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FEMINISM THROUGH FOUCAULT 

"Discursive practices', for Foucauh, 'are rules, systems and procedures which 

constitute and are constituted by, our will to knowledge" (Foucault in D.F Bouchard (ed.) 

1977 : 199 ). In this sense. Feminism,which now exists in multiple forms^can be treated as a 

discursive practice because the recent emphasis on 'difference' has led it to discursive 

struggles over the construction of meaning of the subject 'woman'. The women are not only 

different from men, they are also different from one another by class, race, caste, religion, 

sexual practice and so on. Again, many of the factors that divide women also unite some 

women with some men - factors such as racial or cultural or religious. From this it appears 

that the issues of difference create problems in conceptualizing the subject 'woman' 

However, women have been conceptualized in quite a few different ways Firstly, they have 

been the objectsof our male gaze. Secondly, they are seen as actors and subjects, but only 

accepting male prerogative in decisions. Thirdly, they be viewed living within the 

patriarchal ideological structure without the power of articulation. Finally, they can be 

viewed as individuals or members of a group living in an open-ended discursive field, 

exercising as agency or resistance in power relations. The last one is my preferred position 

because there is a relationship between language and power. The power of phallocentric 

discourse is not total, rather, as Foucault says, discourse is ambiguous and piurivocal. It is a 

site of conflict and contestation. Women can adopt and adapt language to their own ends 

They may not have total control over it but then neither do men. Choice, chance, and power 

govern their relationships to the discourses they employ. 

Now the problem is what sort of subjectivity is to be ascribed to women? To resurrect 

the Cartesian subject in another form is to engage in a perpetuation of the oppressive effects 



of an epistemology based on the principle of a clear and unambiguous distinction of subject 

and object in knowledge. It is not only that the subject / object dualism relegates women to 

an inferior position, but also all dichotomies are hierarchical. Therefore, they should be 

replaced by knowledge that is pluralistic. In such a vision the subject remains, because as 

long as we acknowledge the existence of consciousness and language itself, we have to 

retain the notion of subject. But this subject is radically different from the Cartesian 

subject-knower-actor, not merely a reconceptualization of it. The very dichotomy is now 

challenged by a postmodernist argument that knowledge is not some abstraction created 

from the process of an autonomous subject, working on a separate object, rather knowledge, 

along with subject and object, is constituted through discourse in power relations. The 

dichotomy is also challenged by a tenet that knowledge is in no case unitary and acquirable 

through one correct method, rather it is plural and heterogeneous, with truths being the 

norm, not truth. Recognition of this leads us to a situation where we cannot replace men's 

truth with women's truth, men's voice with women's, or subject presently constituted with 

a new subject differently constituted. 

Anyway, in the first instance we may resist the dualism by paying attention to Foucault 

who has rejected the 'philosophy of subject'. For Foucault, the subject is simply an effect 

of power and in this sense he charts the death of the Cartesian subject whose existence 

depends on its ability to see itself as unique and as self-contained, distinct from others, 

because it can think and reason. By refusing to refer to the subject as a unitary being, 

Foucault is very much part of post-structuralist thinking which questions the very 

frindamental bases of liberal humanist ideology, rooted as it is in the notion of the 

individual self with agency and control over itself Post-structuralist psychoanalytic theory 

questions the unity of the subject, finding it more useftil to analyse the subject-in-crisis or 

the subject-in-process, that is, the disintegration of the notion of the unified subject. This 

focus on a range of shifting and precarious subject positions means that the subject is no 

longer seen to be in control. But Foucauh goes further than these models of the self and 

tries to formulate a way of examining historical processes without relying on the notion of 

subject. However, some feminists turn away from Foucault's technique and try to define 

feminine sexuality in terms of essences and absolutes and thereby fall into the trap of 



Enlightenment epistemology. Feminists should oppose discourse on sexuality that 

characterizes the modem episteme because it is a discourse that gives rise to the totalizing 

aspect of modem ideology and thereby defines women as passive objects without granting 

them the power of representation. Again, we cannot replace a masculine subject by a 

feminine subject. This is because doing so would not remove the essential dualism that 

characterizes modem, Eurocentric knowledge. What is needed is to conceptualize the 

category 'subject' itself differently. To continue with the dualism even while instituting a 

female subject that refuses domination by a male subject will not fulfil the feminist agenda 

of rescuing women from an unprivileged position in both knowledge and society. 

So if the subject is not fi"ee, autonomous, rational, identifiable and predictable like 

modern western man, the question that arises is : how do we constitute an appropriate 

subject? 

This we may do by adopting a Foucauldian approach,which consists of dispensing with 

the 'subject ' in favour of'genealogy ' As Foucault puts it : 

One has to dispense with the constituQit 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 framejwork. And this is what I would call genealogy, that is, a form of history 

which can account for the constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of the objects 

etc. without having to make reference to a subject whidi is either transcendental in relation 

to the field of events or runs in its empty sameness throughout the course of history 

(Foucault 1980 : 117). 

This genealogical method, as Foucault argues, is designed to facilitate 'an insurrection of 

subjugated knowledges' (Ibid : 81). By 'subjugated knowledges' Foucault refers to two 

things : historical contents that are obscured within functionalist histories and those forms 

of experience that fall below the level of scientificity. The latter, as Jana Sawicki observes, 

include 'the low-ranking knowledge of the psychiatric patient, the hysteric, the midwife, the 

housewife and the mother, to name only a few'. ( J. Sawicki 1991 : 57 ). In addition, she 

argues that 'because this disqualified knowledges arise out of the experience of oppression, 



resurrecting them serves a critical function. Through the retrieval of subjugated knowledges 

one establishes a historical knowledge of resistance and struggle'. ( Ibid : 57 ) 

Furthermore, Foucault's genealogical critique, as J. Sawicki observes, is 'not a theory 

of power or history in any traditional sense, but an anti-theory' ( Ibid : 52 ) in that it adopts 

a skeptical stance towards the modem discourses on emancipation because of their claim to 

universal truth and to represent the Archimedian leverage point from which society might 

be moved. For a genealogist, no discourse is inherently liberatory or oppressive, it is a 

matter of historical enquiry. It is not the empirical claim that male domination has appeared 

in ail societies, the naming of patriarchy, which a genealogist would resist, but the attempt 

to deduce it from a general theory and to privilege a single locus of resistance Anyway, for 

a Foucauldian, as J. Sawicki observes, 'patriarchy is the name of a global effect of 

domination made possible by a myriad of power relations at the micro-level of society' 

(Ibid: 59)-

'Feminism', as Chris Weedon says, 'is a politics' (1987:1). If this be so, Foucauldian 

feminism has a politics,which, as Jana Sawicki observes, is the ' politics of difference ' 

(1991 : 28 ). In the ' politics of difference' all differences cannot be bridged, although the 

differences would not make any obstacle to effective resistance. However, for this politics, 

it must retain a subject-.which would be unlike the unified one, rather it must be 

coterminous with its politics of difference. Here one may take note of the tension for 

feminist writing on account of the philosophical inability in the face of political need. As 

Sara Mills observes, 'the less clear the focus on the subject, the better for the feminist 

writing' ( 1997 : 102 ). This is because, as she argues, 'whilst within 1960s and 1970s the 

notion of the female self and the focus on the difference of female subjectivity was 

important, it has become clear that this self is produced at the expense of other less visible 

selves'( Ibid : 102). 

Here it is pertinent to note that in many articles Foucault calls the self into question and 

proclaims the 'death of man ', since he is attempting to write history without the subject ( 

that is, without the liberal humanist notion of a stable, cohesive ego). Rather than focusing 

on the self as a fragmented and unstable amalgam of the unconscious and the conscious, 



Foucault sees the self as the effect of discursive structures, but which is not foundational in 

itself Adapting Foucault, Sara Mills says that 'this more unstable notion of the self is one 

which has been exceptionally productive for current feminist theory in that it does not 

privilege one form of homogeneous self for a group, and neither does it assume that the 

subject positions which can be adopted by a particular group are adopted uniformly even by 

members of that specific group ... the adoption of certain subject positions is a type of 

action that has consequences' (1997 : 103). However, Jana Sawicki locates Foucauh's 

notion of self 'in the relation model of identity which does not privilege one particular 

relationship as central to the identity formation, rather it highlights the many relationships 

through which individuals are produced' ( 1991 : 63 ). 

But Nancy Hartsock, a leading feminist theorist and a prominent critic of post-

structuralism, is suspicious of Foucauh's moves to reject the subject and universal theories 

of history at a time when many marginal groups are finally breaking silence, rejecting their 

object status within dominant discourses, and constructing oppositional political 

subjectivities, theories and progressive visions of their own ( Nancy Hartsock, in Linda J. 

Nicholson (ed.) 1990:163-64). However, employing a feminist revision of Marxian 

standpoint epistemology, she argues for the epistemic privilege of the feminist standpoint. 

Among the features that she identifies as essential to the revised theory are as follows : 

First, rather than getting nd of subjectivity or notion of the subject, as Foucault does, and 

substituting his notions of the individual as an effect of power relations, we need to engage 

in the historical, political and theoretical process of constituting ourselves as subjects as 

well as objects of history ... second, ... if we are to construct a new society, we need to be 

assured that some systematic knowledge about our world and ourselves is possible ... 

Third, ... we need a theory of power that recognizes that our practical daily activity contains 

an understanding of the world ... 'a standpoint' q)istemology based upon the claim that 

material life ... not only structures but sets limits on the understanding of social relations, 

and that, in systems of domination, the vision available to the rulers will be both partial and 

will reverse the real order of things ( Ibid : 170 - 172 ). 



However, in response to Nancy Hartsock's critique of Foucault, Butler, in a brilliant 

and imaginative effort, argues that feminist politics without a feminist subject is possible 

and desirable. She observes that the identity-based politics tends to assume that an identity 

must first be in place in order for political interests and actions. In other words, the pre-

discursive T is taken as the ground and support of the identity-based politics. In 

Nietzschean fashion, Butler argues that 'feminism need not assume that there is a doer 

behind the deed, but rather that the doer is invariably constructed in and through the deed'. ( 

Judith Butler 1990:142 ). Despite this, she states that 'construction is not opposed to 

agency, it is necessary scene of agency'( Ibid : 147 ) and thus counters the post-structuralist 

critics who posit that the subject discursively constituted precludes the possibility of 

agency. Furthermore, elaborating upon the Foucauldian view of the self, Butler describes 

identities as self-representations, 'fictions' that are neither fixed nor stable. The subject is 

not a thing, a substantive entity, but rather a process of signification with an open system of 

discursive possibilities. The self is a regulated, but not determined, set of practices. One 

such practice involves the reification of the subject itself We have mistaken the self for a 

thing because of our participation in Cartesian and Hegelian discursive traditions,which 

postulate a subject/object dichotomy and identify liberation with the epistemological project 

of the subject's discovery of itself in the objective world. Following Heidegger, Butler 

challenges the Hegelian and Marxist tradition upon which Hartsock's feminist subject is 

drawn and Unks the subject / object dichotomy with an instrumental rationality that leads to 

domination of the Other. 

However, Butler recommends that the feminists should consider the epistemological 

account of identity more as one possible discursive practice and that it should not serve as 

the adjudicator of all other possibilities. In her view, discursive practices that construct 

gender are rule-governed structures of intelligibility that both constrain and enable identity 

formation. What post-modem conception of agency Butler finds within the view of subject 

as a regulated practice of signification is, according to Jana Sawicki, the liminal types, 

which include the 'assertive females', 'effeminate men', 'the lipstick lesbian' and 'the 

macho gay'. ( J. Sawicki in Gary Gutting (ed.) 1994 : 301 ). In Sawicki's view, these are all 

figures - lived realities, 'subjugated experiences' - that lie outside the hegemonic gender 



norms, challenge its coherence and stability, and prefigure other identities - perhaps, other 

genders. Thus it is clear that Foucault does not deny that feminists can or should constitute 

themselves as subjects as Harstock alleges, for, as J. Sawicki observes, 'this is unavoidable' 

(Ibid : 301). What is questioned by Foucauh is the foundationality of the subject. 

Another post-structuralist feminist Donna Haraway's 'Cyborg image' (Donna Haraway 

in Linda J. Nicholson 1990 ; 191 ) is Foucauldian in spirit because, as Jana Sawicki 

observes, 'it responds to Foucauh's challenge to think beyond existing emancipatory 

traditions and categories' ( J. Sawicki in Gary Gutting 1994 ; 295 ). The 'Cyborg image', 

which is a hybrid of machine and organism, defies categorization and takes pleasure in the 

fusion of boundaries (human-animal, human-machine, nature-culture) is premised on 

affinities or 'political kinship' in opposition to modem innocent origins and unified 

identity. Jana Sawicki observes that 'it is an identity politics with a difference' (Ibid ; 245). 

Again, Jana Sawicki salvages the practice of consciousness-raising from the remnants 

of humanist emancipatory politics. She finds the feminist practice of consciousness-raising 

not incompatible with Foucault's genealogy. In some models, as she observes, the aim of 

consciousness-raising is simply to develop critical conscious_ness and a recognition of 

oppression, not to uncover an authentic and shared experience. Destabilization of identity is 

often the most profound effect of consciousness-raising, not the creation of a unified sense 

of self. This notion of consciousness-raising, according to J. Sawicki, is not unlike 

Foucault's genealogy. Both are designed to challenge current self-understandings and to 

create space for new forms of subjectivity (Ibid. 307). But in Foucauldian feminism, 

Foucault's emphasis on 'self-refiisal' and 'displacement' could be risky in so far as it might 

undermine the self-assertion of oppositional groups and suppress the emergence of 

oppositional consciousness. 

Now in order to handle the radical notion of difference we need a fresh perspective on 

power. To develop such a perspective we need to discuss Foucault whose conception of 

power fioiitftilly interrogates those of the liberals and the Marxists. 



As Supriya Akerkar observes, 'Classical Marxists have always associated power with 

asymmetry, i.e., in a field of domination and subordination. Power is thought to be 

unidimensional and unidirectional, i.e., its flow is always thought to be from dominant to 

dominated. Power operates through ideological distortions. In this Marxian perspective, 

power works to distort knowledge in the interest of the dominant. This discourse thus 

regards power in a negative sense, that is power to repress. Power operates in a centralised 

and linear way. The notion of emancipation works with the notion of what ought to be, i.e., 

an ideal state to be reached' (EPW April 29, 1995, 10). Akerkar also observes that in this 

normative framework, the notion of empowerment works towards the redistribution of 

power, i.e., the attaining of certain equilibrium and symmetry. In other words, within this 

discourse, 'empowerment' means either giving more power to the dominated or taking off 

the power of the dominant so as to attain the symmetry. At the level of symmetry, there will 

be equal power for everyone, i.e., power will be zero-sum game. In our view, such a 

perspective on classical Marxian concept of power cannot facilitate our way of handling the 

radical notion of difference, since in such a perspective, every difference, in the final 

instance, is subsumed under the notion of symmetry. Though difference is granted only 

within an identity of class, yet this logic of identity actually suppresses and denies other 

differences. 

Again, Gramsci, a post-Marxian, with his emphasis on multiple contradictions and 

antagonisms in the society, uses the concept of hegemony to show how power operates 

through these plurality of antagonisms and multiple social agents. Gramsci, using the 

concept of hegemony, shows that power operates through the consent of the oppressed, 

through a whole range of the ideological field of cuhure. The conception of hegemony 

makes power dependent upon a mutual recognition, i.e., consent cannot always be a 

fabrication. In other words, power does not work through crude coercion. Further, by 

arguing that hegemony works through culture, Gramsci opens up a struggle for cultural 

stakes. This leads to the following consequences : 

a) This formulation then argues for localisation of struggle since struggle has to be fought 

on concrete terrain of cultural representations. 



b) Hegemony calls for localisation of theory as no meta-theory can tell us how to conduct 

localised struggles over cultural representations. 

c) Hegemony refers to a notion of dispersed power instead of centralised power, since 

'culture' in itself is a vast complex terrain, likened to a system of symbols,which enable 

us to give meaning to our life. 

The above consequences, viz, localization of theory, localization of struggle and dispersion 

of power, show that Gramsci attempts to give 'difference' some centrality within his overall 

perspective of struggle. However, as Akerkar argues, 'this radicality of Gramsci too has its 

limits, insofar as he too argues for a vanguard party of proletariat, who alone will be able to 

lead the revolution' (Ibid ; 10). Thus, although Gramsci gives a centrality to difference 

within his overall struggle perspective, he too, in the final instance, does not grant these 

struggles an autonomous existence as he argues that they be subsumed under the economic 

logic through which these different struggles retain their coherence. Thus, although 

Grramsci works with a dispersed notion of power, he, too, in the final instance, gives the 

working of power some kind of centralised status through the notion of revolution to be led 

by the proletariat. Gramsci's normative fi-amework too provides us with a logic of 

symmetry,which in actuality suppresses the difference, in so far as the class identity, in the 

last instance, subsumes all other identities in the moment of symmetry. 

But in a Foucauldian perspective, power operates in a dispersed fashion not through 

ideological distortions, but through different discourses with their claims to truths. As 

Foucault says, 'power is the moving substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their 

inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter are always local and unstable' 

(1978, trans 1990 . 93). In this understanding of power, empowerment ceases to be a simple 

redistribution of power or taking off the power from the oppressor because power can never 

be a zero-sum game. Since power emanates in the discursive articulations, there cannot be 

an apriori understanding of power as liberatory or repressive. In an open-ended discursive-

field, one can negotiate or resist power, yet the existence of the relational character of 

power relationships depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance. These points of 

resistance are present everywhere in the power network. Hence, as Foucault says, 'there is 



no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt. Instead, there is a plurality of resistance, 

each of them a special case' (Ibid : 95-96). So in this perspective, multiple forms of 

resistance are privileged, instead of a single locus of resistance. Moreover, in this 

understanding of resistance, emancipation undergoes a radical change; instead of one form 

of emancipation, we may think of different forms of emancipation. From this position, a 

Foucauldian can argue that there can be no one privileged struggle or theory to control the 

forms of domination. In this sense, Foucauldian feminism is inclusive and pluralistic, yet, 

as Gayle Rubin and Jana Sawicki think, 'it will be a mistake to view feminism as capable of 

providing a total account of domination and oppression' (1991:12). 

Since the Foucauldian perspective on power emerges out of Foucault's 'analytics of 

power' and resistance, it is worthwhile to enumerate them vis-a-vis 'Juridico-discursive 

model of power' The latter, according to Foucault, 'governs both the thematic of repression 

and the theory of law as constitutive of desire' (1978 trans. 1990; 12). In Juridical system all 

modes of domination, submission and subjugation are ultimately reduced to an effect of 

obedience: a legislative power on one side and an obedient subject on the other side. But as 

Foucault observes, the juridical model of power is 'utterly incongruous with the new 

methods of power whose operation is not ensured by right but by techniques, not by law but 

by normalization, not by punishment but by control, methods that are employed on all 

levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its apparatus' (Ibid : 89). 

However, as Jana Sawicki observes, the Juridico-discursive model of power involves 

three basic assumptions (1991 : 20-21); 

1. Power is possessed (for instance, by the individuals in the state of nature, by a class, by 

the people). 

2. Power flows from a centralized source from top to bottom (for instance, law, the 

economy, the state). 

3. Power is primarily repressive in its exercise (a prohibition backed by sanctions). 

10 



Foucault proposes that we should think of power outside the confines of state, law or class 

and locate forms of power that are obscured in the traditional theories based on the Juridico 

model. Thus he frees power from the domain of political theory in much the same way as 

radical feminists did. Rather than engage in theoretical debate with political theorists, 

Foucault gives historical descriptions of the different forms of power operating in our 

society. ITe does not deny that Juridico-discursive model of power describes one form of 

power. He merely thinks that it does not capture those forms of power that make 

centralised, repressive forms of power possible, namely, the myriad of power relations at 

the micro-level of society. 

Foucault's model of power differs from the Juridico-discursive model of power in three 

basic ways. 

1 Power is exercised rather than possessed. 

2 Power is not primarily repressive, but productive. 

3 Power is analysed as coming from the bottom up 

In what follows we shall elaborate Foucault's reasons for substituting his own theory of 

power for traditional theories of emancipation based upon Juridico discursive model. 

1. Foucault claims that thinking of power as possession has led to a preoccupation with 

questions of legitimacy, consent and rights. (Who should possess power ? When has power 

overstepped its limits? ) Marxists have made it further problematical by introducing a 

theory of ideology. Foucault dismisses this theory on three grounds ; 'First, ideology 

always stands in virtual opposition to something else which is supposed to count as truth. 

Second, it refers to something of the order of subject. Third, ideology stands in a secondary 

position relative to something which functions as its infrastructure, as its material' 

(1980:118 ). For these reasons, Foucauk suspends any reference to humanistic assumption 

in his account of power. Moreover, he believes that humanism has often served more as an 

ideology of domination than liberation. This is why by focusing on the power relations 

11 



themselves, rather than on the subjects related ( sovereign-subject, bourgeois-proletariat ), 

he gives an account of how subjects are constituted by power-relations. Power is not so 

easily contained, but it, in the form of relation or action between people, is negotiated and 

never fixed or stable. 

2. That subject is constituted by power relations brings us to the productive nature of 

power. Foucault is skeptical of the repressive model of power for two reasons. First, he 

thinks if power were merely repressive, then it would be difficult to explain how it has got 

such a grip on us. Why would we continue to obey a purely repressive and coercive form of 

power? Second, what makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact 

that it doesn't only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces 

things, it induces pleasure, fomiAknowledge, produces discourse. Thus Foucault emphasizes 

that the most effective mechanisms of power are productive. So rather than develop a 

theory of history and power based on the humanistic assumptions of a pre-social individual 

endowed with inalienable right (the liberal state of nature) or based on the identification of 

authentic human interest (Marx's species being), he gives an account of how certain 

institutional and cultural practices have produced individuals. These are the practices of 

disciplinary power. 

Disciplinary power is exercised on the body and soul of individuals. It increases the 

power of individuals at the same time as it renders them more docile ( for instance, the 

basic training in the military). In modem society disciplinary power has spread through the 

production of certain forms of knowledge, such as positivistic and hermeneutic human 

science, and through the emergence of disciplinary techniques such as techniques of 

surveillance, examination and discipline, which facilitate the process of obtaining 

knowledge about individuals. Thus, ways of knowing are equated with ways of exercising 

power over individuals. Foucauh also isolates techniques found in medicine, psychiatry, 

criminology and their corresponding institutions, the hospital, asylum and prison. Usually 

the divisions like healthy/ill, sane/mad, legal/delinquent are experienced in the society at 

large in more subtle ways, such as in the practice of labeling one another or ourselves as 

different or abnormal. 
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For example, in The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 Foucault has shown how modem 

individual has come to see herself as a sexual subject and how the dimensions of personal 

life are psychologized and have become a target for the intervention of experts. Again, 

Foucault has attempted to show how the discourses of psychoanalysis and the practices 

based upon them have played more of a role in the normalization of the modem individual 

than they have in any liberatory process. However, he calls for a liberation fi-om this 

'government of individualization', for the discovery of new ways of understanding 

ourselves and new forms of subjectivity 

3 Finally, Foucault thinks that focusing on power as a possession has led to the 

location of power in a centralized source. The Marxist location of power in a class, 

according to Foucault, has obscured an entire network of power relations 'that invests the 

body, sexuality, family, kinship, knowledge, technology ...' What is noteworthy is that 

Foucault does not deny the phenomenon of class (or state) power, but simply denies that 

understanding it is most important for organizing resistance. His 'bottom-up' analysis is an 

attempt to show how power relations at the micro-level of society make certain global 

effect of domination, such as class power and patriarchy. Moreover, Foucault's histories put 

into question the idea of a universal binary division of struggle. To be sure, such divisions 

do exist, but as particular and not as universal historical phenomena. Of course, the 

corollary of his rejection of the binary model is that the notion of a subject of history, a 

single locus of resistance,is put into question. 

Despite Foucault's neglect of resistance in Discipline and Punish, in The History of 

Sexuality he defines power as dependent on resistance. Foucault speaks of power as 

dependent on resistance in the following terms ; 

Where there is power, there is resistance and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is 

never in a position of exteriority in relation to power (1978, trans 1990:95 ). 

I'm not positing a substance of power. I'm simply saying: as soon as there's a relation of power 

there's a possibility of resistance. We are never trapped by power: it's always possible to 
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modify its hold, in determined conditions and following a precise strategy. (Quoted in J. 

Sawicki from Foucault 1980:13). 

There are two claims in the above remarks. In the first claim, power relations are only 

implemented in cases where there is resistance. This means that power relations only arise 

in cases where there is conflict, where one individual or group wants to affect the action of 

another individual or group. In addition, sometimes power enlists the resistance forces into 

its own service. One of the ways it does this is by labeling them, by establishing norms and 

defining differences. 

The second claim- 'wherever there is a relation of power it is possible to modify its 

hold'- is stronger than the first one. Foucault also states that 'power is exercised only over 

fi"ee subjects, and only in so far as they are fi'ee' (Foucault in J. D. faubian (ed.) 1994:342). 

Free subjects are subjects who face a field of possibilities. Their action is structured but not 

forced. Thus Foucault does not define power as the overcoming of resistance. While 

restraining forces are overcome, power relations collapse into force relations. The limits of 

power have been reached. So while Foucault has been accused of describing a talitarian 

power from which there is no escape, he denies that 'there is a primary and andamental 

principle of power which dominates society down to the smallest deiail' (Ibid:345). 

Foucault rather describes the social field as a myriad of unstable and heterogeneous 

relations of power. It is an open system ,which contains possibilities of domination as well 

as resistance. 

Now it would not be out of place to focus on Foucault's concept of 'bio-power' (1978, 

trans 1990:140). According to Foucault, 'bio-power' is unlike the sporadic violent power 

exercised over a relatively anonymous social body under the older monarchical forms of 

power. It emerged as an apparently benevolent, but peculiarly invasive and effective form 

of social control. Foucault says that this power over life evolved in two basic forms_,which 

are not antithetical: disciplinary power and regulatory power. And in his view, 'this bio-

power was without question an indispensable element in the development of Capitalism, the 

latter would not have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the 

machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic 
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processes' (Ibid: 141). However, as Jana Sawicki argues, if bio-power was an indispensable 

element in the development of Capitalism insofar as it made possible 'a controlled insertion 

of bodies into the machinery of production', then it must also have been indispensable to 

patriarchal power insofar as it provided instruments for the insertion of women's bodies 

into the machinery of reproduction. And if claiming a right to one's body only makes sense 

against the background of these new life-administering forms of power and knowledge, 

then the history of modem feminist struggles for reproductive freedom is a key dimension 

of the history of bio-power (1991:68). 

The recent feminist history of bio-power addresses the social and political implications 

of the emergence of new reproductive technologies. Both the Foucauldian and the radical 

feminists assume that new reproductive technologies pose dangers for women. They also 

regard these technologies as potentially insidious forms of social control. But while the 

radical feminists describe the relationship between patriarchal technologies and 

dominations as total, the Foucauldian feminists observe that the disciplinary technologies' 

control over women's body is not secured primarily through violence or coercion, but 

rather by producing new norms. This emphasis on normalization as opposed to violence 

accounts for why women willingly subject themselves to the patriarchal disciplinary model 

of power and how it has become effective at getting a grip on women 

However, the Foucauldian feminism not only tries to identify the ways in which new 

reproductive technologies threaten to erode women's power over their reproductive lives, 

but also tries to locate the potential for resistance in the current social field, that is, what 

Foucault refers to as 'subjugated knowledges'. This means that the Foucauldian feminism 

looks not only at the discourses of men who develop and implement the technologies, but 

also at the different ways in which women are being affected by them. What makes new 

reproductive technologies especially dangerous to women is,according to J. Sawicki, not so 

much that they objectify and fragment bodily processes, but that they are designed and 

implemented by experts in contexts where scientific and medical authority is wielded with 

insufficient attention to the prerequisites for democratic or shared decision-making. 

Sawicki also observes that 'the often unchallenged authority of experts make possible an 
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imposition of treatments and regimes that is in fact dangerous to women. Physicians and 

health care practitioners must be exhorted to fiirther efforts to ensure that women are not 

treated solely as bodies, but also as subjects with desires, fears, special needs and so forth' 

(1991:92). 

Now for feminist analysis of literary text, we find Foucault's theory of 'discourse' 

more useful than 'ideology' because his discourse theory provides us with certain 

advantages. To make the point clear it is worthwhile to quote two lengthy quotations-one 

from Foucault and the other from Cameron. As Foucauh states : 

Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up against it, any more 

than silences are. We must make allowance for the complex and unstable process whereby 

discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a 

stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy. 

Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes 

it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it (1978, trans 1990:100-1). 

Deborah Cameron, on the other hand, says: 

The movement for so-called politically correct language does not threaten our freedom 

to speak as we choose, within the limits imposed by any form of social and public 

interaction. It threatens only our freedom to imagine that our linguistic choices are 

inconsequential, or to suppose that any one group of people has an inalienable right to 

prescribe them. (Cameron 1994.33 Quoted in S. Mills 1997:45). 

These two quotations help us understand two different analytical positions : the first one 

discourse analysis and the second one ideological analysis. Since the latter is premised 

upon the model of power, which Foucauh calls Repressive Hypothesis, h is forced to 

represent the female subjects as passive victims, unable to intervene in the process whereby 

they are repressed. But in discourse theory perspective, discourse in which knowledge and 

power join together, is considered to be an arena where just as some males are sanctioned in 

their attempts to negotiate a powerful position for themselves in relation to women, so 

women can contest or collaborate with these moves. Besides this, in this perspective, the 
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complexity of power relations can be effectively dealt with. In ideological perspective, the 

hard-line Marxists would still consider class to be the most important factor in the 

oppression of certain groups, and gender simply as a form of secondary exploitation. But in 

discourse theory perspective, a Foucauldian feminist would see class concern integrated 

with concerns about gender. According to a Foucauldian feminist, people are not 

oppressed because of their class separately from their oppression because of race or gender, 

although one of these factors might feel dominant at any particular moment. In this 

connection mention may be made of McClintock who, in her book. Imperial Leather: Race, 

Gender and Sexuality in the Imperial Contest (1995), observes that there is an impossibility 

of separating gender, race and class. As she wrote: 

Impenalism cannot be understood without a theory of gender power. Gender power was 

not the superficial patina of empire, and ephemeral gloss over the more decisive 

mechanisms of class and race. Rather, gender dynamics were, from the outset, fundamental 

to the securing and maintenance of the imperial enterprise (1995:6-7) 

On this view, Sara Mills argues that 'gender is always already formed through the vectors 

of race and class' (1997:79). 

Moreover, as in radical feminism, so in Foucauldian perspective, the famous slogan of 

the Women's Movement of 1960s-'personal is political'-is still held good. The inclusion of 

the slogan in its agenda leads a Foucauldian to politicize the personal domain and thereby 

oppose the liberal thinking that childcare, domestic labour, sexual abuse, domestic violence 

and issues of reproductive rights belong to the private sphere and therefore are outside of 

power. But unlike in radical feminism, power, in discourse theory perspective, is not 

located in any monolithic structure or central institution such as pornography or compulsory 

heterosexuality. Here power is redefined by drawing upon Foucault's revising model of 

power relations: 

To say that 'everything is political', is to affirm this ubiquity of relations of force and their 

immanence in a political field; but this is to give oneself the task, which as yet has scarcely 

even been outlined, of disentangling this indefinite knot (Foucoult in Colin Gordon (ed.) 

1980:189). 1 
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Again, femininity, in discourse theory perspective, is viewed as something structured 

in discourse. In other words, discourses structure both our sense of reality and our notion of 

our own identity. On the view of femininity as discourse, women can be seen to be actively 

working out their subject positions and roles in the process of negotiating discursive 

constraints. But an ideologically inflected feminist theorizing sees femininity simply as an 

imposed ideological category, which is considered to be homogeneous one affecting all 

women in the same way. It ignores different ideological structures for classes or sexual 

orientations. It does not spell out why women should accept the structures of femininityj 

which are portrayed as limiting them Furthermore, it gives no sense of how, if femininity 

is such a negative characteristic, it can be resisted, rather than simply rejected wholesale. 

But in discourse theory perspective, the notion of a discourse of femininity is used to 

move our attention away from the view of femininity as social construct being imposed on 

passive female subjects. Construction of different meanings of femininity is made possible 

with an assumption that discourse structures are discontinuous, that is, they change over 

times because of women's resistance to them and the changes in social structures. Also, 

since discourse is something that one does (rather than something to which one is 

subjected), engaging with discourses of femininity constitutes an interactional relation of 

power rather than an imposition of power. Femininity does not have a single meaning, but 

depends on a wide range of contextual features, such as perceived power relations, for its 

interpretation and effect. As Biddy Martin puts it, 'power... is the relation between 

pleasures, knowledge and power as they are produced and disciplined' (quoted in S. Mills 

1997:88). In this perspective, power is enacted within relationships and thus seen as 

something,which can be contested at every moment and in every interaction. As Smith 

explains: 

To explore femininity as discourse means as shift away from viewing it as a normative 

order, rqjroduced through socialisation, to which women are somehow subordinated. 

Rather femininity is addressed as a complex of actual relation vested in texts. ( quoted in 

Ibid :88) 
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This textual / discursive nature of femininity, as Sara Mills says, makes it open to act of 

reinterpretation (Ibid ). 

The confessional discourse which Foucault has discussed in relation to disciplinary 

society in Discipline and Punish (1979) has now been adapted by the feminist discourse 

theorists toward the analysis of certain type of text and the relation between confessing and 

submitting to a relation of power For Foucault, the confessional is one of the practices by 

which subjects are disciplined. In his view, those who confess and display themselves as 

complicit subjects, in the process construct themselves as compliant subjects. But feminist 

discourse theorists explore that even in the process of producing oneself as someone who 

has emotional difficulties, there can be possible sites of resistance produced at the same 

time. 

What is more, in discourse theory perspective "the notion of discourse', as Dorothy 

Smith says, ' displaces the analysis from the text as originating in writer or thinker, to the 

discourse itself as an ongoing inter-textual process. In the context of Foucauh's 

archaeology, the concept of discourse has some of the force as structuralism in displacing 

the subject or reducing her to mere bearer of systemic processes external to her. Analysis of 

the extended social relations of complex social processes requires that our concepts 

embrace properties and processes,which cannot be attributed to or reduced to individual 

'utterances', or 'speech acts'. Ongoing organisation and relations co-ordinating multiple 

sites are produced by actual individuals, but the forms of organisation are not intended or 

fully regulated by a set or sub-set of those individuals. Members of discourse orient to the 

order of the discourse in talk, writing, creating images whether in texts or on their bodies, 

producing and determined by the ongoing order which is their concerted accomplishment 

and arises in the concerting" (Dorothy Smith 1990 : 161-62 quoted in Sara Mills 1997: 85-

86 ). In this interpretation of discourse, Dorothy Smith locates individual agency without 

submitting either to extreme interpretations of Foucault's views of discourse as 

disembodied or to naive formulations of individualism. She has here conceptualized 

discourse as more socially context-bound^which is attentive to what individual subjects^do 

within and through discursive structures. Lastly, a Foucauldian perspective would assume 
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that texts are determined not by one discourse, but by several different discourses which are 

at work in their construction. Moreover, these discourses are often in conflict with one 

another. 

This critical perspective in analysing fiction has proved to be radical and very fruitful. 

Here mine is a modest attempt to explore Anita Desai's fiction fi-om this perspective and 

method known as Foucauldian genealogy. 

Anita Desai is one of the most significant Indian women novelists who started writing 

fiction in English in the 1950s. During this period writers like Kamala Markandaya, Ruth 

Prawar Jhabvala and Nayantara Sahgal provided a new insight into the status and attitude of 

women in Indian society. On the Indian English literary landscape Kamala Markandaya 

appeared with her Nectar in a Sieve in 1954, Ruth Jhabvala with her To Whom She Will in 

1955 and Nayantara Sahgal with her A Time to Be Happy in 1958 And Anita Desai 

appeared with her Cry, The Peacock in 1963 and took the literary world by storm. Of 

course, now there are a lot of Indian women novelists like Bharati Mukherjee, Shashi 

Deshpande, Shobha De, Kamala Das, Nomita Gokhale, Rama Mehta, Gita Mehta, 

Arundhati Roy, making great strides in the Indian fictional world. Of these, Arundhati Roy 

did indeed create an unprecedented fiirore as her novel. The God of Small Things, first came 

out, but the critical attention that has so far been given to Anita Desai is unparalleled. Anita 

Desai has now a world-wide recognition as a powerful post-colonial writer. 

- Every writer is a social product. More or less s/he is influenced by the age in which 

s/he is bom and brought up. Anita Desai is no exception to it. Though she denies that she is 

influenced by the social issues of her times, yet her novels show that she was not closed 

against social institutions and practices and some national policies. She belongs to the post-

independence era of India. In 1937 in Mussorie, India, she was bom of a Bengali father and 

a German mother and educated at Delhi. Besides reading books, she is fond of classical 

music, painting, travelling and gardening. She is married and has four children, including 

Kiran Desai, author of Hullabaloo In The Guava Orchard Her published works include 

eleven novels and two collections of short stories, besides stories for children, articles and 

interviews. Among Indian women novelists, only Kamala Markandaya has done so much 
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work. Desai's eleven novels are Cry, The Peacock (1963), Voices in the City (1965), Bye-

Bye Blackbird 0971), Where Shall we go this Summer ? (1975), Fire on the Mountain 

(1977), Clear Light of Day (1981), The Village by the Sea (1982), In Custody (1984), 

Baumgartner 's Bombay (1988), Journey to Ithaca (1995) and Fasting, Feasting (1999). For 

her writings Anita Desai has received many awards in India and abroad and held many 

prestigious posts in India and other countries of the world. She won Royal Society of 

Literature's Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize for her Fire on the Mountain and the National 

Academy of Letters Award in 1978. Her Clear Light of Day was shortlisted for the 1980 

Booker Prize. Again her In Custody was shortlisted for 1984 Booker Prize. In 1999 her 

Fasting, Feasting was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize and ended as a runner-up in the 

hot race. 

As an academician, Desai ranks among the great personalities of literature in the world 

She is a member of the Advisory Board of English for the National Academy of Arts and 

Letters in New York and of Girton college at the University of Cambridge She teaches the 

writing programme at MIT and divides her time between India, Boston, Massachusetts and 

Cambridge, England. Her novel. In Custody, has been filmed by the Merchant Ivory 

productions. 

The themes of her novels are related to women. The women characters of her novels 

are seen to react very strongly and sensitively to the oppressive forces of the male 

dominated society, yet it is interesting to note that Mrs Desai does not profess to be a 

feminist as some other women novelists like Shobha De and Nomita Gokhale do. Even the 

critics like Usha Bande (1983), S. Indira (1994), Rajib Sharma (1995), Sandhyarani Das 

(1996), Asha Kanwar (1989), Kunj Bala Goel (1989) and OP. Budholia (2001) have 

analysed her novels from various points of view, but none of them has made an attempt to 

explore her as a feminist novelist. Of course, Sunaina Singh (1994) has studied her four 

novels in comparison with Maraget Atwood's four novels in a feminist perspective. And 

Jasbir Jain has passingly mentioned that Desai's work, if examined against the three phases 

- the feminine phase, the feminist phase and the female phase as traced by Elaine Showaller 

in her book^l Literature of Their Own (1977), 'falls into the third phase, and directly relates 

21 



to it' (Jasbir Jain 1987 :157). But all these feminist readings have remained incomplete in 

some way or other. I propose to explore Anita Desai as a postcolonial feminist novelist. 

Here it is proper to mention that the feminist perspective in which Sunaina has studied her 

four novels is ideologically inflected one, with the result that she has failed to explore the 

complexity of power relations in her novels. My study is meant to fill this gap by adopting 

the Foucauldian perspectives based upon discourse theory consisting of a range of different 

theories developed under the influence of Foucault's work My study therefore would not 

be author-centered. Rather it would be attentive to what the individual subjects do within 

discourse and through discursive structures and how they construct and are constructed by, 

different discourses. 

Anita Desai produces truths through fictions about women's condition in patriarchal 

capitalist society. While exploring the relationships between the women's social and 

familial life along with their psychological states, she makes attempts at producing different 

meanings around their different issues like marriage, motherhood, spinsterhood, 

widowhood, dowry, child-marriage, sexuality, rape, vocation, independence, search for 

identity through the construction of different discourse about them. However, because of 

the contextual changes, these issues come to be constructed not as homogeneous in her 

fictional world. In Voices in the City, Bye-Bye Blackbird and Fasting, Feasting marriage 

takes on an oppressive form, though in Bye-Bye Blackbird it is less oppressive than creating 

an identity crisis because of its cross-cultural nature. Again, in Clear Light of Day and 

Fasting, Feasting marriage provides some women with the scope for negotiation of power 

and pleasure, and in Baumgartner's Bombay marriage is selectively appropriated by a 

western woman to resist the British Government's repressive measure. In In Custody a 

woman is made to admit that however tedious and painfiil the domestic works may be, a 

woman can enjoy a sort of power and position in the inner space of home. Besides this, 

through the construction of a muslim female artist, an attempt is made to show that artistic 

creativity is not the monopoly of man, woman can also parade in the domain of art, if she 

gets recognition. But spinsterhood, on the other hand, is posited as a form of resistance to 

the oppressive heterosexual marriage in Clear Light of Day, Fire on the Mountain. Again, 

in Voices in the City, Clear Light of Day, Village By the Sea and Fasting, Feasting the 
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unmarried young women's search for independent profession has been inextricably 

linked to their urge for power and independent earning. But in Cry, The Peacock, marriage 

creates desire for sexuality and dependence in a young woman, but as the desire for 

sexuality stands repressed, the marriage results in the act of her husband's murder. 

In Where Shall We Go This Summer ? and Fire on the Mountain motherhood is 

constructed not as joy, though in Bye-Bye Blackbird the discourse of an expectant mother is 

shown to have the power to subvert the purity of the nationalist discourse. 

In Clear Light of Day, widowhood is constructed as something highly inhumardzing 

and painfiil for the young widow, but in Fasting, Feasting this widowhood is constructed as 

enjoyment for an old widow. 

In Fire on the Mountain, child-marriage is projected as male whim for earning money 

in tribal patriarchy, which manifests itself as a violent power through rape of a spinster 

social welfere officer who goes to organize a women's struggle against that child-marriage. 

In Journey to Ithaca, a mother is empowered spiritually in order to show that 

spirituality is not the monopoly of man. Thus while constructing dififerent meanings of 

different women's issues, Anita Desai makes her women characters appropriate and 

abrogate different social institutions and cultural practices and at the same time she shifts 

her feminist position fi-om western feminism to postcolonial feminism because the more she 

advances the more she values composite culture over pure one, mukiculturalism over pure 

nationalist culture, although sometimes she Colludes with the discourse of traditional Hindu 

religion for empowerment of women in order to resist the dominance of colonial west. 

However, in the chapters that follow, I shall try to resurrect the 'subjugated 

knowledges' of the women variously projected in Desai's fiction and thereby make an 

attempt to show how women as individuals can negotiate or resist power and its effects 

disseminated through various relations. 
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