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     P O W E R   

   F
oucault never treats power as a stable, unitary, and coherent entity. 

Rather, he treats it as “relations of power,” which assume complex, historical 

conditions of emergence and imply multiple effects, including effects that lie 

outside what previous philosophical analysis identii ed, and in a traditional way, as 

the i eld of power. Although Foucault seems at times to have raised some doubts 

about the importance of the theme of power in his work (“Thus it is not power, but 

the subject, that is the general theme of my research” [EEW3, 327]), his analyses in 

fact bring about two noticeable displacements. 

 On the one hand, if it is true that power appears only when some exercise it 

on others – the “some” and the “others” never being locked into one sole role but 

rather, in contrast, each taking on, in turns and indeed simultaneously, each pole of 

the relation – then a genealogy of power is indissociable from a history   of subjectiv-

ity. That is, a genealogy of power is indissociable from an investigation of the way 

in which the being of the subject is at once the result of apparatuses of objectivation 

undergone and active practice  s of subjectii cation  . The relations of power fashion 

and traverse our lives, making us be what we are at the intersection of the multi-

ple determinations that the relations imply. That does not mean that we then have 

to present a binary reading of power (subjected to power versus holders of power) 

but that what is really at issue lies in describing the complex “mesh” of power, the 

interpenetration or the superposition of forms of power, and the variability of its 

expressions. A relation of power is, by dei nition, a relation. It is the very form of this 

relation that Foucault urges us to interrogate. 

 On the other hand, if power exists only in its actions and if it is precisely a 

relation, then we return to the question of the “how” of this power to analyze its 

modalities of exercise. That is, we return to the historical emergence of its modes 

of application as well as the instruments with which it provides itself, the i elds into 

which it intervenes, the network that it designs, and the effects it implies in a given 
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epoch. More generally, we return to the question of the historicity of its rationality, 

or what is at issue is to formulate its modes of government. 

 In any case, what is consequently at issue is not to describe a primary and fun-

damental principle of power but instead to privilege the historical description of an 

assemblage in which at once practices, kinds of knowledge, and institutions intersect, 

and in which the type of objective pursued not only is not reduced to mere domi-

nation but rather belongs to no one in the strict sense and varies according to the 

epochs considered. 

 As soon as it is given as an analytic of  powers  (in the plural), the analysis of power 

demands consequently that at once we give an account of the historical diversity of 

the modes of government (and in a procedure that is classically archaeological) but 

also of the extreme i nesse and variety of  powers –  again in the plural – in our lives. 

This double dimension – on the one hand the historical investigation and on the 

other the minute cartography of what Foucault will identify as a plurality of relations 

and their modes – allows us therefore to redei ne, in large measure, the work of the 

investigation that we are to produce. This investigation will be organized, in partic-

ular, around four massive foundations. 

 First, and above all else, what is at issue is to interrogate the system of differen-

tiations and hierarchizations that allows some people, at a given moment, to act on 

the actions of others. This system is at once the condition of emergence of a power 

relation (it is what allows the relation to appear) and its most direct effect (that by 

which the power relation is translated). Foucault mentions certain systems of dif-

ferentiation   that are grounded in different ways: based on a juridical difference of 

status and privilege, based on a difference of place (and function) within a produc-

tive process, based on a linguistic or cultural difference, and based on a difference of 

know-how or competence, and so forth. Later, of course, Foucault will be criticized 

for not having included in the set of “systems of differentiation” the differences of 

color and gender. (Even though the reference to Foucault has been central in many 

cases of this kind of criticism, it is in particular the recurrent criticism of Foucault 

made in postcolonial and subaltern studies and in “Women Studies.” More gener-

ally, it is close to the very early critique of Foucault that he seems to have taken into 

consideration only a historical and geographical space   limited to the West, and that 

he has hardly ever questioned this limitation. See, for example, the 1976 “Questions 

à Michel Foucault sur la géographie” [FDE2a, 28–39]. On page 31 of this interview, 

the interviewer states: “The spaces to which you refer are indistinctly Christianity, 

the Western world, Northern Europe, and France, although you do not truly justify 

or specify these reference spaces.”) 

 Second, since “action upon the actions of others” is the dei nition that Foucault 

gives to power (EEW3, 341), the objective of this  action upon the actions of others  

must be identii ed. Nothing indicates that the purpose that some such “government” 

proposes for itself obeys the same imperatives and is equipped with the same stakes. 
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Thus it will be necessary to describe, in light of the cases and the periods considered, 

a rationality that aims at maintaining privileges, the accumulation of proi ts, the 

exercise of a function, and so on. It is this variation of governmental rationalities, as 

well as the historicity of the modes of government that they imply immediately, that 

is therefore at the center of the analytic of powers. 

 Moreover, the instrumental modalities of power – the procedures and the appa-

ratuses  , the elements, and the institutions that display the application of the proce-

dures and apparatuses and can be, according to the case, armies, discourses, kinds 

of knowledge, economic disparities, mechanisms of control  , systems of surveillance, 

juridical (the rule) and normative (the norm) instruments, and so on – must in turn 

be described in their historical variability since they are dei ned on the basis of a 

specii c context. Looking at only one example – the emergence of the norm at the 

moment of the birth of liberalism, whose forms Foucault studied in the second half 

of the 1970s – we see two things. On the one hand, we see that the concept of rule 

(as it appears in the political grammar of modernity; that is, understood as the jurid-

ical expression of sovereignty) is no longer as efi cacious as it was able to be. On the 

other hand, the changes that affected production have redei ned political rationality 

on the basis of a new political economy. In other words, the necessity to govern the 

workforce implies in fact not only a “disciplinarization” of individual bodies in order 

to obtain productive benei ts from them but also the control   of entire populations   

that the old juridical tool of the “rule” could not effectively manage. In contrast, the 

new political tool of the “norm” allows us precisely to govern with less cost. In the 

passage from the “rule” to the “norm,” we are able to read the “turning” of a political 

economy that redei nes in large part the stakes, the purposes, and the instruments of 

a certain rationality of power. 

 Third, to each of these historical coni gurations corresponds, of course, differ-

ent forms of the institution  alization of power, forms that Foucault’s analytic cannot 

pass over in silence. What has to happen is the minute cartography of multiple jurid-

ical structures, phenomena of habituation – we know the importance of customary 

law. What has to be mapped is the very large variety of specii c places that possess 

their own rule and hierarchy, the complex system (like that of the state) that relays 

and translates a given rationality of government. This has to be done in order to 

understand how this set functions and produces effects of reality that are often those 

of an immediate spatialization of power. 

 Fourth and i nally, each coni guration of power – or rather each complex econ-

omy of power relations – provides itself with a specii c rationalization that cor-

responds to indicators or to criteria such as the effectiveness of instruments, the 

certainty of the result, the political and economic costs of the apparatuses that are 

put in place, and so on. The analytic of powers therefore presents itself as a history   

of different rationalities of government, and it seeks to understand in what way a 

paradigm gives way, in a given moment, to another. Here let us cite two examples. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.066
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Cambridge, on 29 Jan 2021 at 13:37:34, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139022309.066
https://www.cambridge.org/core


380 / Judith Revel

On the one hand, we have the displacement of the conception of power such as it 

was able to appear in the Machiavellian literature of the sixteenth century, a con-

ception Foucault analyzes as being entirely constructed around the problem of the 

prince’s conservation of power. The displacement goes in the direction of another 

way of thinking that, in contrast, dei nes power as an art of governing and questions 

less the constancy of power than its managerial and administrative effectiveness. 

Foucault reads this displacement obviously as a historical shift that affects the type 

of rationalization to which one is referred. Likewise, the passage from punishment 

to surveillance marks in its own way, nearly two centuries later, another “turning” of 

this political rationality on the basis of which power is dei ned and that qualii es at 

the same time power’s modes and purposes. 

 Basically, by characterizing the relations of power as complex modes of action 

on the actions of others, Foucault displaces in fact, and in a clear way, the analysis 

of power such as tended to be done by modern philosophical discourse. In modern 

philosophical discourse, what had really been at issue was simply to consider power 

outside all history, and the question of power’s unity, the homogeneity of its forms, 

was rarely asked. In contrast, Foucault i nds it necessary to put into play at once his-

torical difference and the variety of modes. 

   The dehistoricization and the crystallization of the question of power around 

the sole i gure of the state are, from this viewpoint, at the center of criticisms that 

Foucault formulates in regard to the approaches to power that have preceded him. 

As he insists, “Therefore there would be a schematism that we have to avoid . . . 

which consists in localizing power in the machinery of the State, and in turning 

the machinery of the State into the privileged, central, major, and nearly unique 

instrument of the power of one class over another class” (FDE2a, 35). Of course, 

this transition to a “microphysics of power” – understood as an analytic capable 

of describing the most precise canals through which the relations of power pass, 

of forgetting neither the discourse nor the practices, nor the institutions, capable 

of giving an account of the evolution and the shifts that affect the history of the 

way in which power in the Western world has been conceived and exercised – has 

given rise to enormous kinds of resistance. In particular, the resistance has come 

from those for whom, occupying a rigid Marxist reading, the superposition between 

power and the state was often obvious. The disjunction of the power/state couple is 

a theme that circulated in an important way in French thought after 1968, in partic-

ular under the inl uence of innovative anthropological works such as those of Pierre 

Clastres (see Clastres  1989 ). Although Clastres is cited in a decisive way by Deleuze   

and Guattari in  A Thousand Plateaus  (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), Foucault never 

cites him. Nevertheless, the disjunction of the power/state couple is very present in 

Foucault. The presence of that disjunction does not mean that the theme of the state 

is not put into confrontation with one of the possible incarnations of power. It means 

instead that the state cannot claim to represent the unique face of power.   
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 In a similar way, the multiplication of what we have tended to consider as 

“power” in an ini nity of  power relations , and, within these power relations, the 

reversibility of positions that each person at once exercises and undergoes – since 

all of us are, in turn and simultaneously, objects and subjects of power overl ows 

any reading enacted exclusively on the basis of what we have qualii ed as “class 

identities.” Likewise, for Foucault, the kind of conl ict to which some such relation 

of power can give birth, and the confrontation that can result from it, would not be 

able to be reduced to this unique variable that class warfare represents. The kind 

of conl ict born of power relations cannot be reduced to class warfare, not only 

because this class struggle implies that one determines  positions  whereas an analysis 

of power relations privileges a model that is less binary and more dynamic but also 

because the idea of class struggle tends to reduce the variety of power relations 

to one sole relation – that exists and is, of course, central but would not be able 

to exhaust the complexity of the phenomena of subjectii cation and strategies of 

government. 

 Therefore, the divorce from the classically Marxist analyses of the epoch is 

clear. These classically Marxist analyses simplify their object and excessively sche-

matize its consistency. That divorce is particularly true in the analyses Foucault pro-

duces, in the wake of  Discipline and Punish , in the courses at the Collège de France 

in the second half of the 1970s; that is, when he seeks to analyze the ways in which 

industrialization and the birth of economic liberalism have implied a new grammar 

of the political, a new rationality, which have taken on the face of a never before 

seen political liberalism. And, just as the juridical model of sovereignty  , such as it 

existed up to that moment, does not allow us to account for the emergence of this 

new political economy, the political criticism of the state   does not allow us to bring 

to light the way in which power circulates in the entire social body  , power circulating 

there in order to extract from the social body productive benei ts. In short, we lose 

the variability and the novelty of the phenomena of subjectii cation that accompany 

the birth of liberalism, the birth of what Foucault will call, as we know, a “birth of 

biopolitics.” In a similar way, the analysis of “subjects” and “objects” of power would 

not simply be able to be translated by staging an antagonism with a univocal face 

thought about on the basis of vis-à-vis or through an inverted symmetry. Rather, it 

is through the staking out of multiple articulations of power relations (of course, 

here “class analysis” plays an important part, but it does not represent its ultimate 

truth) and of the different strategies in play in the relations – and a fortiori, from 

the moment that power has invested lives in their materiality and has extended the 

i eld of its applications to what was traditionally considered as  external to power  – 

that the minute cartography of the analytic of power projected by Foucault can be 

constructed. 

 Beyond the enlargement of the i eld of inquiry – and beyond the multiple dis-

placements that we have just recalled briel y – there is, moreover, a fundamental 
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element around which Foucault’s work in his i nal years comes to be recentered 

to a large degree. Indeed, it becomes in many ways the paradoxical keyword of the 

analyses of power relations with which Foucault is concerned.   This is the theme of 

freedom. 

 Insofar as power is “an action on the actions of humans,” it is exercised only on 

subjects – either individual or collective – on whom power can really inl ict conduct  , 

capture or orient behaviors, administer modes of life  , and erect and organize pro-

ductive potentialities. The key idea is that if humans were not at least in part free, 

an action on the action of humans would not be thinkable insofar as power would 

not i nd the freedom onto which it applies itself. And, consequently, power would 

not be able to continue to assert itself as power. In short, the relations of power, for 

Foucault, are exercised only on individuals “who are faced with a i eld of possibilities 

in which several kinds of conduct  , several ways of reacting and modes of behavior 

are available. Where the determining factors are exhaustive, there is no relation of 

power” (EEW3, 342). 

 Foucault’s analysis thereby destroys the idea of a frontal relation between power 

and freedom. Freedom is paradoxically transformed into a condition of the possi-

bility of power. This implication is in turn reversible. If freedom is necessary so that 

power can be applied, this logical priority does not, however, turn freedom into an 

absolute i rst term; it is not an originary reality, a state of pure freedom, to which 

we should want to return. We are always traversed by multiple relations of power, 

in which we act or in which we undergo. We live immersed in a complex web of 

power relations. Therefore, this indissociability of power and freedom involves at 

least three consequences. 

 The i rst consequence consists in saying that the struggle against power would 

not be able to be limited to a struggle for liberation, if by liberation we mean the 

dream of a total elimination of power relations. As Foucault notes, “I have always 

been somewhat suspicious of the notion of liberation, because if it is not treated 

with precautions and within certain limits, one runs the risk of falling back on the 

idea that there exists a human nature   or base that, as a consequence of certain his-

torical, economic, and social processes, has been concealed, alienated, or impris-

oned in and by mechanisms of repression. According to this hypothesis, all that 

is required is to break these repressive deadlocks and man will be reconciled with 

himself, rediscover his nature or regain contact with his origin, and reestablish a 

full and positive relation with himself” (EEW1, 282). Obviously, we really have to 

resist power, we have to claim our rights when our rights are denied or overridden, 

establish strategies   that Foucault would qualify sometimes as “counterconducts  ” 

and sometimes as “resistances.” But the relation between power and freedom, pre-

cisely because it presupposes a reciprocal implication of the two terms, would not 

be able to be reduced to being thought of on the basis of the sole mode of contra-

diction. Foucault writes,  
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  Consequently, there is not a face-to-face confrontation of power and freedom as 

mutually exclusive facts (freedom disappearing everywhere power is exercised), 

but a much more complicated interplay. In this game, freedom may well appear 

as the condition for the exercise of power the same time its pre-condition, since 

freedom must exist for power to be exerted, and also its permanent support, since 

without the possibility of recalcitrance, power would be equivalent to physical 

determination. (EEW3, 342)  

 Likewise, if there is no exteriority in the relations of power, we have to recognize 

paradoxically the enormous extension of   practices of freedom right within the power 

relations:

  for, if it is true that at the heart of power relations and as a permanent condition 

of their existence there is an insubordination and a certain essential obstinacy on 

the part of the principles of freedom, then there is no relationship of power with-

out the means of escape or possible l ight. Every power relation implies, at least 

virtually, a strategy of struggle, in which the two forces are not superimposed, do 

not lose their specii c nature, or do not i nally become confused. (EEW3, 346)  

 Therefore, power and freedom, subjectii cation   and resistance  , are taken into what 

Foucault identii es as a relation of reciprocal incitation. 

 The second consequence is then immediately practical. In the 1970s, Foucault 

added to the trajectory of his theoretical research a series of militant engagements: 

from the experiment of Le Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons (abbreviated as 

GIP: “Prison Information Group”) to the gay movement. These militant engage-

ments nourish his rel ections in a direct manner. On the basis of this “experiment” 

(or experience) – which is a genuine practical matrix of theoretical problematiza-

tions – what is at issue is to think of the political consequences of this “reciprocal 

incitation.” As Foucault says,  

  I agree . . . that liberation is sometimes the political or historical condition for 

a practice of freedom. Taking sexuality as an example, it is clear that a number 

of liberations were required vis-à-vis male power, that liberation was necessary 

from an oppressive morality concerning heterosexuality as well as homosexuality  . 

But this liberation does not give rise to the happy human being imbued with a 

sexuality   to which the subject   could achieve a complete and satisfying relation. 

Liberation paves the way for new power relations that must be controlled by 

practices of freedom. (EEW3, 283–284)  

 Freedom is always susceptible of being overtaken and redirected by means of power 

relations. This is perhaps the whole political problem of the political will to reform, 
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to which Foucault will be strongly opposed while he is involved with the GIP. But, 

at the same time, there is always freedom, even where the power relations seem the 

most saturated and the most coni ning. The coupling – in the oppositional mode – 

between power and liberation therefore becomes the ternary and open structure of 

power/strategies of liberation/practices of freedom  . This in fact opens Foucault’s 

political rel ection to another part of his investigations, which will be ethics. 

   The third consequence, i nally, bears on the very nature of the relation between 

power relations and phenomena of resistance that Foucault evokes. We have already 

seen their reciprocal (logical) implication and their reciprocal (political) incitation. 

The theoretical danger – and Foucault is immediately aware of this danger – is 

that this reciprocal referential structure opens out onto a purely dialectical con-

ception of the relation between power and resistance. Undoubtedly, this explains 

why Foucault never uses the term “counter-power.” It also explains why the term 

“counter- conduct  ” is only used briel y and then is rapidly abandoned. If resistance 

is limited to being only an  other of power  (that is, in its own way,  another power ), and 

if, inversely, all power survives only because it is applied to liberties, this “perpetual 

reversal” is, literally, a dialectical circle (EEW3, 346). This is why it is necessary to 

insert, within the structure that connects the two terms and that renders them indis-

sociable from one another, an element of radical dissymmetry.   

 This element, which is going to allow Foucault to assert what he will call “the 

intransitivity of freedom,” is of a qualitative nature. It summons a decisive notion, 

that of  production . If we start in fact from Foucault’s dei nition of power understood 

as “action on the action of humans,” the essence of power is of a managerial nature. 

What is at issue is to inl ect, correct, and proi tably administer conduct   and therefore 

govern it. Power is applied; it reacts to freedom and governs it. It creates nothing in 

the strict sense. In contrast, freedom is translated – including when it appears right 

within the mesh of power – by what Foucault identii es as an irreducible capacity to 

invent, to inaugurate, and to experiment in relation to itself and in relation to others. 

In Foucault’s thought, freedom is the name of this abundant, permanent production 

to which the reproductive, secondary, and managerial essence of power is applied. 

The difference is therefore of an ontological nature. Even if power and freedom can-

not be thought of in separation, nothing indicates that they are equivalent – because 

freedom alone is capable of inventing the world. It is this dissymmetry that even 

though it cannot entertain the idea of a total exteriority from the relations of power 

allows paradoxically for its intransitivity. 

   And, in fact, the word “production” (of subjectivity, of ways of life, etc.), once 

it is uprooted from the sole register of economic production (which is in reality the 

register of  re-production  of merchandise), will be placed by Foucault at the center of 

the ethical analyses that, in the last years of his work, will bear on the historical ways 

in which these “practices of freedom” appear. The ethical stake par excellence, to 

produce oneself, is in reality the primary political gesture – insofar as this invention 
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unmasks the incapacity of power to be something other than the secondary, although 

inevitable, management of the ontological potency of subjectivities. It is in this sense 

that “ethics is the rel ective form that freedom takes” (EEW1, 284). From this view-

point, the analytic of powers is a propaedeutic to the ethics, and, inversely, the ethics 

is the inevitable extension of the political interrogation of the reciprocal implication 

of power and freedom  .   

    Judith   Revel     
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