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Foucault on Power:
A Theory for Women?

Nancy Hartsock

If we begin with a general question about the association of power and
gender, t!le answer would seem to be self-evident: Power is associated
firmly with the male and masculinity. Commentators on power have
frequently remarked on its connections with virility and masculinity 'Yet
efforts to change the subordinate status of women require a considératior;
of Fhe nature of power. In order to change the relations of domination
which structure society and define our subordination, we must understand
how power works, and thus we need a usable theory of power. Where is
it to be found? How is it to be developed? Are relations of power between
the sexes cqmparable to other kinds of power relations? Or are gender
relations unique, and thus must we develop a new theory to account for
thc?m? Can theories of power currently being developed in the social
sciences make fruitful contributions to the analysis of power relations
between the sexes? If not, how could these theories be adapted in such a
way thgt gender relations could be adequately conceptualized? ‘

[ believe that while gender relations require specific descript'ion much
of what has been written about the relations of domination ob;ainin
between other groups is relevant to the situation of women. One coulg
find much common ground among theories of power which emerge from
and respor_ld to experiences of domination and subjugation. I am much
les_s sanguine, however, about the utility of theories of power currentl
bemg'developed in the social sciences. Not only do I find them not usefu);
or fruitful for women or other oppressed groups, but I also fail to see how

This chapter is a revised version of a
|  revis _ paper presented at a conference titied *“The Gend
of P;ower, at Unlv.erstly of Leiden, September 1987, and published as a part of tt‘:
ccoln erence procccdmgs..The Gender of Power, ed. Monique Lejnaar, Kathy Davis
audine Helleman, Jantine Oldersmaa, Dini Vos (Leiden: University of‘Lciden 1987)’
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they might be reconceptualized or otherwise adapted to our needs. [ have
examined a number of these theories elsewhere, including the structuralist
alternative proposed by Lévi-Strauss, and found them wanting.” Here, 1
want to argue that poststrucluralist theories such as those put forward by
Michel Foucault fail to provide a theory of power for women.

We must note at the outset that power is a peculiar concept, one that
must be characterized as “essentially contested.” That is, different theories
of power rest on different assumptions about both the content of existence
and the ways we come 10 know it. That is, different theories of power rest
on differing ontologies and epistemologies, and a feminist rethinking of
power requires attention to its epistemological grouncl'mg.3

| have argued elsewhere that epistemologies grow out of differing
material circumstances. We must, then, distinguish between theories of
power about women—theories which may include the subjugation of
women as yet another variable to be considered, and theories of power
for women—theories which begin from the experience and point of view
of the dominated. Such theories would give attention not only to the ways
women are dominated, but also to their capacities, abilities, and strengths.
In particular, such theories would use these capacities as guides for a
potential transformation of power relationships—that is, for the empower-
ment of women. 1 should add as a qualification that | refer to the empower-

ment of women as a group, not simply a few women “making it.” One

might make similar cases for other marginalized groups.
But to mention the power of women leads immediately to the problem
of what is meant by «women.” The problem of differences among women
has been very prominent in the United States in recent years, We face the
task of developing our understanding of difference as part of the theoretical
task of developing a theory of power for women. Issues of difference

reminds us as well that many of the factors which divide women also unite

some women with men—factors such as racial or cultural differences.

Perhaps theories of power for women will also be theories of power for
other groups as well. We need to develop our understanding of difference
by creating a situation in which hitherto marginalized groups can name
themselves, speak for themselves, and participate in defining the terms of
interaction, a situation in which we can construct an understanding of the
world that is sensitive to difference. !

What might such a theory look like? Can we develop a general theory,
or should we abandon the search for such a theory in favor of making
space for a number of heterogeneous voices to be heard? What kinds of
common claims can be made about the situations of women and men of
color? About those of white women and women and men of color? About
the situations of Western peoples and those they have colonized? For
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the right to participate in defining the terms of interaction. Thus, 1 contend,
in broad terms, that postmodernism represents a dangerous approach for

any marginalized group to adopt.
The Construction of the Colonized Other

[n thinking about how to think about these issues, I found that the work
of Albert Memmi in The Colonizer and the Colonized was very useful as a
metaphor for understanding both our situation with regard to postmodernist
theorists and the situation of some postmodernist theorists themselves:
Those of us who have been marginalized enter the discussion from a
position analogous {0 that which the colonized holds in relation to the
colonizer. Most fundamentally, 1 want to argue that the philosophical and
historical creation of a devalued “Other” was the necessary precondition
for the creation of the transcendental rational subject outside of time and
space, the subject who is the speaker in Enlightenment philosophy. Simone
de Beauvoir has described the essence of the process in a quite different
context: “Evil is necessary {0 Good, Matter to ldea, and- Darkness to
Light.”® While this subject is clearest in the work of bourgeois philosophers
such as Kant, one can find echoes of this mode of thought in some of
Marx’s claims about the proletariat as the universal subject of history.

Memmi described the bond that creates both the colonizer and the
colonized as one which destroys both parties, although in different ways.
As he draws a portrait of the Other as described by the colonizer, the
colonized emerges as the image of everything the colonizer is not. Every
negative quality is projected onto her/him. The colonized is said to be
lazy, and the colonizer becomes practically lyrical about it. Moreover,
the colonized is both wicked and backward, a being who is in some
important ways not fully human.” As he describes the image of the
colonized, feminist readers of de Beauvoir’'s Second Sex cannot avoid a
sense of familiarity. We recognize a greal deal of this description.®

Memmi points to several conclusions drawn about this artificially cre-
ated Other. First, the Other is always seen as “Not,” as i lack, a void, as
Jacking in the valued quatities of the society, whatever those qualities may
be.’ Second, the humanity of the Other becomes “opague.” Colonizers
can frequently be heard making statements such as “you never know
what they think. Do they think? Or do they instead operate according to
intuition?” (Feminist readers may be reminded of some of the arguments
about whether women had souls, or whether they were capable of reason
or of learning Latin.) Memmi remarks ironically that the colonized must
indeed be very strange, if he remains so mysterious and opaque after years
of living with the colonizer. Third, the Others are not seen as fellow

individual members of the human community, but rather as part of a
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kept from being filled. The colonialist removes the factor from history,
time and therefore possible evolution. What is actually a sociotogical
point becomes labeled as being biological, or preferably, metaphysical.
It is attached to the colonized’s basic nature. Immediately the colonial
relationship between colonized and colonizer, founded on the essential
outlook of the two protagonists, becomes a definitive category. It is
what it is because they are what they are, and neither one nor the other

will ever change. 0

Said points to something very similar. He argues that “European culture
gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as
a sort of surrogate and ¢ven underground self % QOrientalism is part of
the European identity that defines “us” versus the nonEuropeans. To go
further, the studied object becomes another being with regard to whom
the studying subject becomes ranscendent. Why? Because, unlike the
Oriental, the European observer is a tru¢ human being. "

But what does all this have to do with theory and the search fora theory
of power for women? I want to suggest that in each of these cases—and
the examples could be multiplied—what we see is the construction of
the social relations, the power relations, which form the basis of the
transcendent subject of Enlightenment theories—he (and 1 mean he) who
theorizes. Put slightly differently, the political and social as well as
ideological/intellectual creation of the devalued Other was at the same
time the creation of the universalizing and totalizing voice postmodernists
denounce as the voice of theory.

These social relations and the totalizing voice they constitute are memo-
rialized as well in the rules of formal logic. As Nancy Jay points out, the
rules of logic we have chosen to inherit must be seen as principles of
order. She calls attention to the principle of identity (if anything is A it
is A), the principle of contradiction (nothing can be both A and not-A),
and the principle of the excluded middle (anything and everything must
be either A or not-A). She notes: “These principles are not representative
of the empirical world; they are principles of order. In the empirical world,
almost everything is in a process of transition; growing, decaying, ice
turning to water and vice versa,”"’ J

These logical principles of order underlie the pattern of thought I have
been describing, a pattern which divides the world into A and not-A. The
not-A side is regularly associated with disorder, jrrationality, chance,
error, impurity. Not-A 13 necessarily impure, a random catchall kind of

category. The clue, Jay notes, is the presence of only one positive term.
Thus, men/women/children is one form of categorizing the world, while
men/women-and-children is quite different in implication.”' Radical di-
chotomy, then, functions to maintain order. The questions posed elo-
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be theorized. Just when we are talking about

about whether the world can
the changes we want, ideas of progress and the possibility of systematically

and rationally organizing human society become dubious and suspect.
Why is it only now that critiques are made of the will to power inherent
in the effort to create theory? I contend that these intellectual moves are
no accident (but no conspiracy cither). They represent the transcendental
voice of the Enlightenment attempting to come to grips with the social
and historical changes of the middle-to-late twentieth century.
However, the particular forms its efforts have taken indicate a failure
of imagination and refiect the fact that dominant modes of thought are
imprisoned within Enlightenment paradigms and values. But these arc
simply questions. Let us look more closely at one effort to describe the
tasks we are told to engage in if we adopt the postmodernist project.

Foucault’s Resistance and Refusal

f the several figures in Memmi’s landscape.
f the colonizer and the colonized, and these
are indeed the basic structural positions. But Memmi makes an important
distinction between the colonizer who accepts and the colonizer who
refuses. If, as a group, modernist theories represent the views of the
colonizer who accepts, postmodernist ideas can be divided between those
who, like Richard Rorty, ignore the power relations involved, and those,
like Foucault, who resist these relations. Foucault, I would argue, repre-
sents Memmi’s colonizer who refuses and thus exists in a painful ambigu-
ity. He is, therefore, a figure who also fails to provide an epistemology
which is usable for the task of revolutionalizing, creating, and con-
structing.”’

Memmi states that as a

Foucault represents one o
[ have so far spoken only o

Jewish Tunisian he knew the colonizer as well
as the colonized, and so “ynderstood only too well (the difficulty of
the colonizer who refuses) their inevitable ambiguity and the resulting
isolation; more serious still, their inability to act.”? He notes that it is

difficult to escape from a concrete situation and to refuse its ideology

while continuing to live in the midst of the concrete relations of a culture.

The colonizer who attempts it 15 traitor, but he is still siot the colonized.”
The political ineffectiveness of the Left Colonizer comes from the nature
of his position in the colony. Has one, Memmi asks, ever seen a serious
political demand which did not rest on concrete supports of people or
money or force? The colonizer who refuses to become a part of his grou
fellow citizens faces the difficult political question of who might he be. !
This lack of certainty and power infuses Foucault’s work most pro-
foundly in his methodological texts. He s clearly rejecting any form of
totalizing discourse: Reason, he argues, must be seen as born from chaos,
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position of the colonizer who resists. He recognizes that the last ten to
fifteen years have changed some features of the intellectual landscape. He
notes that the most recent period has been characterized by a variety of
dispersed and discontinuous offensives and an “insurrection of subjugated
knowledges.” He adds that what has emerged is a sense of

ty to criticism of things, institutions,
fragility has been discovered in the very
. [those] aspects of it that are most
o our bodies and to

. the increasing vulnerabili
practices, discourses. A certain
bedrock of existence . . . even . .
familiar, most solid, and most intimately related t

our everyday behavior.”

in the essay cited, he refers to contemporary intellectuals
» Thus, one might argue that Foucault himself recog-

nizes the effects of decolonization and the revolt of many dominated
groups. All this can only make my argument, that he does not offer a
theory of power adequate to the analysis of gender, more difficult to

support.

I will go
important contributi
tions. One can cite

At another point
as “fragile inheritors.

even further and note that Foucault makes a number of
ons to our understanding of contemporary social rela-
his accounts of the development of the confession as
a means of producing power by requiring those who are to be dominated
to take the initiative. One can note as well his substitution of domination/
subjugation for the traditional problem of sovereignty/obedience. In addi-
tion, his development of the concept of disciplinary power, a power which
possesses, in a sense, the same possibilities for expansion as capital
itself, marks a major advance. One might continue to enumerate his
contributions, but I will leave that to his disciples. Instead, what 1 want
to argue here is that Foucault reproduces in his work the situation of the
colonizer who resists [and in so doing renders his work inadequate and
even irrelevant to the needs of the colonized or the dominated]. So, let

me return to the two central points 1 want to make.

Foucault’s Perspective

ersuades me that Foucault’s world is not my
world but is instead a world in which I feel profoundly alien. Indecd,
when he argues that this is our world, 1 am reminded of a joke told about
two U.S. comic book figures—the Lone Ranger and Tonto, “his faithful
Indian companion” (and subordinate). As the story goes, the two are
chased and then surrounded by hostile Indians. As he comes (o recognize
their danger, the Long Ranger turns 10 Tonto and asks, “What do we do
now?”’ To which Tonto replies, “What do you mean, ‘we,” white boy?”

In sum, reading Foucault p
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Foucault’s is a world in whi i
. which things move, rather
. : ‘ , than people
:)r;) ';?;Ch subjlect_s beclome obliterated or, rather, recregtedp as: ?J:;glrxlri
ob f) ices, aT\lalfﬁ; d l;gu\:hul:[h pa§swityhor refusal represent the only possible
vices. R ault writes, the confession * i '
Celigion and ~emieraied rooes ession detached itself” from
repgion and ‘emig: ward pedagogy,”™ or he notes that “hypotheses
e sovcroion bﬁf' | Ml:)reover, he argues that subjects not only ceaqel {o
s also that external forces such as i l
even to the body and thus are th ich constitute the subeet o
: § ¢ forces i i
Sven 10 the body, ces which constitute the subject as
sh ;?)23 ct;);ntlgentator has ;rgued that one’s concept of power is importantly
¢ reason why one wishes to think i
hape s to thin about power in the fi
?v le_:;te (})1: goclzz on to set several possibilities. First, you might imagizsf:
whal you cou [dd(') if you had power. Second, you might speculate about
a“essyw}]a»[w}))::) imagine if you had power. Third, you might want to
5 wer you would need to initiate
_ a new order, Or, fi
) . Or, fo
3:} eu ?;lsgei:]ttlwam to postulate a range of things outside any form of p(l;:te]}
ﬁrstplw0 ]?Jhﬁgdgstand.l Foucault, he argues correctly, is attracted by the
two. , Foucauit’s imagination of po is “with”
" . Foucault i power 15 “with” rather th
tiogfl:;mls}tm IIJ%‘:[?;@ .lShald gives no “textual” evidence to support his asscfrn
: cre are a number of indications that F is “with
power,” that is, understands the w cctivg of the rul e
_ , orld from the perspecti i
group. First, from the perspective i D s oot
, ; of the ruling gro her
would appear to be illegiti * a0 fanction within sty
gitimate or “not allowed to functi ithi i
) a _ o function within of
wr:)(:l\;rdl:dge, as Foucault himself says of workers’ knowledge.” "?E::I
woul ppe(;il' tobe, as ,I:“c‘y‘ucault has variously categorized them “ivmurrec}-}
Simp;’;,Char;s:)rd.ered, frs:lgmenlary," lacking “aulonomous,life"’” To
simply ch: cterize the variety of “counter-discourses” or “antisci'ences”
n:la[erj;:ﬂybema(:]r’? negates the fact that they rest on organized and indeed
maters osz:;es. ] Second, and related, Foucault calls only for resistance
g a[})) s :; l:)a[ Lhe stjl/stehm of power relations. Moreover, he is often
v : xactly this means. Thus, he ar | ;
entertain the claims™ of subj 0 D o bains e shoutd
ugated knowled i i
elerts _ ]] ges or bring them “int
gecj(() - s;)sc(;?cr:'?{l)lzé he targfucsf that the task for inte]lectugals is less tg
: ments for fundamental chan d
agamnst the forms of powe  heso nfovements s
' § r that can i
sgainst the foms of pow, transform these nfovements into
Pe i i
Fouc;].?ﬁz ;l;;sf slre(.jss on resistance rather than transformation is due to
ound pessimism. Power appe hi
jocault s T appears to him as ever expandin
) d\::::lr:)g.e (Ijt Jrgnzilr)‘/heven attempt to “annex” the counter-discompses tha%
pove do mop | e dangers qf going beyond resistance to power are
e 1 r?] c ear.ly stated than in Foucault’s response to one interviewe
o asked what might replacg the present system. He responded that t(g
gine another system is to extend our participation in the present
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system. Even more sinister, he added that perhaps this is what happened
in the Soviet Union, thus suggesting that Stalinism might be the most
likely outcome of efforts at social transformation.” Foucault’s insistence
on simply resisting power is carried even further in his arguments that one
must avoid claims to scientific knowledge. In particular, one should not
claim Marxism as a science because to do so would invest it with the
harmful effects of the power of science in modern culture.” Foucault then,
despite his stated aims of producing an account of power which will enable
and facilitate resistance and opposition, instead adopts the position of
what he has termed official knowledge with regard to the knowledge of
the dominated and reinforces the relations of domination in our society by
insisting that those of us who have been marginalized remain at the

margins.
The Evanescence of Power

Despite Foucault’s efforts to develop an account of power, and precisely
because of his perspective as the colonizer who resists, systematic power
relations ultimately vanish in his work. This may be related to my first
point; Domination, viewed from above, is more likely to appear as equal-
ity. Foucault has a great deal to say about what exactly he means by

power. Power

must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force
relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which
constitute their own organization; as the process which, through cease-
less struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses
them; or on the contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which
isolate them from one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which

they effect.”

(A very complicated definition.) He goes on to arguc that power is *“perma-
nent, repetitious, and seif reproducing. It is not a thing acquired but rather
exists in its exercise. Moreover, power relations are 7ot separate from
other relations but are contained within them.” At the same time (and
perhaps contradictorily) power relations are both intentional and subjec-
tive, although Foucault is careful to point out that there is no headquarters
which sets the direction.”’ His account of power is perhaps unique in that
he argues that wherever there is power, there is resistance.

Much of what Foucault has to say about power stresses the systemic
nature of power and its presence in multiple social relations. At the same
time, however, his siress on hetereogeneity and the specificity of each
situation leads him to lose track of social structures and instead to focus
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on how individuals experience and exercise power. Individuals, he argues
cllrculate among the threads of power. They *are always in the,position o%
simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.”* Individuals are
to be' seen not as an atom which power strikes, but rather the fact that
certain bodies and discourses are constituted as individuals is an effect of
power. Thus, power must not be seen as either a single individual dominat-
ing others or as one group or class dominating others. "
. Wllh this move Foucault has made it very difficult to locate domination
mclu@mg domination in gender relations. He has on the one hand claimeci
that_ individuals are constituted by power relations, but he has argued
against their constitution by relations such as the domination of one grou
by another. That is, his account makes room only for abstract individualsp
not women, men, or workers. ’
Foucault takes yet another step toward making power disappear when
he proposes the image of a net as a way to understand power. For example
he argues that the nineteenth-century family should be understood as a,l
“network' of pleasures and powers linked together at multiple points,” a
fo.rm.ulallon W!]iCh fails to take account of the important power different’ials
V«Cltl‘!ll‘l th; family.” The image of the net ironically allows (even facilitates)
his ignoring of power relations while claiming to elucidate them. Thus
hp argties that power is exercised generally through a “net-like oréaniza:
tion” and that individuals “circulate between its threads.” Domination is
not a part of this image; rather, the image of a network in which we al‘l
participate carries implications of equality and agency rather than the
systematic domination of the many by the few. Moreover, at times Fou-
cault seems to suggest that not only are we equals but that, those of us at
the bottom are in some sense responsible for our situations: Power, he
argues, comes from below. There is no binary opposition between ru’lers
and ruled, but rather manifold relations of force that take shape in the
maghmery of production, or families, and so forth, and then become the
basis for “wide ranging effects of cleavage that run through the social
body as a whole.”* Certainly in the analysis of power, Foucault argues
that rather than begin from the center or the top—tl,w sovereigntg—
one sl_10u'ld conduct an ascending analysis of power, s'iarting from ythe:
infinitesimal mechanisms” which each have their own history. One can
then see how Fhese have been colonized and transformed into m(.)re global
forms‘ of domination. It is certainly true that dominated groups participate
in their own domination. But rather than stop with the fact of panicipatli)on
we wtvc.)uld‘ learn a great deal more by focusing on the means by which thi;
participation is exacted. Foucault’s argument for an “ascending analysis”
of power could lead us to engage in a version of blaming the victim
Flpally, Foucault asserts that power must be understood as “capilla v,
that it must be analyzed at its extremities.” He gives the examplc:y of
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locating power not in sovereignty but in local material institutions, such
as torture and imprisonment. But the image of capillary power is one
which points to the conclusion that power is everywhere. After all, in
physical terms, where do we not have capillaries? Indeed, Foucault fre-
quently uses language which argues that power “pervades the entire social
body,” or is “omnipresent.”” Thus, all of social life comes to be a network
of power relations—relations which should be analyzed not at the level
of large-scale social structures but rather at very local, individual levels.
Moreover, Foucault notes important resemblances between such diverse
things as schools and prisons, or the development of sexuality in the
family and the institutions of “perversion.” The whole thing comes to look
very homogencous. Power is everywhere, and so ultimately nowhere.

In the end, Foucault appears to endorse a one-sided wholesale rejection
of modernity and to do so without a conception of what is to replace it.
Indeed, some have argued persuasively that because Foucault refuses both
the ground of foundationalism and the “ungrounded hope” endorsed by
liberals such as Rorty, he stands on no ground at all and thus fails to
give any reasons for resistance. Foucault suggests that if our resistance
succeeded, we would simply be changing one discursive identity for
another and in the process create new oppressions.’

The “majority” and those like Foucault who adopt the perspective of
the “majority” or the powerful can probably perform the greatest possible
political service by resisting and by refusing the overconfidence of the
past. But the message we get from them is either that we should abandon
the project of modernity and substitute a conversation (as Richard Rorty
suggests) or that we should simply take up a posture of resistance as the
only strategy open to us. But if we are not to abandon the project of
creating a new and more just society, neither of these options will work
for us.

Toward Theories for Women

Those of us who have been marginalized by the transcendental voice
of universalizing theory need to do something other than ignore power
relations as Rorty does or resist them as figures such as Foucault and
Lyotard suggest. We need to transform them, and to do so, we need a
revised and reconstructed theory (indebted to Marx among others) with
several important features.

First, rather than getting rid of subjectivity or notions of the subject, as
Foucault does and substituting his notion of the individual as an effect of
power relations, we need (o engage in the historical, political, and theoreti-
cal process of constituting ourselves as subjects as well as objects of
history. We need to recognize that we can be the makers of history as well
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as the objects of those who have made history. Our nonbeing was the
condition of being of the One, the center, the taken-for-granted ability of
one small segment of the population to speak for all; our various efforts
to constitute ourselves as subjects (through struggles for colonial indepen-
dence, racial and sexual liberation struggles, and so on) were fundamental
to creating the preconditions for the current questioning of universalist
claims. But, I believe, we need to sort out who we really are. Put differ-
ently, we need to dissolve the false “we” | have been using into its real
multiplicity and variety and out of this concrete multiplicity build an
account of the world as seen from the margins, an account which can
expose the falseness of the view from the top and can transform the
margins as well as the center. The point is to develop an account of
the world which treats our perspectives not as subjugated or disruptive
knowledges, but as primary and constitutive of a different world.

It may be objected that [ am calling for the construction of another
totalizing and falsely universal discourse. But that is to be imprisoned by
the alternatives imposed by Enlightenment thought and postmodemism:
Either one must adopt the perspective of the transcendental and disembod-
ied voice of “reason” or one must abandon the goal of accurate and
systematic knowledge of the world. Other possibilities exist and must
be (perhaps can only be) developed by hitherto marginalized voices.
Moreover, our history of marginalization will work against creating a
totalizing discourse. This is not to argue that oppression creates “better”
people: On the contrary, the experience of domination and marginalization
leaves many scars. Rather, it is to note that marginalized groups are far
less likely to mistake themselves for the universal “man.” We are well
aware that we are not the universal man who can assume his experience
of the world is the experience of all. But even if we will not make the
mistake of assuming our experience of the world is the experience of all,
we still need to name and describe our diverse experiences. What are our
commonalities? What are our differences? How can we transform our
imposed Otherness into a self-defined specificity?

Second, we must do our work on an epistemological base that indicates
that knowledge is possible—not just conversation or a discourse on how
it is that power relations work. Conversation as a goal is fine; understand-
ing how power works in oppressive societies is important. But if we are
to construct a new society, we need to be assured that some systematic
knowledge about our world and ourselves is possible. Those (simply)
critical of modernity can call into question whether we ever really knew
the world (and a good case can be made that “they” at least did not). They
are in fact right that they have not known the world as it is rather than as
they wished and needed it to be; they created their world not only in their
own image but in the image of their fantasies. To create a world that
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expresses our own various and diverse images, we need to understand
hoghlitrd\t“s:: Sn.eed a theory of power that recognizes thgt our practical daily
activity contains an understanding of the‘ ’world-——subjugated perhaps', but
present. Here | am reaffirming Gramsc:.s argument that everyone is fam
intellectual and that each of us has an eplsterpology. The point, then,_ or
“minority” theories is to “read out” the“eplstem(.)lc:,gles' in oulr various
practices. I have argued elsewhere foxj a standpm,nt epistemo (l)gy—an
account of the world with great similarities to Marx’s fundamental stgnc'e_
While | would modify some of what I argued !here_, [ would st1!l_1n31§t
that we must not give up the claim that m.ate.rlal life (class posntl_on in
Marxist theory) not only structures but sets llr‘nlts' on the un‘df.:rstandl_l;gb(])f
social relations, and that, in systems o_f domination, the vision e;v::a e
to the rulers will be both partial and will reverse the real order of t 11ngs.

Fourth, our understanding of power needs to recognize tt_le difficulty of
creating alternatives. The ruling class, race, and gender actively structure
the material-social relations in which all 'the_pames are forced to panlgl-
pate; their vision, therefore, cannot be dismissed as simply false or rlr]us.-
guided. In consequence, the oppressed groups must struggle: for tb ell:‘
own understandings which will_represent achievements requir;ng ot
theorizing and the education which grows frpm political struggd e.

Fifth, as an engaged vision, the understanding of thc_e oppresse exlpo_sesl
the relations among people as inhuman and thus contains a call to politica
action. That is, a theory of power for women, for the oppressed, 1;.3 ngt
one that leads to a turning away frqm engagement but rat_her one that is
a call for change and participation in altering power relations. '

The critical steps are, first, using what we know about our llVf;S as a
basis for critique of the dominant cu]ture_ and, second, creatmg' 1:)1 tcfl:ma(;
tives. When the various “minority” experiences have been de_s;n e fa?]
when the significance of these eXperiences as a g_round for critique ((j) the
dominant institutions and ideologies of society is better recognll]ze , “lrs
will have at least the tools to begin fo construct an account of the \;»]'or
sensitive to the realities of race and gender as well as class, To parap ;’ase
Marx, the point is to change the world, not simply to redescribe ourselves

or reinterpret the world yet again.
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