


relevance of Foucault for feminist practice, she 
says, 

The question is what modes of subjectivity are 
op0n to us and what they imply in political 
terms. Modes of subjectivity, like theories 
of sodc>ty or v<>rsions of history, are 
temporary fixings in the ongoing process in 
which any .lbsolut0 meaning or truth is 
conslcmtly deferred. •rhc important point is 
to recogni:m Lh0 p:>li tical implications of 
p,lrticular ways of fixing 1110aning [2]. 

The> problt'm with this re>ading of Foucault is that 
it am,l.11T\0t3 that we can know the> political 
implications of a given discourse 
unproblPmatically. Wheedon joins Foucault in 
rejecting Marxist, classical liberal and 
psychoanalytic theories. Yet these theories have 
in differing ways been the foundations of many of 
the notions of the political which inform most 
people concerned with feminist practice. So, in 
light of Foucault's criticism of these approaches, 
ideas about the political implications of various 
strategies need to be reassessed. 

If we go this extra step and reject common 
sense approaches, then in order to bring out the 
political implications of Foucault, and to keep 
fran falling into the abyss of relativism, from 
which no social critique is possible, we need to 
push our reading of Foucault a step further than 
Wheedon does. Although Foucault's social theory 
is clearly a pluralist one, and this accounts for 
its value for a theory of difference, this 
pluralism is limited. Foucault's concepts of 
hegemony and counter-hegemony are the basis for 
the distinction between acceptable and problematic 
true discourses. What we end up with is not a 
theory which allows us to deduce this distinction 
a priori, rather, we are given a general 
criterion: concrete analysis of the specific 
operations of power in a given discourse, how it 
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functions and how it relates to other discourses 
must be ascertained through empirical analysis. 

Foucault claims that one of the primary ways 
that power operates in our society is through the 
construction of "true discourses" or regimes of 
truth. From Ni�tzsche, Foucault gets the idea 
that knowledge and truth do not exist 
independently of power. Reality is infinitely 
canplex and can be conceptualized in an infinite 
number of ways. What is to become solidified as a 
common conception of reality is based on the power 
of a given discourse to gain hegemony over social 
reality. Thus, what exists as truth is 
fundamentally linked to the operation of 
power [3]. Foucault claims that the drive for 
modern men and women to know themselves, put 
forward by christian theology and psychoanalysis, 
furthers the internalization into the body of 
regimes of power. 

Because of their reference to an individual 
with a pre-socially given amount of desire, 
Foucault charges thinkers such as Marcuse with 
playing into the hands of a dominant discourse. 
In Eros and Civilization, Marcuse puts forth the 
thesis that social liberation is to be achieved 
through a freeing of the libido from surplus 
repression [4]. This thesis is based on a 
conceptualization of the individual body as having 
a pre-socially given amount of sexual desire. 
Some of this desire must be repressed in order for 
society to function, the rest of it must be 
allowed free expression. When this surplus 
repression is lifted, the individual is said to be 
free. For Marcuse, society constrains the 
instinctual structure of the indivi.dual, but this 
structure is based on a human essence which exists 
outside of the complex of social forces. 

Foucault claims that this theory is misleading 
because power, "produces effects at the level of 
desire--and also the level of knowledge, far from 
preventing knowledge, power produces it'' [5]. The 
problem with Marcuse and with many rnarxist 
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