READING SEVEN

Foucault: Power, Knowledge and
Discourse
Stuart Hall

In this reading Stuart Hall introduces the French philosopher, Michel Foucault’s
(b.1926; d.1984) discursive approach lo language and representation. Hall
outlines three of Foucaultl’s major themes:

1 the concept of ‘discourse’;
2 power and knowledge;
3 the question of the subject’.

Source: Hall, S. (1997) ‘The work of representation’, in S. Hall {ed.) Representation:
cultural representations and signifying practices. London: Sage, in association with the
Open University.

From language to discourse

The first point to note is the shift of attention in Foucault from ‘language’ to
‘discourse’. He studied not language, but discourse as a system of
representation. Normally, the term ‘discourse’ is used as a linguistic concept. It
simply means passages of connected writing or speech. Michel Foucault,
however, gave it a different meaning. What interested him were the rules and
practices that produced meaningful statements and regulated discourse in
different historical periods. By ‘discourse’, Foucault meant ‘a group of statements
which provide a language for talking about — a way of representing the
knowledge about — a particular topic at a particular historical moment . . .
Discourse is about the production of knowledge through language. But . . . since
all social practices entail meaning, and meanings shape and influence what we
do - our conduct — all practices have a discursive aspect’ (Hall, 1992: 291). It is
important to note that the concept of discourse in this usage is not purely a
‘linguistic’ concept. It is about language and practice. It attempts 10 overcome the
traditional distinction between what one says (language) and what one does
(practice). Discourse, Foucault argues, constructs the topic. It defines and
produces the objects of our knowledge. It governs the way that a topic can be
meaningfully talked about and reasoned about. It also influences how ideas are
put into practice and used to regulate the conduct of others. Just as a discourse
‘rules in" certain ways of talking about a topic, defining an acceptable and
intelligible way to talk, write, or conduct oneself, so also, by definition, it ‘rules
out’, limits and restricts other ways of talking, of conducting ourselves in relation
to the topic or constructing knowledge about it. Discourse. Foucault argued,
never consists of one statement, one text, one action or one source. The same
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discourse, characteristic of the way of thinking or the state of knowledge at any
one time (what Foucault called the episteme), will appear across a range of
texts, and as forms of conduct, at a number of different institutional sites within
society. However, whenever these discursive events ‘refer to the same object,
share the same style and . . . support a strategy . . . 2 common institutional,
administrative or political drift and pattem’ (Cousins and Hussain, 1984: 84—85),
then they are said by Foucault to belong to the same discursive formation.

Meaning and meaningful practice is therefore constructed within discousse.
Like the semioticians, Foucault was a ‘constructionist’. However, unlike them, he
was concerned with the production of knowledge and meaning, not through
language but through discourse. There were therefore similarities, but also
substantive differences between these two versions.

The idea that ‘discourse produces the objects of knowledge’ and that nothing
which is meaningful exists outside discourse, is at first sight a disconcerting
proposition, which seems to run right against the grain of common-sense
thinking. It is worth spending a moment to explore this idea further. Is Foucault
saying — as some of his critics have charged — that nothing exists outside of
discourse? In fact, Foucault does not deny that things can have a real, material
existence in the world. What he does argue is that ‘nothing has any meaning
outside of discourse’ (Foucault: 1972). As Laclau and Mouffe put it, ‘we use [the
tertn discourse] to emphasize the fact that every social configuration is
meaningful’ (1990: 100). The concept of discourse is not about whether things
exist but about where meaning comes from.

.1

This idea that physical things and actions exist, but they only take on meaning
and become objects of knowledge within discourse, is at the heart of the
constructionist theory of meaning and representation. Foucault argues that
since we can only have a knowledge of things if they have a meaning, it is
discourse — not the things-in-themselves — which produces knowledge. Subjects
like ‘madness’, ‘punishment’ and ‘sexuality’ only exist meaningfully within the
discourses about them. Thus, the study of the discourses of madness,
punishment or sexuality would have to include the following elements:

1 statements about ‘madness’, ‘punishment’ or ‘sexuality’ which give us a certain
kind of knowledge about these things;

2 the rules which prescribe certain ways of talking about these topics and
exclude other ways — which govern what is ‘sayable’ or ‘thinkable’ about
insanity, punishment or sexuality, at a particular historical moment:

3 ‘subjects’ who in some ways personify the discourse ~ the madman, the
hysterical woman, the criminal, the deviant, the sexually perverse person; with
the attributes we would expect these subjects to have, given the way
knowledge about the topic was constructed at that time:

4 how this knowledge about the topic acquires authority, a sense of embodying
the ‘truth’ about it; constituting the ‘truth of the matter’, at a historical moment;

5 the practices within institutions for dealing with the subjects — medical
treatment for the insane, punishment regimes for the guilty, moral discipline
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for the sexually deviant — whose conduct is being regulated and organized
according to those ideas;

6 acknowledgement that a Eiifferent discourse or episteme will arise at a later
historical moment, supplanting the existing one, opening up a new discursive
Jormation, and producing, in its turn, new conceptions of ‘madness’ or
‘punishment’ or ‘sexuality’, new discourses with the power and authority, the
‘ruth’, to regulate social practices in new ways.

Historicizing discourse: discursive practices

The main point to get hold of here is the way discourse, representation,
knowledge and ‘truth’ are radically bistoricized by Foucault, in contrast to the
rather ahistorical tendency in semiotics. Things meant something and were ‘true’,
he argued, only within a specific historical context. Foucault did not believe that
the same phenomena would be found across different historical periods. He
thought that, in each period, discourse produced forms of knowledge, objects,
subjects and practices of knowledge, which differed radically from period to
period, with no necessary continuity between them.

Thus, for Foucault, for example, mental illness was not an objective fact,
which remained the same in all historical periods, and meant the same thing in
all cultures. It was only within a definite discursive formation that the object,
‘madness’, could appear at all as a meaningful or intelligible construct. It was
‘constituted by all that was said, in all the statements that named it, divided it up,
described it, explained it, traced its development, indicated its various
correlations, judged it, and possibly gave it speech by articulating, in its name,
discourses that were to be taken as its own’ (1972: 32). And it was only after a
certain definition of ‘madness’ was put into practice, that the appropriate subject
— ‘the madman’ as current medical and psychiatric knowledge defined ‘him’ ~
could appear.

Or, take some other examples of discursive practices from his work. There
have always been sexual relations. But ‘sexuality’, as a specific way of talking
about, studying and regulating sexual desire, its secrets and its fantasies, Foucault
argued, only appeared in western societies at a particular historical moment
(Foucault, 1978). There may always have been what we now call homosexual
forms of behaviour. But ‘the homosexual’ as a specific kind of social subject, was
produced, and could only make its appearance, within the moral, legal, medical
and psychiatric discourses, practices and institutional apparatuses of the late
nineteenth century, with their particular theories of sexual perversity (Weeks,
1981, 1985). Similarly, it makes nonsense to talk of the ‘hysterical woman’ outside
of the nineteenth-century view of hysteria as a very widespread female malady.
In The Birth of the Clinic (1973), Foucault charted how ‘in less than half a
century, the medical understanding of disease was transformed’ from a classical
notion that disease existed separate from the body, to the modern idea that
disease arose within and could be mapped directly by its course through the
human body (McNay, 1994). This discursive shift changed medical practice. It
gave greater importance to the doctor’s ‘gaze’ which could now ‘read’ the course
of disease simply by a powerful look at what Foucault called ‘the visible body" of
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the patient — following the ‘routes . . . laid down in accordance with a now
familiar geometry . . . the anatomical atlas’ (Foucault, 1973: 3—4). This greater
knowledge increased the doctor’s power of surveillance vis-a-vis the patient.

Knowledge about and practices around a// these subjects, Foucault argued,
were historically and culturally specific. They did not and could not meaningfully
exist outside specific discourses, i.e. outside the ways they were represented in
discourse, produced in knowledge and regulated by the discursive practices and
disciplinary techniques of a particular society and time. Far from accepting the
trans-historical continuities of which historians are so fond, Foucault believed that
more significant were the radical breaks, ruptures and discontinuities between
one period and another, between one discursive formation and another.

From discourse to power/knowledge

In his later work Foucault became even more concerned with how knowledge
was put to work through discursive practices in specific institutional settings to
regulate the conduct of others. He focused on the relationship berween
knowledge and power, and how power operated within what he called an
institutional apparatus and its technologies (techniques). Foucault's
conception of the apparatus of punishment, for example, included a variety of
diverse elements, linguistic and non-linguistic — ‘discourses, institutions,
architectural arrangements, regulations, laws, administrative measures, scientific
statements, philosophic propositions, morality, philanthropy, etc. . . . The
apparatus is thus always inscribed in a pfay of power, but it is also always linked
1o certain co-ordinates of knowledge . . . This is what the apparatus consists in:
strategies of relations of forces supporting and supported by types of knowledge’
(Foucault, 1980: 194, 196).

This approach took as one of its key subjects of investigation the relations
between knowledge, power and the body in modern society. It saw knowledge
as always inextricably enmeshed in relations of power because it was always
being applied to the regulation of social conduct in practice (i.e. to particular
‘bodies”). This foregrounding of the relation between discourse, knowledge and
power marked a significant development in the constructionist approach to
representation which we have been outlining. It rescued representation from the
clutches of a purely formal theory and gave it a historical, practical and ‘worldly’
context of operation.

You may wonder to what extent this concern with discourse, knowledge and
power brought Foucault's interests closer to those of the classical sociological
theories of ideology, especially Marxism with its concem to identify the class
positions and class interests concealed within particular forms of knowledge.
Foucault, indeed, does come closer to addressing some of these questions about
ideology. But Foucault had quite specific and cogent reasons why he rejected the
classical Marxist problematic of ‘ideology’. Marx had argued that, in every epoch,
ideas reflect the economic basis of society, and thus the ‘ruling ideas’ are those of
the ruling class which governs a capitalist economy, and correspond to its
dominant interests. Foucault’s main argument against the classical Marxist theory
of ideclogy was that it tended to reduce all the relation between knowledge and
power to a question of class power and class interests. Foucault did not deny the
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existence of classes, but he was strongly opposed to this powerful element of
economic or class reductionism in the Marxist theory of ideology. Secondly, he
argued that Marxism tended to contrast the ‘distortions’ of bourgeois knowledge,
against its own claims t& ‘truth’ — Marxist science. But Foucault did not believe
that any form of thought could claim an absolute ‘truth’ of this kind, outside the
play of discourse. All political and social forms of thought, he believed, were
inevitably caught up in the interplay of knowledge and power. So, his work
rejects the traditional Marxist question, ‘in whose class interest does language,
representation and power operate?”

.

What distinguished Foucault's position on discourse, knowledge and power
from the Marxist theory of class interests and ideological ‘distortion’? Foucault
advanced at least two, radically novel, propositions.

1 Knowledge, power and truth

The first concerns the way Foucault conceived the linkage between knowledge
and power. Hitherto, we have tended to think that power operates in a direct
and brutally repressive fashion, dispensing with polite things like culture and
knowledge. Foucault argued that not only is knowledge atways a form of power,
but power is implicated in the questions of whether and in what circumstances
knowledge is to be applied or not. This question of the application and
effectiveness of power/knowledge was more important, he thought, than the
question of its ‘truth’.

Knowledge linked to power, not only assumes the authority of ‘the truth' but
has the power to make itself true. All knowledge, once applied in the real wosld,
has real effects, and in that sense at least, ‘becomes true'. Knowledge, once used
to regulate the conduct of others, entails constraint, regulation and
the disciplining of practices. Thus, ‘there is no power relation without the
correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does
not presuppose and constitute at the same time, power relations’ (Foucault,
1977: 27).

According to Foucault, what we think we ‘know’ in a particular period about,
say, crime has 2 bearing on how we regulate, control and punish criminals.
Knowledge does not operate in a void. It is put to work, through certain
technologies and strategies of application, in specific situations, historical contexts
and institutional regimes. To study punishment, you must study how the
combination of discourse and power — power/knowledge — has produced a
certain conception of crime and the criminal, has had certain real effects both for
criminal and for the punisher, and how these have been set into practice in certain
historically specific prison regimes.

This led Foucault to speak, not of the ‘Truth’ of knowledge in the absolute
sense — a Truth which remained so, whatever the period, setting, context — but
of a discursive formation sustaining a regime of truth. Thus, it may or may not
be true that single parenting inevitably leads to delinquency and crime. But if
everyone believes it to be so, and punishes single parents accordingly, this will
have real consequences for both parents and children and will become ‘true’ in
terms of its real effects, even if in some absolute sense it has never been
conclusively proven. In the human and social sciences, Foucault argued:
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Truth isn’t outside power . . . Truth is a thing of this world; it is produced only by
virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each
society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth; that is, the types of
discourse which it acceEts and makes function as true, the mechanisms and
instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by
which each is sanctioned . . . the status of those who are charged with saying what
counts as true.

(Foucault, 1980: 131)

2 New conceptions of power

Secondly, Foucault advanced an altogether novel conception of power. We tend
to think of power as always radiating in a single direction — from top to bottom —
and coming from a specific source — the sovereign, the state, the ruling class and
so on. For Foucault, however, power does not function in the form of a chain’ -~
it circulates. It is never monopolized by one centre. It is deployed and exercised
through a net-like organization’ (Foucault, 1980: 98). This suggests that we are
all, to some degree, caught up in its circulation — oppressors and oppressed. It
does not radiate downwards, either from one source or from one place. Power
relations permeate all levels of social existence and are therefore to be found
operating at every site of social life — in the private spheres of the family and
sexuality as much as in the public spheres of politics, the economy and the law.
What's more, power is not only negative, repressing what it seeks to control. It is
also productive. It ‘doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but . . . it
traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms of knowledge,
produces discourse. It needs to be thought of as a productive network which
runs through the whole social body" (Foucault, 1980: 119).

The punishment system, for example, produces books, treatises, regulations,
new strategies of control and resistance, debates in Parliament, conversations,
confessions, legal briefs and appeals, training regimes for prison officers, and so
on. The efforts to control sexuality produce a veritable explosion of discourse —~
talk about sex, television and radio programmes, sermons and legislation, novels,
stories and magazine features, medical and counselling advice, essays and articles,
leamed theses and research programmes, as well as new sexual practices (e.g.
‘safe’ sex) and the pornography industry. Without denying that the state, the law,
the sovereign or the dominant class may have positions of dominance, Foucault
shifts our attention away from the grand, overall strategies of power, towards the
many, localized circuits, tactics, mechanisms and effects through which power
circulates — what Foucault calls the ‘meticulous rituals’ or the ‘micro-physics’ of
power. These power relations ‘go right down to the depth of society’ (Foucault,
1977: 27). They connect the way power is actually working on the ground to the
great pyramids of power by what he calls a capillary movement (capillaries being
the thin-walled vessels that aid the exchange of oxygen between the blood in our
bodies and the surrounding tissues). Not because power at these lower levels
merely reflects or ‘reproduces, at the level of individuals, bodies, gestures and
behaviour, the general form of the law or government’ (Foucault, 1977: 27) but, on
the contrary, because such an approach ‘roots [power] in forms of behaviour,
bodies and local relations of power which should not at all be seen as a simple
projection of the central power’ (Foucault, 1980: 201).
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To what object are the micro-physics of power primarily applied, in Foucault's
model? To the body. He places the body at the centre of the struggles between
different formations of power/knowledge. The techniques of regulation are
applied to the body. Diffetrent discursive formations and apparatuses divide,
classify and inscribe the body differently in their respective regimes of power and
‘ruth’. In Discipline and Punish, for example, Foucault analyses the very
different ways in which the body of the criminal is ‘produced’ and disciplined in
different punishment regirmes in France. In earlier periods, punishment was
haphazard, prisons were places into which the public could wander and the
ultimate punishment was inscribed violently on the body by means of
instruments of torture and execution, etc. — a practice the essence of which is
that it should be public, visible to everyone. The modern form of disciplinary
regulation and power, by contrast, is private, individualized; prisoners are shut
away from the public and often from one another, though continually under
surveillance from the authorities; and punishment is individualized. Here, the
body has become the site of a new kind of disciplinary regime.

Of course this ‘body’ is not simply the natural body which all human beings
possess at all times. This body is produced within discourse, according to the
different discursive formations — the state of knowledge about crime and the
criminal, what counts as ‘true’ about how to change or deter criminal behaviour,
the specific apparatus and technologies of punishment prevailing at the time.
This is a radically historicized conception of the body — a sort of surface on
which different regimes of power/knowledge write their meanings and effects. It
thinks of the body as ‘totally imprinted by history and the processes of history’s
deconstruction of the body’ (Foucault, 1977: 63).

Summary: Foucault and representation

Foucault's approach to representation is not easy to summarize. He is concemed
with the production of knowledge and meaning through discourse. Foucault
does indeed analyse particular texts and representations, as the semioticians did.
But he is more inclined to analyse the whole discursive formation to which a text
or a practice belongs. His concemn is with knowledge provided by the human
and social sciences, which organizes conduct, understanding, practice and belief,
the regulation of bodies as well as whole populations. Although his work is
clearly done in the wake of, and profoundly influenced by, the ‘turn to language’
which marked the constructionist approach to representation, his definition of
discourse is much broader than language, and includes many other elements of
practice and institutional regulation which Saussure’s approach, with its linguistic
focus, excluded. Foucault is always much more historically specific, seeing forms
of power/knowledge as always rooted in particular contexts and histories. Above
all, for Foucault, the production of knowledge is always crossed with questions
of power and the body; and this greatly expands the scope of what is involved in
representation.

The major critique levelled against his work is that he 1ends to absorb too
much into ‘discourse’, and this has the effect of encouraging his followers to
neglect the influence of the material, economic and structural factors in the
operation of power/knowledge. Some critics also find his rejection of any
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criterion of ‘truth’ in the human sciences in favour of the idea of a ‘regime of
truth’ and the will-to-power (the will to make things ‘true’) vulnerable to the
charge of relativism. Nevestheless, there is little doubt about the major impact
which his work has had on contemporary theories of representation and
meaning. )

(.

Where is ‘the subject’?

We have traced the shift in Foucault’s work from language to discourse and
knowledge, and their relation to questions of power. But where in all this, you
might ask, is the subject? Saussure tended to abolish the subject from the
question of representation. Language, he argued, speaks us. The subject appears
in Saussure’s schema as the author of individual speech-acts ( paroles). But, as we
have seen, Saussure did not think that the level of the paroles was one at which a
‘scientific’ analysis of language could be conducted. In one sense, Foucault
shares this position. For him, it is discourse, not the subject, which produces
knowledge. Discourse is enmeshed with power, but it is not necessary to find ‘a
subject’ — the king, the ruling class, the bourgeoisie, the state, etc. — for power/
Enowledge to operate.

On the other hand, Foucault did include the subject in his theorizing, though
he did not restore the subject to its position as the centre and author of
representation. Indeed, as his work developed, he became more and more
concerned with questions about ‘the subject’, and in his very late and unfinished
work, he even went so far as to give the subject a certain reflexive awareness of
his or her own conduct, though this still stopped short of restoring the subject to
his/her full sovereignty.

Foucault was certainly deeply critical of what we might call the traditional
conception of the subject. The conventional notion thinks of ‘the subject’ as an
individual who is fully endowed with consciousness; an autonomous and stable
entity, the ‘core’ of the self, and the independent, authentic source of action and
meaning. According to this conception, when we hear ourselves speak, we feel
we are identical with what has been said. And this identity of the subject with
what is said gives him or her a privileged position in relation to meaning. It
suggests that, although other people may misunderstand us, we always
understand ourselves because we were the source of meaning in the first place.

However, as we have seen, the shift towards a constructionist conception of
language and representation did a great deal to displace the subject from a
privileged position in relation to knowledge and meaning. The same is true of
Foucault's discursive approach. It is discourse, not the subjects who speak it,
which produces knowledge. Subjects may produce particular texts, but they are
operating within the limits of the episteme, the discursive formation, the regime
of truth, of a particular period and culture. Indeed, this is one of Foucault's most
radical propositions: the ‘subject’ is produced within discourse. This subject of
discourse cannot be outside discourse, because it must be subjected to
discourse. It must submit 1o its rules and conventions, to its dispositions of
power/knowledge. The subject can become the bearer of the kind of knowledge
which discourse produces. It can become the object through which power is
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relayed. But it cannot stand outside power/knowledge as its source and author.
In ‘The subject and power’ (1982), Foucault writes that ‘my objective . . . has
been to create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human
beings are made subjects . .% It is a form of power which makes individuals
subjects. There are two meanings of the word subject: subject to someone else’s
control and dependence, and tied to his (sic) own identity by a conscience and
self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and
makes subject 10’ (Foucault, 1982: 208, 212). Making discourse and
representation more historical has therefore been matched, in Foucault, by an
equally radical historicization of the subject. ‘One has to dispense with the
constituent subject, to get rid of the subject itself, that's to say, to arrive at an
analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject within a historical
framework’ (Foucault, 1980: 115).

Where, then, is ‘the subject’ in this more discursive approach to meaning,
representation and power?

Foucault’s ‘subject’ seems to be produced through discourse in two different
senses or places, First, the discourse itself produces ‘subjects’ — figures who
personify the particular forms of knowledge which the discourse produces. These
subjects have the attributes we would expect as these are defined by the
discourse: the madman, the hysterical woman, the homosexual, the individualized
criminal, and so on. These figures are specific to specific discursive regimes and
historical periods. But the discourse also produces a place for the subject (i.e. the
reader or viewer, who is also ‘subjected to' discourse) from which its particular
knowledge and meaning most makes sense. It is not inevitable that all individuals
in a particular period will become the subjects of a particular discourse in this
sense, and thus the bearers of its power/knowledge. But for them - us — to do so,
they — we — must locate themselves/ourselves in the position from which the
discourse makes most sense, and thus become its ‘subjects’ by ‘subjecting’
ourselves to its meanings, power and regulation. All discourses, then, construct
subject-positions, from which alone they make sense.

This approach has radica) implications for a theory of representation. For it
suggests that discourses themselves construct the subject-positions from which
they become meaningful and have effects. Individuals may differ as to their social
class, gendered, ‘racial’ and ethnic characteristics (among other factors), but they
will not be able to take meaning until they have identified with those positions
which the discourse constructs, subjected themselves to its rules, and hence
become the subjects of its power/knowledge. For example, pornography
produced for men will only ‘work’ for women, according to this theory, if in
some sense women put themselves in the position of the ‘desiring male voyeur’ -
which is the ideal subject-position which the discourse of male pornography
constructs — and look at the models from this ‘masculine’ discursive position.
This may seem, and is, a highly contestable proposition.

.
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