
2 
Method 

H e n c e the objective is to analyze a cer ta in form of knowl
edge regard ing sex, no t in t e rms of repress ion or law, bu t in 
t e rms of power . But the w o r d power is ap t to lead to a 
n u m b e r of mi sunde r s t and ings—misunde r s t and ings wi th re
spect to its na tu re , its form, a n d its uni ty . By power , I do not 
m e a n " P o w e r " as a g r o u p of ins t i tu t ions a n d mechan i sms 
tha t ensure the subservience of the ci t izens of a given s tate . 
By power , I d o no t mean , either, a m o d e of subjugat ion 
which , in con t ras t to violence, has the form of the rule . 
Finally, I do no t have in m i n d a general system of domi 
na t ion exerted by one g roup over ano ther , a system whose 
effects, t h r o u g h successive der ivat ions , pe rvade the ent i re 
social body. T h e analysis , m a d e in t e r m s of power , mus t no t 
assume tha t the sovereignty of the s ta te , t he form of the law, 
or the over-all uni ty of a domina t ion are given at the outset ; 
ra ther , these a re only the t e rmina l forms power takes. I t 
seems to m e tha t power m u s t be unde r s tood in the first 
ins tance as the mult ipl ic i ty of force re la t ions i m m a n e n t in the 
sphere in which they opera te and which cons t i tu te their o w n 
organizat ion; as the process which , t h r o u g h ceaseless s t rug
gles and confronta t ions , t ransforms, s t rengthens , o r reverses 
them; as the suppor t which these force re la t ions find in one 
another , t h u s forming a cha in or a system, or on the con
t rary , the disjunct ions and con t rad ic t ions which isolate t h e m 
from one another ; a n d lastly, as the s trategies in which they 
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take effect, whose general design or ins t i tu t ional crystall iza
t ion is embodied in t h e s ta te appa ra tus , in the formula t ion 
of the law, in the var ious social hegemonies . Power ' s condi
t ion of possibility, or in a n y case the viewpoint which permi t s 
one to u n d e r s t a n d its exercise, even in its m o r e " p e r i p h e r a l " 
effects, a n d which also m a k e s it possible to use its mech
an isms as a grid of intelligibility of the social order , mus t no t 
be sought in the p r i m a r y existence of a cent ra l point , in a 
un ique source of sovereignty from which secondary and de
scendent forms wou ld emana te ; it is t he mov ing subst ra te of 
force re la t ions which , by vi r tue of their inequal i ty , cons tan t ly 
engender states of power , bu t the la t ter a re a lways local a n d 
unstable . T h e omnipresence of power: no t because it has the 
privilege of consol idat ing everything u n d e r its invincible 
uni ty , bu t because it is p roduced from one m o m e n t to the 
next , at every point , o r r a the r in every re la t ion from one 
point to another . P o w e r is everywhere; no t because it em
braces everything, bu t because it comes from everywhere. 
A n d " P o w e r , " insofar as it is pe rmanen t , repet i t ious, inert , 
a n d self-reproducing, is s imply the over-all effect tha t 
emerges from all these mobilit ies, t he conca tena t ion tha t 
rests on each of t h e m a n d seeks in t u r n to a r res t their move
men t . O n e needs to be nominal is t ic , n o doub t : power is no t 
a n inst i tut ion, and no t a s t ruc ture ; ne i ther is it a cer ta in 
s t rength we are endowed with; it is t he n a m e tha t one a t t r ib
utes to a complex strategical s i tuat ion in a par t i cu la r society. 

Should we t u r n the expression a round , then , a n d say tha t 
polit ics is war pu r sued by o the r means? If we still wish to 
main ta in a separa t ion be tween war a n d polit ics, pe rhaps we 
shou ld pos tu la te r a the r tha t this mul t ip l ic i ty of force rela
t ions can be coded—in pa r t bu t never to ta l ly—ei ther in the 
form of " w a r , " o r in the form of "pol i t ics" ; this wou ld imply 
two different strategies (but the one a lways liable to swi tch 
in to the o ther ) for in tegra t ing these unba lanced , heterogene
ous, unstable , a n d tense force relat ions. 
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Con t inu ing this line of discussion, we can advance a cer
ta in n u m b e r of proposi t ions: 

— P o w e r is no t someth ing tha t is acqui red , seized, or shared, 
someth ing tha t one ho lds on to or a l lows to slip away; 
power is exercised from i n n u m e r a b l e points , in the inter
play of nonegal i ta r ian a n d mobi le re la t ions . 

— R e l a t i o n s of power a re no t in a posi t ion of exteriori ty wi th 
respect to o ther types of re la t ionships (economic p roc 
esses, knowledge relat ionships , sexual relat ions) , bu t a re 
i m m a n e n t in the lat ter; they are the immed ia t e effects of 
the divisions, inequali t ies, a n d disequi l ibr iums which 
occur in the lat ter , a n d conversely they are the in ternal 
condi t ions of these differentiations; re la t ions of power a re 
no t in supers t ruc tu ra l posi t ions, wi th mere ly a role of 
prohib i t ion o r accompan imen t ; they have a direct ly p ro 
duct ive role, wherever they c o m e in to play. 

— P o w e r comes from below; tha t is, the re is n o b inary and 
a l l -encompassing opposi t ion be tween ru lers a n d ruled a t 
the root of power relat ions, a n d serving as a general ma t r ix 
— n o such dual i ty extending from the top d o w n a n d react
ing on m o r e and m o r e l imited g roups to the very d e p t h s 
of the social body. One m u s t suppose r a t h e r t ha t the m a n i 
fold relat ionships of force tha t take shape a n d c o m e in to 
play in the mach ine ry of p roduc t ion , in families, l imited 
groups , a n d inst i tut ions, a re the basis for wide-ranging 
effects of cleavage tha t r u n t h r o u g h the social body as a 
whole . These t hen form a general line of force tha t t rav
erses the local opposi t ions a n d l inks t h e m together ; to be 
sure, they also br ing abou t redis t r ibut ions , rea l ignments , 
homogeniza t ions , serial a r r angemen t s , a n d convergences 
of the force relat ions. Major domina t ions a re the hege
monic effects t ha t are .sustained by all these confronta
t ions. 

— P o w e r relat ions are bo th in tent ional a n d nonsubject ive. If 
in fact they are intelligible, this is no t because they are the 
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effect of ano the r ins tance t ha t " exp la in s " t hem, but r a the r 
because they are imbued , t h r o u g h a n d t h r o u g h , wi th cal
culat ion: there is n o power t ha t is exercised wi thou t a 
series of a ims a n d objectives. But this does no t m e a n tha t 
it results from the choice or decision of a n individual 
subject; let us no t look for the headqua r t e r s tha t presides 
over its rat ionali ty; ne i ther the caste wh ich governs, no r 
the groups which cont ro l the s tate appa ra tus , no r those 
w h o m a k e the mos t i m p o r t a n t economic decisions direct 
the ent ire n e t w o r k of power tha t funct ions in a society 
(and makes it function); t he ra t ional i ty of power is cha rac 
ter ized by tact ics t ha t a re often qui te explicit at the re
s tr ic ted level where they are inscribed ( the local cynicism 
of power) , tact ics which , becoming connec ted to one an
other , a t t rac t ing a n d p ropaga t ing one ano ther , but finding 
their base of suppor t a n d their condi t ion elsewhere, end by 
forming comprehens ive systems: the logic is perfectly 
clear, the a ims decipherable , a n d yet it is often the case 
tha t n o one is there to have invented them, and few w h o 
can be said to have formula ted t hem: an implicit cha rac 
teristic of the great anonymous , a lmos t unspoken s t ra te
gies which coord ina te the loquacious tact ics whose " in
v e n t o r s " or dec is ionmakers are often wi thou t hypocrisy. 

— W h e r e there is power , there is resistance, and yet, o r 
r a the r consequent ly , this resistance is never in a posi t ion 
of exter iori ty in re la t ion to power . Should it be said tha t 
one is a lways " in s ide" power, there is n o "escap ing" it, 
the re is n o absolute outs ide where it is concerned, because 
one is subject to the law in any case? O r tha t , h is tory being 
the ruse of reason, power is the ruse of his tory, a lways 
emerging the winner? Th i s would be to mi sunde r s t and the 
strictly relat ional cha rac te r of power relat ionships . The i r 
existence depends on a mult ipl ic i ty of points of resistance: 
these play the role of adversary , target , suppor t , or hand le 
in power relat ions. These points of resis tance are present 
everywhere in the power ne twork . Hence there is no single 



96 The History of Sexuality 

locus of great Refusal, n o soul of revolt , source of all 
rebellions, or pu re law of the revolu t ionary . Ins tead there 
is a plural i ty of resistances, each of t h e m a special case: 
resistances tha t a re possible, necessary, improbable ; o thers 
t ha t a re spon taneous , savage, soli tary, concer ted , r a m 
pant , o r violent; still o thers tha t are qu ick to compromise , 
interested, or sacrificial; by definition, they can only exist 
in the s t rategic field of power relat ions. Bu t this does no t 
m e a n t ha t they are only a react ion or r ebound , forming 
wi th respect to the basic domina t ion a n unders ide tha t is 
in the end a lways passive, d o o m e d to perpe tua l defeat. 
Resis tances do no t derive from a few he te rogeneous pr in
ciples; but ne i ther are they a lure or a p romise tha t is of 
necessity bet rayed. T h e y are the odd t e r m in re la t ions of 
power; they are inscr ibed in the lat ter as an i r reducible 
opposi te . Hence they too are d is t r ibuted in i r regular fash
ion: the points , knots , or focuses of res is tance a re spread 
over t ime a n d space a t varying densities, a t t imes mobil iz
ing groups or individuals in a definitive way, inflaming 
cer ta in points of t h e body , cer ta in m o m e n t s in life, cer ta in 
types of behavior . A r e there n o great radica l rup tu res , 
massive b inary divisions, then? Occasional ly , yes. But 
m o r e often one is deal ing wi th mobi le a n d t rans i tory 
points of resistance, p roduc ing cleavages in a socie ty tha t 
shift about , f ractur ing unit ies a n d effecting regroupings , 
furrowing across individuals themselves , cu t t ing t h e m u p 
and remold ing them, mark ing off i r reducible regions in 
them, in their bodies a n d minds . Jus t as the n e t w o r k of 
power relat ions ends by forming a dense web tha t passes 
t h r o u g h appara tuses and inst i tu t ions , w i thou t being ex
actly localized in t hem, so too the s w a r m of poin ts of 
resistance t raverses social stratifications a n d individual 
unities. A n d it is doubt less the s t rategic codification of 
these points of resis tance tha t makes a revolut ion possible, 
somewha t similar to the way in wh ich the s tate relies on 
the inst i tut ional in tegra t ion of power re la t ionships . 
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It is in this sphere of force relat ions tha t we mus t t ry to 
analyze the mechan i sms of power . In this way we will escape 
from the system of Law-and-Sovere ign wh ich has capt iva ted 
polit ical t hough t for such a long t ime. A n d if it is t rue tha t 
Machiavel l i was a m o n g the few—and this n o doub t was the 
scanda l of his " c y n i c i s m " — w h o conceived the power of the 
Pr ince in t e rms of force rela t ionships , pe rhaps we need to go 
one s tep further, d o wi thou t the persona of the Pr ince , a n d 
dec ipher power m e c h a n i s m s on the basis of a s t ra tegy tha t 
is i m m a n e n t in force relat ionships . 

T o r e tu rn to sex a n d the discourses of t r u t h tha t have 
taken charge of it, t he quest ion tha t we m u s t address , then , 
is not : Given a specific s tate s t ruc ture , h o w a n d why is it t ha t 
power needs to establish a knowledge of sex? Ne i the r is the 
quest ion: W h a t over-all domina t ion was served by the con
cern, evidenced since the e ighteenth cen tury , t o p roduce t rue 
discourses on sex? N o r is it: W h a t law pres ided over bo th the 
regular i ty of sexual behavior and the conformi ty of wha t was 
said abou t it? I t is r a ther : In a specific t ype 'o f discourse on 
sex, in a specific form of extor t ion of t ru th , appear ing histori
cally a n d in specific places ( a round the chi ld ' s body, ap ropos 
of w o m e n ' s sex, in connec t ion wi th pract ices restr ic t ing 
bir ths , a n d so on) , w h a t were the mos t immedia te , the mos t 
local power relat ions at work? H o w did they m a k e possible 
these k inds of discourses , a n d conversely, h o w were these 
discourses used to suppor t power relat ions? H o w was the 
act ion of these power re la t ions modified by the i r very exer
cise, entai l ing a s t reng then ing of some t e rms and a weaken
ing of o thers , wi th effects of resis tance a n d counter invest -
ments , so tha t there has never existed one type of stable 
subjugat ion, given once a n d for all? H o w were these power 
relat ions l inked to one ano the r accord ing to the logic of a 
great s trategy, which in re t rospect takes on the aspect of a 
un i t a ry a n d voluntar is t politics of sex? I n general t e rms: 
r a the r t han referring all the infinitesimal violences tha t are 
exerted on sex, all t he anxious gazes tha t a re directed at it, 
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and all t he h id ing places whose discovery is m a d e in to an 
impossible task, to the un ique form of a great Power , we 
m u s t immerse the expand ing p roduc t ion of discourses on sex 
in the field of mul t ip le a n d mobi le power relat ions. 

W h i c h leads us to advance , in a p re l iminary way, four 
rules to follow. But these a re no t in tended as methodologica l 
imperat ives; at mos t they are cau t ionary prescr ipt ions . 

1. Rule of immanence 

O n e m u s t no t suppose t ha t there exists a cer ta in sphere of 
sexuali ty tha t wou ld be the legi t imate conce rn of a free a n d 
disinterested scientific inqui ry were it no t the object of mech
an isms of prohib i t ion b r o u g h t to bear by t h e economic o r 
ideological r equ i rements of power . If sexuali ty was con
s t i tu ted as an a rea of investigation, this was only because 
relat ions of power h a d established it as a possible object; a n d 
conversely, if power was able to take it as a target , this was 
because techniques of knowledge a n d p rocedures of dis
course were capable of invest ing it. Be tween techniques of 
knowledge and strategies of power, there is n o exteriori ty, 
even if they have specific roles a n d are l inked together on the 
basis of their difference. W e will s tar t , therefore, from w h a t 
migh t be called " local c en t e r s " of power-knowledge : for ex
ample , the relat ions t ha t obta in be tween peni tents a n d 
confessors, or the faithful and the i r d i rec tors of conscience. 
Here , guided by the t h e m e of the "f lesh" t ha t mus t be mas 
tered, different forms of discourse—self-examinat ion, ques
t ionings, admissions, in terpre ta t ions , in te rv iews—were the 
vehicle of a k ind of incessant back-and-for th m o v e m e n t of 
forms of subjugat ion a n d schémas of knowledge . Similarly, 
the body of the child, u n d e r surveil lance, s u r r o u n d e d in his 
cradle , his bed, or his r o o m by a n ent i re wa tch-c rew of 
parents , nurses , servants , educa tors , a n d doc tors , all a t ten
tive to the least manifes ta t ions of h is sex, has const i tu ted, 
par t icular ly since the e ighteenth cen tury , a n o t h e r " local cen
t e r " of power-knowledge . 
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2. Rules of continual variations 

W e m u s t no t look for w h o has the power in the o rder of 
sexuali ty (men, adul ts , pa ren t s , doc tors ) a n d w h o is depr ived 
of it (women, adolescents , chi ldren, pat ients) ; nor for w h o 
has the r ight to k n o w a n d w h o is forced to r ema in ignorant . 
W e m u s t seek ra the r the pa t t e rn of the modificat ions which 
the re la t ionships of force imply by the very n a t u r e of their 
process . T h e "d is t r ibu t ions of p o w e r " and the "appropr i a 
t ions of knowledge" never represent only ins tan taneous 
slices t aken from processes involving, for example , a cumula 
tive re inforcement of the s t rongest factor, or a reversal of 
re la t ionship , o r again, a s imul taneous increase of two te rms . 
Re la t ions of power -knowledge are no t stat ic forms of distr i
but ion, they are "ma t r i ce s of t r ans fo rma t ions . " T h e nine
teen th-cen tury g rouping m a d e u p of the father, the mothe r , 
t he educator , and the doctor , a r o u n d the chi ld a n d his sex, 
was subjected to cons tan t modifications, cont inua l shifts. 
O n e of the m o r e spec tacular resul ts of the la t ter was a s t range 
reversal: whereas to begin wi th the chi ld ' s sexuali ty h a d been 
prob lemat ized wi th in the re la t ionship established between 
doc to r a n d pa ren t s (in the form of advice, or r e commenda 
t ions to keep the child unde r observat ion, o r warn ings of 
future dangers) , u l t imate ly it was in the re la t ionship of the 
psychiat r is t to the chi ld tha t the sexuali ty of adul ts t hem
selves was called in to quest ion. 

3. Rule of double conditioning 

N o "local cen te r , " n o " p a t t e r n of t r ans fo rma t ion" could 
function if, t h r o u g h a series of sequences, it did not eventu
ally enter into an over-all s trategy. A n d inversely, no s trategy 
cou ld achieve comprehens ive effects if did not gain suppor t 
from precise and t enuous relat ions serving, not as its point 
of appl ica t ion or final ou tcome , but as its p r o p and anchor 
point . T h e r e is no d iscont inui ty between them, as if one were 
deal ing wi th two different levels (one microscopic and the 
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o ther macroscopic) ; bu t ne i ther is there homogene i ty (as if 
the one were only the enlarged project ion or the min ia tur iza
t ion of the other) ; r a ther , one m u s t conceive of the double 
condi t ioning of a s t ra tegy by the specificity of possible tac
tics, a n d of tact ics by the strategic envelope t ha t makes t h e m 
work. T h u s the father in the family is no t the " representa
t ive" of the sovereign or the state; a n d the la t ter a re not 
project ions of the father on a different scale. T h e family does 
not dupl icate society, j u s t as society does not imita te the 
family. But the family organizat ion, precisely to the extent 
tha t it was insular a n d h e t e r o m o r p h o u s wi th respect t o the 
o the r power mechan i sms , was used to suppor t the great 
" m a n e u v e r s " employed for the M a l t h u s i a n cont ro l of the 
b i r th ra te , for the popula t ionis t inc i tements , for the medical i -
za t ion of sex a n d the psychia t r iza t ion of its nongeni ta l forms. 

4. Rule of the tactical polyvalence of discourses 

W h a t is said about sex m u s t not be ana lyzed s imply as the 
surface of project ion of these power mechan i sms . Indeed, it 
is in discourse tha t power and knowledge are jo ined together . 
A n d for this very reason, we m u s t conceive discourse as a 
series of d i scont inuous segments whose tact ical function is 
nei ther uni form nor stable. T o be m o r e precise, we m u s t no t 
imagine a wor ld of discourse divided be tween accepted dis
course and excluded discourse, o r be tween the d o m i n a n t 
discourse and the d o m i n a t e d one; bu t as a mult ipl ic i ty of 
discursive e lements t ha t can come in to play in var ious s t ra te
gies. I t is this d is t r ibut ion tha t we m u s t recons t ruc t , wi th the 
th ings said and those concealed, the enuncia t ions requi red 
and those forbidden, tha t it comprises; wi th the var iants a n d 
different effects—according to w h o is speaking, his posi t ion 
of power, the ins t i tu t ional context in wh ich he happens to be 
s i tua ted—tha t it implies; a n d wi th the shifts and reuti l iza-
t ions of identical formulas for con t r a ry objectives tha t it also 
includes. Discourses are not once and for all subservient to 
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power or raised u p against it, any m o r e t h a n silences are. W e 
m u s t m a k e a l lowance for the complex and uns table process 
whereby discourse can be bo th a n i n s t rumen t and an effect 
of power , bu t also a h ind rance , a s tumbl ing-block, a point of 
resis tance a n d a s ta r t ing point for a n oppos ing strategy. Dis
course t r ansmi t s a n d p roduces power; it reinforces it, but 
also unde rmines a n d exposes it, renders it fragile and makes 
it possible to t h w a r t it. In like manne r , si lence and secrecy 
are a shelter for power , anchor ing its prohibi t ions ; bu t they 
also loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas 
of to lerance . Cons ider for example the h is tory of wha t was 
once " t h e " great sin against na tu re . T h e ex t reme discret ion 
of the texts deal ing wi th s o d o m y — t h a t u t te r ly confused cate
g o r y — a n d the near ly universal ret icence in ta lking abou t it 
m a d e possible a twofold opera t ion: on the one hand , there 
was an ex t reme severity (pun i shment by fire was me ted ou t 
well in to the e ighteenth century , w i thou t there being any 
substant ia l protes t expressed before the midd le of the cen
tury) , a n d on the o the r hand , a to lerance tha t mus t have been 
widespread (which one can deduce indirect ly from the infre-
quency of judic ia l sentences, and wh ich one glimpses m o r e 
direct ly t h r o u g h cer ta in s ta tements concern ing societies of 
m e n tha t were t h o u g h t to exist in thé a r m y or in the cour ts) . 
T h e r e is no ques t ion tha t the appea rance in n ineteenth-cen
tu ry psychiat ry , ju r i sp rudence , and l i te ra ture of a whole se
ries of discourses on t h e species and subspecies of homosexu
ality, inversion, pederas ty , and "psychic h e r m a p h r o d i s m " 
m a d e possible a s t rong advance of social controls into this 
a rea of "pervers i ty" ; bu t it also m a d e possible the format ion 
of a " r eve r se" discourse: homosexual i ty began to speak in its 
o w n behalf, to d e m a n d tha t its legit imacy or " n a t u r a l i t y " be 
acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary , using the same 
categories by which it was medical ly disqualified. T h e r e is 
not , on the one side, a discourse of power , and opposi te it, 
ano the r discourse tha t runs coun te r to it. Discourses are 
tact ical e lements or blocks opera t ing in the field of force 
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relat ions; there can exist different a n d even con t rad ic to ry 
discourses wi th in the same strategy; they can, on the con
t rary , c irculate wi thou t changing their form from one s t rat
egy to another , oppos ing strategy. W e m u s t no t expect t h e 
discourses on sex to tell us , above all, w h a t s t ra tegy they 
derive from, or w h a t mora l divisions they accompany , or 
w h a t i deo logy—dominan t or d o m i n a t e d — t h e y represent ; 
r a the r we mus t quest ion t h e m on the t w o levels of their 
tact ical product iv i ty (wha t reciprocal effects of power a n d 
knowledge they ensure) a n d their s t rategical in tegra t ion 
(what conjunct ion and w h a t force re la t ionship m a k e their 
ut i l izat ion necessary in a given episode of the var ious con
frontat ions tha t occur) . 

I n short , it is a ques t ion of or ient ing ourselves to a concep
t ion of power which replaces the privilege of the law with t h e 
viewpoint of the objective, the privilege of prohib i t ion wi th 
the viewpoint of tact ical efficacy, the privilege of sovereignty 
wi th the analysis of a mul t ip le and mobi le field of force 
relat ions, where in far-reaching, bu t never complete ly stable, 
effects of domina t ion are p roduced . T h e strategical model , 
r a the r t h a n the mode l based on law. A n d this , not ou t of a 
speculat ive choice or theoret ical preference, bu t because in 
fact it is one of the essential t ra i ts of Wes t e rn societies tha t 
the force relat ionships which for a long t ime h a d found 
expression in war , in every form of warfare , gradual ly be
came invested in the o rder of polit ical power . 


