
v

Contents

Foreword to The New Waves in Philosophy Series vi

Introduction vii

Notes on Contributors xv

 1 Feminism and the Subject of Politics 1
 Amy Allen

 2 Liberty and Its Circumstances: A Functional Approach 19
 Lena Halldenius

 3 Human Needs and Political Judgment 40
 Lawrence Hamilton

 4 Rethinking Ideology 63
 Rahel Jaeggi

 5 Making Nonsense of Loyalty to Country 87
 Simon Keller

 6  Finding Theoretical Concepts in the Real World: 
The Case of the Precariat 105

 Mika LaVaque-Manty

 7 Reflexive Democracy as Popular Sovereignty 125
 Kevin Olson

 8 Democratic Legitimacy without Collective Rationality 143
 Fabienne Peter

 9 The Political Philosophy of Social Suffering 158
 Emmanuel Renault

10  The Subject of Multiculturalism: Culture, 
Religion, Language, Ethnicity, Nationality, and Race? 177

 Sarah Song

11 The Aesthetic of Freedom 198
 Ajume H. Wingo

Index  221

PROOF



1

For at least the past twenty-five years, feminist theory has been obsessed 
with the so-called problem of the subject. This problem emerged in the 
1980s as a result of the enormous influence of a particular strand of post-
structuralist thought on feminism. Inspired by the work of Michel Foucault, 
in particular by his notion of subjection (assujettisement), a number of 
 feminist theorists began conceptualizing gendered subjects as constituted 
through a process of subjection to power relations.1 The idea that the 
 gendered subject is constituted by subjection in the Foucaultian sense has 
proved to be quite fruitful but also quite controversial for feminist theory, 
raising as it does the concern that such subjects might be wholly deter-
mined by the power relations that constitute them: hence, the problem of 
the subject.2 Seyla Benhabib poses the central question raised by the  problem 
of the subject as follows:

can we think of political/moral/cultural agency only insofar as we retain 
a robust conception of the autonomous, rational, and accountable sub-
ject, or is a concept of the subject as fragmentary and riveted by hetero-
geneous forces more conducive to understanding varieties of resistance 
and cultural struggles of the present?3

However one answers this question, regardless of whether one envisions the 
subject as rational and autonomous or as constituted by heterogeneous 
power relations (or perhaps, as is most difficult but ultimately most produc-
tive, as simultaneously both), for the past twenty-five years feminist theo-
rists have assumed that this is an important topic of debate.

As Christine di Stefano has argued, this concern with the relationship 
between the subject and power is not unique to feminist theory writ large, 
but is also a central concern of feminist political theory. As she puts the 
point: “Feminist political philosophy (a.k.a. feminist political theory) 
addresses and engages a myriad of issues concerning women’s experiences 
and prospects as political beings; which is to say, as subjects of power.”4 This 
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characterization of the task of feminist political theory clearly puts the 
relationship between the subject and power at the heart of that project.

Recently, however, this vision of feminist theory in general and feminist 
political theory in particular has been called into question. For instance, 
Linda Zerilli argues in her book Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom that 
debates over notions of subjectivity, subjection, agency, self-transformation, 
and autonomy are neither theoretically nor politically fruitful for feminism. 
Zerilli’s critique of what she calls the subject-centered frame turns on her 
claim that it casts freedom “strictly as a subject question, while subject for-
mation comes increasingly to be interpreted in terms of radical subjection 
to agencies outside the self ... .”5 Zerilli finds it difficult to see how this theo-
retical framework could ever envision or inspire a truly transformative, 
 freedom-enabling politics.6 As she sees it, if we want to develop such a poli-
tics, feminists ought to shift our focus away from the Foucaultian and 
Butlerian drama of individual subjection and self-transformation and 
toward an Arendtian conception of freedom centered on plurality and 
action in the public space. We are better off, according to Zerilli, thinking 
of freedom as a world question than as a subject question. That is to say, 
freedom is, for Zerilli, a collective practice of world-building, not, or at least 
not primarily, an individual practice of or capacity for self-transformation. 
Indeed, Zerilli goes so far as to suggest that subjection and self- transformation 
are not properly political issues at all. Zerilli’s critique of the subject-centered 
frame is both a conceptual and a political one. She argues both that it is not 
 possible to solve the problem of the subject given the terms within which it 
has been framed and that feminists’ focus on the issues of subjection and 
self-transformation is politically disabling. In Wittgensteinian fashion, she 
proposes that rather than trying to solve the problem of the subject, femi-
nists should dissolve it, by dispensing with the subject-centered frame 
 altogether and adopting instead a theoretical framework centered on the 
idea of freedom.7

It is not at all clear to me that Zerilli’s attempt to displace the subject-
centered frame actually dissolves the problems she aims to dissolve, nor 
does it avoid generating worrisome problems of its own.8 Be that as it may, 
her critique of the prominence of the problem of the subject in contempo-
rary feminist theory raises a number of important issues that feminists 
would do well to consider. First and foremost is the issue of the importance – 
or lack thereof – and fruitfulness – or lack thereof – of the Foucaultian and 
Butlerian notion of subjection for feminist theory in general and feminist 
political theory in particular. In the background here is the deeper and more 
difficult question of how feminists ought to define and conceptualize the 
political. After all, whether or not the problem of the subject counts as a 
properly political issue obviously turns on the prior, though often implicit, 
issue of how one defines the political. Because the concept of the political is 
closely related to the notion of power – indeed, one might argue that power 
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is the subject matter of political theory – the question of how to define the 
political is inseparable from the question of how one understands power. In 
what follows, I take up these three issues – the importance of subjection, the 
concept of the political, and the definition of power – in turn. My argument 
is that understanding subjection is a crucial task for feminist theory in 
 general and for feminist political theory in particular, but that by itself it is 
not enough. The feminist analysis and critique of subjection as an intrasub-
jective mechanism must be pursued in connection with an analysis of the 
collective and intersubjective dimensions of political engagement in the 
public sphere. Failure to theorize the connections between these two dimen-
sions of the political leaves us unable to fully understand either one. Thus, 
the task for feminist political theory is to bring together into one theoretical 
framework a focus on both the intrasubjective and the intersubjective,9 to 
understand how the subject is both constituted by power but also at the 
same time capable of being autonomously self-constituting. Filling in all the 
details of such a framework is obviously beyond the scope of one paper; my 
main goal in what follows is to motivate this project and to sketch out its 
general contours.

Subjection in feminist political theory

The question of whether or not the notion of subjection is important or fruit-
ful for feminist theory cannot be answered in a vacuum. A question such as 
this one can only be answered on the basis of a prior understanding – whether 
implicit or explicit – of the aims of feminist theory itself. Accordingly, let me 
begin by proposing the following as a programmatic account of the primary 
aims of feminist theory and practice: to understand, critique, and transform – 
both individually and collectively – relations of subordination based on gen-
der as they interrelate with other axes of subordination, particularly those 
based on race, sexuality, and class.

Obviously any general account of the aims of feminism is likely to be 
controversial. Although I cannot offer a full defense of my account here,10 a 
few words in its favor are in order. First, by linking the intellectual projects 
of diagnosing and critiquing gender subordination to the practical-political 
goal of progressive transformation, this account highlights the relationship 
between theory and practice that has been as central to feminism as an 
intellectual movement. To paraphrase Marx, the point of feminist theory is 
not only to understand the world as structured by gender subordination, 
but also to change it.11 Second, framing the aims of feminist theory in terms 
of the category of gender subordination (and its relations to other modes of 
subordination) as opposed to the category of woman enables us to sidestep 
the fraught debates over the essentializing and exclusionary nature of the 
latter term.12 A third, and related, benefit of this account is that because it 
does not define the aims of feminism in terms of the interests of women as 
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a group, it enables us to thematize the intersectional and cross-cutting 
nature of power relations based on gender, race, class, and sexuality. Finally, 
this account is open to both micro-level analyses of how subordination is 
reproduced and maintained through everyday practices and interactions 
and macro-level accounts of how mechanisms of subordination are rooted 
in broader institutional contexts, cultural forms, and social, economic, and 
political structures. Inasmuch as both micro- and macro-level analyses offer 
important insights into our understanding of gender subordination, its 
interrelations with racial, sexual, and class-based subordination, and the 
possibilities for its progressive transformation, both are important avenues 
for feminist inquiry.

If you’ll grant me that this account of the aims of feminism is plausible, 
then it seems fairly obvious that analyzing and critiquing contemporary 
gender subordination – and its complicated interrelations with racial, sex-
ual, and class-based subordination – in all its depth and complexity is a 
crucial task for feminists. Although this certainly does not exhaust the 
project of feminism, without this kind of analysis, feminist theory would 
be radically incomplete. In my view, Foucault’s analyses of power and 
subjection provide a useful framework for accomplishing this task. As I 
have argued in more detail elsewhere, Foucault’s relational conception of 
power is fruitful for understanding intersecting and cross-cutting rela-
tions of power, his microphysics of power resonates with second-wave 
feminists’ emphasis on the personal as political, and his account of nor-
malizing, disciplinary power has inspired brilliant feminist critiques of 
normative femininity.13 To my mind, however, the most important insight 
of Foucault’s analysis of power is its emphasis on in the interplay between 
constraint and enablement that is central to his account of subjection. 
Foucault uses the term subjection (assujettisement) to refer to our “consti-
tution as subjects in both senses of the word.”14 On Foucault’s view, we in 
the late modern West are constituted as subjects who are capable of 
thought and action in and through a process of subjection to disciplinary 
and normalizing power relations. The individual subject, for Foucault, is 
not a pre-given entity on which power acts or against which it is applied; 
rather, the individual subject is an effect of power, enabled to be a subject 
in and through the operation of normalizing, disciplinary constraints.15 
By theorizing the interplay between constraint and enablement at the 
heart of Foucault’s notion of subjection, feminists are able to highlight 
both the complicated intertwining of gender, power, and identity that is 
a constitutive part of our personhood, and the ways in which our own 
efforts at a progressive self-transformation of our gender identity are 
shaped and informed and to some extent circumscribed by those gen-
dered power relations that are encoded in our language, family structure, 
cultural meanings, social practices, political institutions, and modes of 
subjectivity.16
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To be sure, as many of his critics have argued, it may seem as if Foucault 
highlights the intertwining of power and subjectivity a bit too well, so well 
that if one accepts his analysis of power it becomes difficult if not impossi-
ble to envision agency, autonomy or resistance. But this criticism is based on 
a truncated reading of Foucault’s account of subjection. Foucault’s notion of 
subjection is Janus-faced: subjection involves being subjected to power rela-
tions but this process produces subjects who are capable of action and even 
of autonomy.17 But free action and autonomy are always conditioned and 
inflected by power relations. This does not mean that critical reflection and/
or progressive self-transformation are impossible, but it does mean that we 
have no choice but to start from where we are, as beings profoundly shaped 
by the intertwining of power and gender. Thus, self-transformation will be 
a question of how we can, as Judith Butler has put it, “work the power 
 relations by which we are worked, and in what direction?”18 This does not, 
 however, entail the overly pessimistic and one-sidedly negative conclusion, 
often erroneously attributed to Foucault, that the subject is wholly deter-
mined by power.

A central problem for all theories of subordination is explaining how 
and why subordinated individuals fail to resist their condition or, worse, 
are co-opted into reproducing and maintaining their own subordinated 
position.19 To some extent, Foucault’s account of subjection addresses this 
problem: subordinated individuals are co-opted into reproducing their 
own subordination through the mechanism of subjection. But, as Butler 
argues, this answer seems curiously hollow inasmuch as it fails to address 
the question of why anyone would be motivated to capitulate to this proc-
ess of subjection. Foucault’s lack of interest in the interiority of the subject 
and his suspicion of depth psychology are no doubt to blame for this lim-
itation of his account. Butler’s psychoanalytic twist on Foucault’s account 
of subjection, by contrast, offers a compelling explanation for this prob-
lem. Butler argues that if our recognition as social beings is dependent on 
our capitulation to subordinating norms, then we will have a powerful 
motivation to capitulate. Disciplinary regimes exploit this basic desire for 
recognition, and subordinated individuals all too easily become attached 
to and invested in their own subordination, which motivates them to 
reproduce and maintain it, even after such modes of subordination have 
been subjected to rational critique.20 Butler’s account of subjection, then, 
provides a framework for understanding why and how those who are 
 subject to gender subordination often engage in, uphold and/or reinforce 
practices, institutions, and modes of subjectivity that they themselves 
 recognize as oppressive or subordinating.

This account of subjection offers a compelling – though perhaps 
 disturbing – analysis of the depth and complexity of gender subordina-
tion. However, by itself it certainly does not meet all of the aims of 
 feminist theory that I sketched out above (nor do I think Butler or Foucault 
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would claim that it does!). What seems most obviously lacking is an 
 analysis of the possibilities for collective negotiation and transformation 
of gender subordination. This is an important oversight not only because 
collective social movements such as the feminist movement, civil rights 
movements, labor movements, and gay liberation movements have been 
important forces for progressive and transformative social and political 
change over the past century. Although this is no doubt true, this way of 
putting the point formulates the problem in terms that are largely exter-
nal to Foucault and Butler’s views. Perhaps they could simply respond 
that they are not interested in theorizing collective social movements. 
After all, no one theorist can reasonably be expected to talk about every-
thing. But their lack of attention to the collective dimension of power and 
political engagement also generates a problem that is internal to their 
accounts of subjection. The important point here is that collective politi-
cal engagement in the public sphere provides an important site of and 
crucial resources for the negotiation, deconstruction, and reconstruction 
of social identity. For example, as both Nancy Fraser and Jane Mansbridge 
have argued, feminists working collectively in subaltern counterpublic 
spaces have been able to generate new language for describing social 
 reality – including sexism, male chauvinism, sexual harassment, date 
rape, the double shift, and so on – language that has enabled many people 
(not just women, and not just feminists) to recast their identities and to 
resist and transform power relations in their daily lives.21 Thus, the 
 relationship between the subject and power cannot be understood solely 
from the intrasubjective point of view offered by the Foucaultian and 
Butlerian account of subjection, but must also be understood in light of 
collective, intersubjective engagements in the public sphere.

This is the kernel of truth in Zerilli’s critique of the problem of the  subject. 
She rightly points out that even individual self-transformation cannot be 
properly understood absent an account of the intersubjective social and 
political conditions that make it possible and that these conditions are a 
function of collective engagements in the public sphere.22 But it is, I believe, 
a mistake to suggest, as Zerilli does, that the problem of the subject and the 
issue of self-transformation are therefore not properly political issues, and 
that only collective, public sphere engagements count as genuinely politi-
cal. To show why this is a mistake, I turn now to the question: how should 
feminists conceptualize the political?

Feminism and “The Political”

Implicit in the preceding discussion about whether subjection is an 
important notion for feminist political theory is a deeper and more diffi-
cult question about how to define the political. When Zerilli suggests that 
subjection and individual self-transformation are not properly political 
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issues, she does so on the basis of an Arendtian conception of politics as 
collective action in the public space. For Arendt, the public space and col-
lective action are intimately connected with her conception of power, for 
power, according to Arendt, “is what keeps the public realm, the potential 
space of appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence,”23 
and is famously defined by her as “the human ability not just to act but 
to act in concert.”24 Power “springs up between men when they act 
together and vanishes the moment they disperse.”25 For Arendt, power, 
and therefore politics itself, is necessarily tied to collective action in the 
public space. This link to collective action makes politics an inherently 
messy and unpredictable activity; when we act in public we have neither 
 foreknowledge of nor control over how our actions will be taken up and 
acted upon by others. Arendt’s beliefs about the unpredictability and 
 irreversibility of political action explain why the notions of promising 
and forgiveness, respectively, are so important to her political thought.26

As far as I know neither Foucault nor Butler ever offers an explicit defini-
tion of the political (and perhaps they, unlike Arendt, would object to the 
attempt to do so, for reasons I will come back to in a moment). Still, one can 
infer from their work an understanding of the political that, like Arendt’s, is 
defined in terms of power, but that, unlike Arendt’s, presupposes a less 
rosy – though, it is important to emphasize, not entirely negative – view of 
power. As Foucault puts it in a late interview, power relations are “the strate-
gies by which individuals try to direct and control the conduct of others.”27 
However, as is clear from the preceding discussion of subjection, Foucault 
does not define power exclusively in terms of constraint; also central to the 
phenomenon of subjection is the interrelated notion of empowerment. As 
he puts it, “power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as 
they are free.”28 In a similar vein, Butler writes: “As a subject of power (where 
‘of’ connotes both ‘belonging to’ and ‘wielding’), the subject eclipses the 
conditions of its own emergence; it eclipses power with power.”29 This eclips-
ing of power with power is the site of empowerment and agency and, thus, 
resistance to subordination. However, since this agency is made possible by 
subjection to power in the first place, it is an inherently ambivalent form of 
agency. Thus, Butler understands the subject as “neither fully determined by 
power nor fully determining of power (but significantly and partially 
both).”30 Similarly, Foucault argues,

Maybe the problem of the self is not to discover what it is in its positivity, 
maybe the problem is not to discover a positive self or the positive foun-
dation of the self. Maybe our problem is now to discover that the self is 
nothing else than the historical correlation of the technology built in our 
history. Maybe the problem is to change those technologies. And in this 
case, one of the main political problems would be nowadays, in the strict 
sense of the word, the politics of ourselves.31
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Implicit in this notion of the politics of our selves is not only a certain view 
of the self – namely that it is both the site of inscription of contemporary 
power relations and the locus of potential transformation of such power 
relations – but also a certain view of politics, according to which politics 
(what Foucault also calls government) concerns precisely the intersection of 
technologies of domination – basically, relations of power over  others – and 
technologies of the self – ways in which the subject acts on itself, takes up 
those technologies of domination, and transforms them.

To be sure, these two conceptions of the political do not exhaust the 
 available options. One could also define the political in terms of friend/
enemy relations,32 or in terms of the justness of the basic structure of 
society,33 or in terms of the use of public reason to discuss constitutional 
essentials,34 or more narrowly in terms of governmental institutions, public 
policies, and voting behavior.35 But the two conceptions sketched above – 
the Arendtian conception that defines the political in terms of collective 
power (or power-with) and the Foucaultian/Butlerian one that defines it in 
terms of the interplay between domination (a pernicious form of power-
over) and individual empowerment (power-to) – represent two of the more 
influential conceptions in contemporary political theory, at least of that 
wing of political  theory that looks to the continental European tradition for 
its inspiration. These two conceptions have also been particularly influen-
tial for feminist theory. The question then becomes: which of these concep-
tions of the political should feminists favor? Or should we feel compelled to 
choose between them at all?

This question in turn leads to a still deeper question: (how) should femi-
nists decide between these competing conceptions? It is not at all obvious 
how best to go about adjudicating these different understandings of the 
political. By what criteria do we evaluate competing conceptions of the 
political anyway? Must we even assume that there is only one true or correct 
definition of the political? Is “the political” some metaphysically or onto-
logically distinct space or realm whose features can be teased out either 
phenomenologically or through a priori reflection or whose necessary and 
sufficient conditions can be established through analytical argument? Or is 
the political itself a contested concept, perhaps even an essentially contested 
concept? Might our conception of the political not be constituted or at least 
influenced in some fundamental way by the interests that we bring to the 
study of politics in the first place? Might not the claim that something is or 
is not properly political itself be understood as a political move, in the sense 
of an attempt to de-authorize or even silence a view that one disagrees with 
or finds distasteful?

The assumption that it is possible to define the political once and for all is 
questionable for at least two reasons. First, it rests on the further assumption 
that we as theorists are capable of transcending our embodied and situated 
forms of life and of producing theoretical conceptions that are independent 

PROOF



Feminism and the Subject of Politics 9

of our particular interests and points of view. A huge body of philosophical 
scholarship – including the work of post-Kantian continental philosophers, 
American pragmatists, and feminist theorists – has called this assumption 
into question.36 To the contrary, this work suggests that reason – and the 
concepts that are the products of rational reflection – is inherently impure, 
embodied, and embedded in social, historical, and cultural context and 
thus inflected by relations of power.37 Second, this assumption is especially 
problematic from a feminist point of view, as it fails to acknowledge one of 
the key lessons of the second wave of feminist activism: namely, that it is 
possible to re-draw the boundaries between private and public, personal and 
political, precisely through a process of political contestation. The success 
that second-wave feminists had in politicizing issues such as domestic 
 violence, date and marital rape, and sexual harassment provides ample 
 evidence for this lesson. Through struggle and activism, feminists were able 
to establish these not as private matters that affected only individuals but as 
matters of concern to all because of their role in upholding and reinforcing 
the structural subordination of women. As di Stefano puts the point, “the 
question of what ought to count as properly political cannot be settled pre-
politically.”38 Our conception of the political is itself open to change as the 
result of new, ongoing, open-ended processes of politicization.

So, to figure out how feminists should conceptualize the political, we 
need to think about the interests that feminists bring to the study of politics 
in the first place. To address this issue, I refer back to the account I gave 
earlier of the aims of feminist theory and practice. If we assume that among 
the principle aims of feminist theory and practice are the goals of 
 understanding, critiquing, and transforming – both individually and 
 collectively – relations of subordination based on gender as they interrelate 
with relations of subordination based on race, sexuality, and class, we can 
then ask which conception of the political sketched above, the Arendtian or 
the Foucaultian one, best enables us to meet these aims? Or, to prefigure my 
argument, are they mutually exclusive? Must we choose between them? Or 
might it not be possible to sketch out an expanded conception of the politi-
cal and of power that encompasses both Arendtian and Foucaultian 
insights?

Let’s start with the Foucaultian conception of politics. Since I have already 
discussed the usefulness of Foucault’s account in some detail, I can be brief. 
I have argued that Foucault’s and Butler’s notions of subjection provide 
 useful ways of illuminating gender subordination in all its depth and 
 complexity. Moreover, as Foucault indicates with the phrase the politics of 
ourselves, his account highlights the interplay between the technologies of 
domination that are constitutive of individual subjectivity and the tech-
nologies of the self whereby individuals take up such power-relations in 
self-constituting and potentially transformative ways. This notion of the 
politics of our selves enables feminists to make sense of the ways in which 
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subordination and empowerment are intertwined, thus, helping us to avoid 
the twin dangers of, on the one hand, viewing women as passive victims of 
gender subordination or, on the other hand, valorizing the qualities and 
characteristics of powerlessness in the name of championing women’s 
empowerment. However, as important as it is for feminist theory, the 
Foucaultian account of power and the political is not wholly satisfactory. It 
can and should be faulted for its lack of sufficient attention to the collective 
and intersubjective dimensions of power and the political. This lacuna in 
Foucault’s analysis of power has the effect of blinding him to the positive 
and transformative possibilities of collective action, and to the extent to 
which individual projects of self-transformation are dependent on such col-
lective engagements. In part this was a principled blindness. Foucault was 
suspicious of the notion of consensuality that seemed to him to ground this 
Arendtian conception of the political.39 In a thinly veiled swipe at Arendt, 
Foucault insisted that power “is not a function of consent”40 and, although 
it “can be the result of a prior or permanent consent, ... it is not by nature the 
manifestation of a consensus.”41 When asked in a late interview whether he 
would be willing to endorse the norm of consensus found in the work of 
Arendt and also of Habermas, Foucault replied, “the farthest I would go is to 
say that perhaps one must not be for consensuality, but one must be against 
nonconsensuality.”42 Foucault’s hesitance here most likely stems from his 
apparent discomfort with any and all normative notions, which raises the 
question of whether his account of normalizing power is compatible with 
any sort of normative analysis of power whatsoever. I shall return to this 
question below.

This brings us to the importance of the Arendtian account. For, feminists 
need not only to analyze domination in all its depth and complexity, but 
also to theorize the possibilities for both individual and collective transfor-
mation and empowerment. Clearly we cannot understand collective trans-
formation without some notion of collective action or power-with, which 
neither Foucault nor Butler provides. In addition, as I argued above, we can-
not even adequately understand individual self-transformation without 
some account of collective engagement in the public sphere, for these are 
intricately interrelated. For these purposes, the Arendtian conception of 
politics as collective action in the public sphere is no doubt invaluable. If we 
want to understand how we can best work to overcome and/or transform 
existing relations of gender subordination, then it is not sufficient (though 
it is, I think, necessary) to get our theory of the subject right. We will also 
have to think about how feminists can collectively press for change on a 
broader cultural, social, and political level, and how these collective engage-
ments are interconnected with individual projects of self-transformation.

However, the Arendtian understanding of politics is likewise open to crit-
icism. Defining the political solely in terms of a normative conception of 
collective action in the public sphere runs the risk of obscuring the forces of 
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domination and subordination that shape political actors before they take 
the stage. This conceptual exclusion leads to at least two kinds of problems. 
The first is that, as Wendy Brown has forcefully argued, whereas collective 
political engagement may be a freedom-enabling practice that allows subor-
dinated individuals collectively to deconstruct and reconstruct their 
ascribed identities in more emancipatory directions, it may also be a way of 
acting out the pain of subordination through a kind of wounded attach-
ment to that identity.43 The problem here is the normative assumption 
embedded in the Arendtian conception of politics, the assumption that 
power is an end in itself and thus, by definition, normatively legitimate.44 
As many of Arendt’s critics have pointed out, this assumption is highly 
dubious.45 The question for feminist theorists, then, is this: what makes a 
collective exercise of power liberatory, emancipatory, or feminist? If we 
reject the idea that collective power generates its own legitimacy, then by 
what normative criteria are we to make such judgments? The problem of the 
normative framework for our conception of power thus emerges again, this 
time from the opposite direction.

The second, and related, problem with the exclusion of subjection from 
our conception of the political is that such an exclusion overlooks the basic 
Marxist point that social equality is a necessary precondition for political 
democracy. As Nancy Fraser puts the point, “we should question whether it 
is possible even in principle for interlocutors to deliberate as if they were 
social peers in specially designated discursive arenas, when these discursive 
arenas are situated in a larger societal context that is pervaded by structural 
relations of dominance and subordination.”46 In other words, although col-
lective action in public or counterpublic spheres may well be a useful site for 
the negotiation and transformation of identity, we do not come to such 
action as blank slates but instead with styles of speech and comportment, 
bodily habitus, and psychic attachments that are all structured by relations 
of subordination and subjection. Social subordination can and all too often 
does have deleterious effects on our abilities to engage in effective political 
dialogue and to act in concert with others. Excluding subjection from our 
understanding of the political shunts this problem off to the side and thus 
obscures the subordination relations that constitute us as political agents. 
To be sure, this way of putting the point raises the problem of the subject 
anew. But the key question for feminists is not whether to include subjection 
within our understanding of the political, but how to include it without 
undermining the possibility of political agency and autonomy altogether?

Therefore, it seems that neither the Foucaultian nor the Arendtian 
 conception of power and politics is satisfactory on its own, and that what 
feminists need is an account of the political that integrates the insights of 
each. However, the discussion thus far has also revealed two kinds of 
 challenges for such an integrative account: the first concerning the norma-
tive framework that underlies our conception of power, and the second 
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 concerning the compatibility (or lack thereof) between the notion of subjec-
tion and other crucial political concepts such as agency and autonomy. In 
the next section, I shall sketch the contours of an integrative feminist con-
ception of the political and also indicate how I think these two challenges 
can be met.

Normativity, autonomy and the subject of power

When I say that feminists need an integrative conception of the political, I 
have in mind two principal kinds of integration. First, the analysis thus far 
suggests that we need a broader conception of power than has been offered 
by either Foucault or Arendt, one that integrates the Foucaultian emphasis 
on the simultaneously constraining and enabling force of subjection at the 
intrasubjective level with the Arendtian emphasis on the exercise of power 
through collective, intersubjective interactions in the public sphere. But it is 
not enough simply to include both of these as aspects of one’s definition of 
power. We also have to pay careful attention to how each of these modes of 
power is related to the others. As I argued above, we cannot really under-
stand individual projects of resistance to subordination and progressive self-
transformation without thinking about the collective social and political 
movements that generate the vocabularies of contestation, the normative 
frameworks, and the conceptual resources that enable such individual 
actions. Similarly, we cannot forget that collective social movements are 
made up of individuals whose identities have been structured by social rela-
tions of subordination, and that although collective political engagement 
can be a powerful vehicle for resistance and progressive transformation, it 
can also be a mechanism for reinscribing subordination.

To some extent, the integrative analysis of power that I am proposing 
draws inspiration from Habermas’s reflections on power. In Between Facts 
and Norms, in the course of elaborating his model of deliberative democracy, 
Habermas offers a conception of politics that encompasses both strategic, 
social power – a basically Weberian conception defined as “a measure for 
the possibilities an actor has in social relationships to assert his own will 
and interests, even against the opposition of others”47 – and communicative 
power – a notion that Habermas explicitly derives from Arendt and that he 
uses to capture the power that is generated through collective action in both 
informal and formal public spheres and translated, through the medium of 
law, into legitimate administrative power.48 Habermas summarizes the 
 relationship between administrative, communicative, and social power as 
follows:

[I] propose that we view law as the medium through which communica-
tive power is translated into administrative power ... . We can then inter-
pret the idea of the constitutional state in general as the requirement that 
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the administrative system, which is steered through the power code, be 
tied to the lawmaking communicative power and kept free of illegitimate 
interventions of social power (i.e., of the factual strength of privileged 
interests to assert themselves).49

One could view this model of the political as resting on a conception of 
power that usefully integrates core elements of the strategic and communi-
cative conceptions of power proposed by Foucault and Arendt, respectively.

However, my conceptualization of power differs from Habermas’s in one 
crucial respect. Although Habermas’s conception of politics does incorpo-
rate a strategic understanding of power-over relations, it does not, in my 
view, do justice to the phenomenon of subjection in Foucault’s sense. Indeed, 
although Habermas is at pains to insist that his notion of the lifeworld is not 
free of strategic relations of power, he does tend to present both the life-
world in general and the socialization processes that form one of its core 
components as free of the phenomenon of subjection.50 His more recent 
work, which aims more explicitly to address the relationship between social 
relations of dominance and the communicative power that emerges out of 
and structures the lifeworld, is nevertheless open to a related criticism. As 
William Scheuerman puts the point,

the idea of a free-wheeling deliberative democracy remains ideological 
as long as avoidable social inequalities undermine the deliberative 
 capacities of the vast majority of humankind ... . Between Facts and Norms 
has nothing adequately systematic in character to say about “social asym-
metries of power”, let alone how we might go about counteracting 
them.51

Although I would not dare to suggest that the Foucaultian notion of subjec-
tion provides us with a complete account of social inequality, it does pro-
vide a framework for understanding a crucial element of those stubbornly 
persistent inequalities that are grounded in gender, race, and sexuality in 
particular, a framework that Habermas’s work lacks.52

The second kind of integration that is called for by my analysis is an 
account of the subject that captures both the constraining and enabling 
force of subjection and the possibility of meaningful political agency and 
autonomy. As I argued above, the Foucaultian account of subjection is not 
incompatible with agency and autonomy, at least as long as these are prop-
erly understood. If we accept the basic Foucaultian insight that the subject is 
constituted by power, then we do have to give up on the idea of an 
Archimedean standpoint outside of power, from which we can impartially 
and objectively assess the power relations that make us who we are. But, as 
Foucault argued in his essay “What is Enlightenment?,” this does not mean 
that critique is impossible, only that it is “always in the position of beginning 
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again.”53 It is possible to understand the capacity for autonomy – both in the 
sense critical reflexivity and progressive self-transformation – as rooted in 
the very power relations that constitute the subject. This does not mean that 
autonomy is a pernicious illusion, though it does mean that it is, as I  discussed 
above, inherently ambivalent.

This point about the ambivalence of autonomy and of critique raises, once 
again, the issue of the normative framework for the integrative conception 
of power and subjection that I have sketched. Feminist theory needs to be 
able to distinguish between better and worse exercises of power on both the 
individual and collective levels and, for that matter, between “better and 
worse subjectivating practices,” to borrow Nancy Fraser’s phrase.54 The ques-
tion is, how is this possible, especially in light of the account I just offered 
of critique and autonomy as always inflected by power relations? Doesn’t 
this Foucaultian conception of critique ultimately collapse normative 
 judgments into power plays of one kind or another? To frame the question 
in this way is problematically to assume that there exist only two options 
for the normative grounding of social and political critique: either we assert 
a strong claim of universality and context transcendence for our normative 
framework or we endorse a radical contextualism that is ultimately indistin-
guishable from relativism. All too often, especially in debates over the uses 
and abuses of postmodernism for political theory, these are assumed to 
exhaust the available options. There is, however, a third possibility. We can 
endorse certain normative ideals – for example, the ideas of normative 
 reciprocity and egalitarian universalism that underpin the Habermasian 
project55 – and rely on them in our normative judgments while at the same 
time acknowledging that these are ideals that are rooted in the context of 
late Western modernity. We may take these ideals to be universal and 
 context-transcendent, as long as we realize that the very claim to context-
transcendence is itself rooted in a particular context.56 This realization does 
require us to be historically self-conscious and modest about the status of 
our normative principles, but it does not entail that we are incapable of 
making normative judgments in the light of such principles.

Conclusion

Let me conclude by briefly recapitulating my argument in this chapter. I 
have argued, first, that feminist political theorists ought not dispense with 
or dissolve the problem of the subject. The problem of the subject continues 
to be one that we must grapple with. In a way, this conclusion is nothing 
new. Throughout the history of political theory, from Plato through Hobbes, 
Locke, Rousseau, Marx, and Mill down to Rawls, Habermas, and Foucault, 
our understandings of the political have long relied on prior conceptions of 
what a person is.57 Second, I have argued that beneath the question of 
whether subjection is an important notion for feminist political theory lies 
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the deeper and more difficult question about how to define the political. I 
have suggested that we ought to view the political not as an ontologically or 
metaphysically intact realm or space whose boundaries can be definitively 
delineated but as an essentially contested concept whose boundaries are 
continually debated and re-negotiated through ongoing processes of politi-
cization. In keeping with this definition, I have proposed a conception of 
the political that is designed to cohere with the interests that feminists bring 
to the study of politics. Such a conception, I argue, must include the 
Foucaultian notion of the politics of our selves, though it ought not to be 
limited to such a notion. Feminists cannot do without thinking through 
the politics of our selves, even if it is true that this needs to be integrated 
with more collectivist account of the political along Arendtian lines. The 
challenge for feminists is to connect up the politics of our selves with 
the collective dimension of politics; to theorize the relationship between 
the intrasubjective and the intersubjective; and to understand the connec-
tions between relations of dominance and subordination on the one hand 
and the possibilities for individual and collective empowerment, on the 
other. The framework that I have offered here is designed to enable us to 
meet these challenges.
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