

Genealogy has attracted serious criticism too. The most philosophically persistent objection is this: if all 

knowledge is produced through power-relations and there is no standpoint external to them, then 

Foucault's own critiques cannot claim validity without performative self-contradiction. The responses that 
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genealogy operates as "problematization" rather than truth-claim, that it is local rather than universal — 

are partially convincing. But the reflexivity problem has not dissolved; it has been reframed, and the 

reframing does not always hold. 

More structurally damaging is the charge of Eurocentrism. Foucauldian genealogies are almost entirely  

confined to Western European, and specifically French, institutional histories. Stoler's archival work has  

demonstrated that the technologies of normalisation and surveillance Foucault traces in metropolitan 

Europe were being simultaneously deployed, in harsher and explicitly racialized forms, in the colonial 

periphery not as parallel developments but as constitutive ones. The colonial laboratory has helped to 

produce and refine the normalising techniques Foucault reads as distinctively metropolitan. That Foucault 

virtually ignores this is not an empirical gap. It is a structural limitation of a genealogy that treats its own 

archive as complete. 

And yet, the qualification matters — a method's limits are not its refutation. A genuinely genealogical 

approach to colonial modernity would need to do exactly what the 1971 essay instructs: read the archive 

against its grain, resist the metropolitan narrative that presents European normalization as the origin of 

which colonial rule is merely a provincial extension. The instruction, in other words, outstrips its original 

application. That is perhaps the truest measure of its significance. 

 

Conclusion 

The most important contribution of Nietzsche, Genealogy, History is not its conceptual vocabulary — not 

Herkunft or Entstehung or even effective history, though all of these matter. It is the transformation it 

performs on the historian: from detached surveyor of the past to embodied, politically situated subject who 

cannot look at the prison or the clinic without asking what they are still doing. Truth is not discovered; it 

is produced through contingent arrangements that are, in principle, contestable. The apparently immovable 

features of the present — the prison, the clinic, the normalized self are the residue of struggles that might 

have gone differently. Genealogy is not a guarantee they will change. It is the practice of refusing to 

believe they cannot. 
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