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Michel Foucault, the French postmodernist, has been hugely influential in shaping understandings of 

power, leading away from the analysis of actors who use power as an instrument of coercion, and 

even away from the discreet structures in which those actors operate, toward the idea that ‘power is 

everywhere’, diffused and embodied in discourse, knowledge and ‘regimes of truth’ (Foucault 1991; 

Rabinow 1991). Power for Foucault is what makes us what we are, operating on a quite different 

level from other theories: 

‘His work marks a radical departure from previous modes of conceiving power and cannot be easily 

integrated with previous ideas, as power is diffuse rather than concentrated, embodied and enacted 

rather than possessed, discursive rather than purely coercive, and constitutes agents rather than 

being deployed by them’ (Gaventa 2003: 1) 

Foucault challenges the idea that power is wielded by people or groups by way of ‘episodic’ or 

‘sovereign’ acts of domination or coercion, seeing it instead as dispersed and pervasive. ‘Power is 

everywhere’ and ‘comes from everywhere’ so in this sense is neither an agency nor a structure 

(Foucault 1998: 63). Instead it is a kind of ‘metapower’ or ‘regime of truth’ that pervades society, 

and which is in constant flux and negotiation. Foucault uses the term ‘power/knowledge’ to signify 

that power is constituted through accepted forms of knowledge, scientific understanding and ‘truth’: 

‘Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint.  And it 

induces regular effects of power.  Each society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: 

that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and 

instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 

sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of 

those who are charged with saying what counts as true’ (Foucault, in Rabinow 1991) 

These ‘general politics’ and ‘regimes of truth’ are the result of scientific discourse and institutions, 

and are reinforced (and redefined) constantly through the education system, the media, and the flux 

of political and economic ideologies. In this sense, the ‘battle for truth’ is not for some absolute 

truth that can be discovered and accepted, but is a battle about ‘the rules according to which the 

true and false are separated and specific effects of power are attached to the true’… a battle about 

‘the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays’(Foucault, in Rabinow 1991). 

Power is also a major source of social discipline and conformity. In shifting attention away from the 

‘sovereign’ and ‘episodic’ exercise of power, traditionally centred in feudal states to coerce their 

subjects, Foucault pointed to a new kind of ‘disciplinary power’ that could be observed in the 

administrative systems and social services that were created in 18th century Europe, such as prisons, 

schools and mental hospitals. Their systems of surveillance and assessment no longer required force 

or violence, as people learned to discipline themselves and behave in expected ways. 

Foucault was fascinated by the mechanisms of prison surveillance, school discipline, systems for the 

administration and control of populations, and the promotion of norms about bodily conduct, 

including sex. He studied psychology, medicine and criminology and their roles as bodies of 

knowledge that define norms of behaviour and deviance. Physical bodies are subjugated and made 
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to behave in certain ways, as a microcosm of social control of the wider population, through what he 

called ‘bio-power’.  Disciplinary and bio-power create a ‘discursive practice’ or a body of knowledge 

and behaviour that defines what is normal, acceptable, deviant, etc. – but it is a discursive practice 

that is nonetheless in constant flux (Foucault 1991). 


