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Here are a few interesting observations Foucault makes in portions of The History of Sexuality, Volume I, that are not included in The Foucault Reader
For Foucault, there’s a big difference between 19th-Century discourses about human sexuality in medicine, and those about plant or animal reproductive physiology.  Truths about human sexuality in medicine had to come from the mouths of the patients themselves.

The Saltpêtrière was a mental hospital in Paris founded in the 17th Century as a prison for the insane, and headed starting in 1862 by the French clinical neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893).  (Freud studied with Charcot in 1885-6, where he learned from him about hypnosis and hysteria.)  Foucault argues that in the Saltpêtrière “sex was constituted as a problem of truth”.

Foucault points out a big difference between ars erotica (= erotic art) and the scientia sexualis (= science of sex).  Erotic art (as embodied, say, in the Indian Kama Sutra) is intended to produce sexual pleasure.  The science of sex, on the other hand, is intended to produce truth and knowledge.  Foucault sees the Catholic sacrament of penance as a prime example of the science of sex.  Think about the way in which discourse (= talk) about sex functions in penance.  In part through confessions in penance, Foucault holds that now “Western man has become a confessing animal”.  Think of daytime television!

Foucault thinks that practices of confessing have produced “men’s subjection – their constitution as subjects in both senses of the word” – i.e., as the topic of discourse, and also as the producer of the discourse.

Foucault points out a number of ways in which the incitement to talk about sex became constituted in scientific terms.

He purports not to be defining what power is, but rather to be analyzing how it functions.  His view of power is opposed to traditional views of power and law, which he calls “juridico-discursive” (p. 82).

Foucault asks a natural question: if modern power is as pervasive as he thinks, then why are we so tempted to think of power in the traditional juridico-discursive way?  He suggests the following answer: “power is tolerable only on condition that it mask a substantial portion of itself” (p. 86).  This is not a conspiracy theory of power.  That is, Foucault does not think that some group of people is in power, and that they are actively keeping the rest of us ignorant about the true functionings of power.

Foucault sums up his own approach to examining power in the following: “At bottom…, the representation of power has remained under the spell of monarchy.  In political thought and analysis, we still have not cut off the head of the king” (pp. 88f).  

Some remarks made in his 1982 essay “The Subject and Power” are useful in understanding what Foucault means by “power”: “The exercise of power is not simply a relationship between partners, individual or collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others” (p. 219).  “In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action which does not act directly and immediately on others.  Instead it acts upon their actions: an action upon an action, on existing actions or on those which may arise in the present or the future…  The exercise of power… is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action.  A set of actions upon other actions” (p. 220).  Note how close this is to Merleau-Ponty’s conception of someone’s projection into non-actual situations.

Whereas traditional (sovereign, or juridico-discursive) power top-down, specifically modern power is bottom-up – i.e., dispersed throughout the social body in such “‘local centers’ of power-knowledge” as “the relations that obtain between penitents and confessors”.


