Stephen Conway
1993
Power and the Subject

	Power is a misnomer. An attempt to adequately define power will ultimately reveal more about the invisible but all too real limits of language. Such a result may seem horrifying, a direct assault on our sense of reason, and, perhaps, it is. Power resists the reasonable request to adhere to the boundaries of its own definition. Power can and upon occasion does exhibit a quality or intensity observed and captured in the written word; yet there is something slippery which allows power to defy a totalizing description. Power is active. Write as we may, power will not be objectified. Any discourse on power thus begins with this disadvantage. There is much to be learned, however, from a study of power, knowledge more valuable than a simplistic definition. By focusing on where power exists and has existed we can also discuss how power relates to or has impact upon knowledge, ethics, and the individual. 

		" 'I mean that in human relations...power is always 
		present...These relations are changeable, 
		reversible, and understandable' " (McCarthy 139). 

Like Foucault, my inquiry into power may be founded not in a desire to discover the true nature of power but to gain a new method of approaching and understanding human relations.
A fundamental question that presents itself in the face of power and demands to be reckoned with is the question of the subject. A concept of the individual, whether seen as a historically bound effect of power like Foucault or an autonomous unique creative force like Habermas, seems to underlie and shape any description, definition, or discussion of power. For the moment and for the purposes of my own discussion I will invest a little hope in Modernism and individual core of human subjectivity. At the same time I do not wish to ignore the evidence to he contrary. I simply wish to put both concepts of the subject on equal footing in order to relate power to them both.
	Does power exist in isolation within the subject or is it inherently a social creation? This might be a method of restating the dilemma of the subject and power. Jeffrey Isaac creates the distinction between "power to" and "power over" to describe the difference between domination and subordination (Isaac 47). While I do not find his connections between the concepts and the phrases particularly useful, I would like to borrow his vocabulary.
	Power in isolation expresses capacity, potential, the ability to perform an act. A subject in isolation has the "power to" do certain things, mundane and otherwise. This power seem to reside in the individual independent of the presence of others. Even in isolation, however, power is often limited by one's knowledge, one's savoir (to borrow from Foucault). A question that then arises is can one attain savoir apart from human interaction This question should be dealt with thoroughly in another paper. "Power to" may be far too simplistic to articulate power in isolation, but it does allow the individual a small (admittedly limited) sense of autonomy.
	The power that enters into most debates and discussions more frequently is a social power. Whether we discuss power relations between two subjects or a subject and an institution, the autonomy of the subject is questioned, eroded, and possibly destroyed. " 'Every power relationship implies... a strategy of struggle, in which two forces are not superimposed' " (Spivak 156). Such power relations are not seated in subjects; they are situated in social, cultural, economic, and political roles and institutions (Wartenberg 80). Power thus is a web of relation in which we are all entangled. In such a context Foucault defines and devalues the subject. Society has "power over" the subject, and social relations themselves inevitably lead toward subjugation and assimilation (McCarthy 130). Is the reverse true? Does the subject have any "power over" society; can the subject pose a threat to society? "A threat entails power or ability to influence and change things" (Airaksinen 116). 
	Perhaps this portrait of relational power is too dour and dismal. These socio-historical relations are fundamentally based upon communication and community. To these ends power selves as an essentially neutral creator of such relations. Power embodied in society, in social relations, is not only inevitable but also necessary and desirable according to Foucault. " 'The problem is to know how to avoid...the effects of domination' " (McCarthy 140).
	Domination should not be confused with power. Domination is an all too effective and prominent method of exercising power. The power that institutions wield is enacted through domination. These configurations of power dominate in order to reify, desublimate, or diffuse potentially radical elements. 

		"Oppressions are systematically reproduced by major 
		economic, political, and cultural institutions" 
		(Young 176). 

The ultimate goal of institutional domination is self preservation.	
	This understanding of institutional domination in specific and the broader concept of relational power lead to a final fundamental question. How did this power come to exist within the human community, within the scope of human communication? Was it an inherent after effect of our evolution as social animals? These questions seem unlikely to yield definitive answers. Understanding the subject and society in terms of ethics as well as power may shift or reassess the nature of the question and this inquiry as a whole.
	Society has "power over" savoir. In this manner society exercises considerable control over pouvoir as well. It can create moral codes and rules, but it cannot supplant the subject's desire for an "ethics of existence" (McCarthy 142). It is in this search that the subject again rises as a source of power. An ethical covenant is essentially based upon the existence of an "other", completely separate from the subject. The fact that the actions of an other affect the subject makes the ethical commitment to the other implicit. This fact also implies the most rudimentary form of power relations. This ethical struggle to rediscover and reaffirm the subject's separation from all others is hopelessly connected to Foucault's "search for an aesthetics of existence" (McCarthy 343).
	Foucault seems to ask, "does the subject have the 'power to' make his or her life a work of art?". This is essentially an ethical struggle based upon the power of the subject. Ironically enough, Foucault, who began by claiming the subject was merely an effect of power ultimately makes the subject the "greatest theme" of his research (Spivak 163). The question of the subject remains. It must be reckoned With whenever power is discussed.
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