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Foucault’s concept of Power in the History of Sexuality (pp. 92-93)

“Power must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own organization: as the process which, through ceaseless struggle and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or even reverses them; as the support which these force relations find in one another, thus forming a chain or a system, or on the contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate them from one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which they take effect, whose general design or institutional crystallization is embodied in the state apparatus, in the formulation of the law, in the various social hegemonies.”

“[An understanding of power]  must not be sought in a unique source of sovereignty from which secondary and descendent forms would emanate; it is the moving substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the later are always local and unstable….Power is everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere.  And “Power,” insofar as it is permanent, repetitious, inert, and self-reproducing, is simply the over-all effect that emerges from all these mobilities, the concatenation that rests on each of them and seeks in turn to arrest their movement …power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.”

Critiques of Foucault’s theory of Power

1. Systemic power relations ultimately vanish in Foucault’s work. (Nancy Hartsock, Feminism and Postmodernism) 

· “Much of what Foucault has to say about power stresses the systemic nature of power and its presence in multiple social relations.  At the same time, however, his stress on heterogeneity [differing forms] and the specificity of each situation leads him to lose track of social structures and instead to focus on how individuals experience and exercise power.  Individuals, he argues, circulate among the threads of power.   They “are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising power.”  Individuals are not like an atom which power strikes, but rather the fact that certain bodies and discourses are constituted as individual is an effect of power.  Power must not be seen as a single individual dominating others or as one group or class dominating others.  

· Foucault makes it very difficult to locate domination, including domination in gender relations.   

· Hartstock argues that this is a consequence of looking at power from the top down.  Foucault resists power from the perspective of a white male citizen of a colonizer country (who sees all power relations as largely equivalent, and stresses resistance but not social transformation)

Foucault says power is exercised generally through a “net-like organization” and that individuals  “circulate between its threads.” 

· Domination is not a part of this image; rather the image of a network in which we all participate carries implications of equality and agency rather than the systematic domination of the many by the few.

· For example he argues that the 19th C family should be understood as a “network of pleasures and powers linked together at multiple points.”  But this formulation, she says, fails to take account of the important power differentials within the family.

Let’s evaluate the critique that systemic power relations are lost in Foucault’s work:

· Does he really say that large scale social structures should not be analyzed?  Is he saying they are irrelevant to an understanding of power as Harststock implies, or is she misreading him, or is he contradictory? 

· Let’s look back at his definition. What about his concept of cumulative strategies?  He says we simply can’t understand power relations if we begin with the macro level of analysis of class oppression or gender oppression.  To truly understand it we need to begin with the local and see the patterns of practices and discourses and their interrelations and how they have become inert and seemingly fixed.

· To me this sounds much like the method of the feminist movement and civil rights movement and gay and trans liberation movement. These movements began with people telling stories and then built an analysis of power relations as a result of gather specific experiences with oppression.  These analyses also involved creating new language to counter power.

· The goal is to see power acting in the world in a new way—not to deny it’s general design or institutional crystallization but rather to see it as more insidious and complex than previously thought. –Hartsock’s critique seems to be a rejection of Foucault’s ideas based in part on an oversimplification.

2. Foucault’s notion of the omnipresence and specificity of power relations contradicts his call for resistance and makes social change untenable.

· Foucault frequently uses language that argues that power “pervades the entire social body” or is “omnipresent.” Thus all of social life comes to be a network of power relations. And some critics, like Hartsock, have argued that if power is everywhere at all times it is functionally equivalent to saying power is nowhere. Power just is. And anything you try to do to counter power is within the system of omnipresent power relations and may indeed lead to further oppressions (This was Foucault’s critique of Marxist discourse in the wake of Stalinism, for example.)  

· I  think Foucault would certainly disagree with this analysis of his work—

· The Genelogy method is an attempt to show how looking at the particulars of power discourse across time and contexts helps us understand mechanism of power (such as the discourse of liberation better so that we can resist them better).  

· Seeing power in all interactions can certainly be disheartening, but it is not the same as saying power is irrelevant. 

3.  There is still the question of agency and whether Foucault’s notion of power gives any guidance about how or when to resist. 

· Many critiques are based on the seeming contradictions in Foucault’s work and the ways in which he appears to advocate a kind of relativism at the same time as he advocates resistance.

· IF power is pervasive in all interactions and if it is mobile is there anything that can be done to change oppressive situations? 

· He seems to call for resistance to power (he is clearly critical of the status quo.) For example, he suggests that a counter attack against the deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire but bodies and pleasure, and he imagines a future with out the current knowledge/power discourse. He also suggests that resistance is implicit in all power relations and this allows the possibility of change.

The claim that Foucault’s rhetoric is intended to incite us to action is unsatisfactory because it is never clear—even in a specific local situation—how one is to act and why .  The appeal to specificity and locality doesn’t help us to elucidate the ethical-political question of how one is to act.  It only relocates the issue on a local level.

Nancy Fraser says, Because he lacks a normative standard—a clear ethical standard in his formulation about truth and freedom, for example-- he leaves himself open to misunderstanding. 

Many followers of Foucault and postmodern philosophy have adopted a kind of ethical ultra-relativism that is, in part, based on the kind of deconstructive practice that Foucault developed.

