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The Psychic Life of Power

Theories in Subjection



Introduction

We should try to grasp subjection in its material instance as a
constitution of subjects.

—Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures"

The splitting of the subject, within which the self as present to
itself is only one moment, and the charged reflexivity of that
moment, is the point of purchase within the subject of its
subjection. The profound and corporeal guilt with which the
subject is invested as the febrile undertone of that self-
consciousness, which turns out to know so little of itself, is
decisive in securing the deep inner control, which has been
called interpellation.

—Francis Barker, The Tremulous Private Body:
Essays on Subjection

Subjection . . . The act or fact of being subjected, as under a
monarch or other sovereign or superior power; the state of
being subject to, or under the dominion of another; hence
gen. subordination. . . . The condition of being subject, exposed,
or liable to; liability.... Logic. The act of supplying a subject to a
predicate. —Oxford English Dictionary

s a form of power, subjection is paradoxical. To be domi-
nated by a power external to oneself is a familiar and

agonizing form power takes. To find, however, that what "one"
A
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is, one's very formation as a subject, is in some sense depen-
dent upon that very power is quite another. We are used to
thinking of power as what presses on the subject from the out-
side, as what subordinates, sets underneath, and relegates to
a lower order. This is surely a fair description of part of what
power does. But if, following Foucault, we understand power
as forming the subject as well, as providing the very condition
of its existence and the trajectory of its desire, then power is
not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong sense, what we
depend on for our existence and what we harbor and preserve
in the beings that we are. The customary model for under-
standing this process goes as follows: power imposes itself on
us, and, weakened by its force, we come to internalize or ac-
cept its terms. What such an account fails to note, however,
is that the "we" who accept such terms are fundamentally
dependent on those terms for "our" existence. Are there not
discursive conditions for the articulation of any "we"? Subjec-
tion consists precisely in this fundamental dependency on a
discourse we never chose but that, paradoxically, initiates and
sustains our agency.

"Subjection" signifies the process of becoming subordinated
by power as well as the process of becoming a subject. Whether
by interpellation, in Althusser's sense, or by discursive pro-
ductivity, in Foucault's, the subject is initiated through a pri-
mary submission to power. Although Foucault identifies the
ambivalence in this formulation, he does not elaborate on the
specific mechanisms of how the subject is formed in submis-
sion. Not only does the entire domain of the psyche remain
largely unremarked in his theory, but power in this double
valence of subordinating and producing remains unexplored.
Thus, if submission is a condition of subjection, it makes sense
to ask: What is the psychic form that power takes? Such a
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project requires thinking the theory of power together with a
theory of the psyche, a task that has been eschewed by writers
in both Foucauldian and psychoanalytic orthodoxies. Though
it offers no promise of a grand synthesis, the present inquiry
seeks to explore the provisional perspectives from which each
theory illuminates the other. The project neither begins nor
ends with Freud and Foucault; the question of subjection, of
how the subject is formed in subordination, preoccupies the
section of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit that traces the slave's
approach to freedom and his disappointing fall into the "un-
happy consciousness." The master, who at first appears to
be "external" to the slave, reemerges as the slave's own con-
science. The unhappiness of the consciousness that emerges is
its own self-beratement, the effect of the transmutation of the
master into a psychic reality. The self-mortifications that seek
to redress the insistent corporeality of self-consciousness insti-
tute bad conscience. This figure of consciousness turned back
upon itself prefigures Nietzsche's account, in On the Genealogy
of Morals, not only of how repression and regulation form the
overlapping phenomena of conscience and bad conscience, but
also of how the latter become essential to the formation, per-
sistence, and continuity of the subject. In each case, power that
at first appears as external, pressed upon the subject, pressing
the subject into subordination, assumes a psychic form that
constitutes the subject's self-identity.

The form this power takes is relentlessly marked by a figure
of turning, a turning back upon oneself or even a turning
on oneself. This figure operates as part of the explanation of
how a subject is produced, and so there is no subject, strictly
speaking, who makes this turn. On the contrary, the turn ap-
pears to function as a tropological inauguration of the subject,
a founding moment whose ontological status remains perma-
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nently uncertain. Such a notion, then, appears difficult, if not
impossible, to incorporate into the account of subject forma-
tion. What or who is said to turn, and what is the object of
such a turn? How is it that a subject is wrought from such an
ontologically uncertain form of twisting? Perhaps with the ad-
vent of this figure, we are no longer in the business of "giving
an account of the formation of the subject." We are, rather,
confronted with the tropological presumption made by any
such explanation, one that facilitates the explanation but also
marks its limit. The moment we seek to determine how power
produces its subject, how the subject takes in the power by
which it is inaugurated, we seem to enter this tropological
quandary. We cannot presume a subject who performs an in-
ternalization if the formation of the subject is in need of ex-
planation. The figure to which we refer has not yet acquired
existence and is not part of a verifiable explanation, yet our
reference continues to make a certain kind of sense. The para-
dox of subjection implies a paradox of referentiality: namely,
that wemust refer to what does not yet exist. Through a figure
that marks the suspension of our ontological commitments,
we seek to account for how the subject comes to be. That this
figure is itself a "turn" is, rhetorically, performatively spec-
tacular; "turn" translates the Greek sense of "trope." Thus the
trope of the turn both indicates and exemplifies the tropologi-
cal status of the gesture.[1]Does subjection inaugurate
tropology in some way, or is the inaugurative work of tropes
necessarily invoked when we try to account for the generation
of the subject? We will return to this question toward the
end of this inquiry when we consider how the explanation of
melancholia participates in the mechanism it describes,
producing psychic topographies that are clearly
tropological.

The scene of "interpellation" offered by Althusser is one
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instance of this quasi-fictive effort to give an account of how
the social subject is produced through linguistic means. Alt-
husser's doctrine of interpellation clearly sets the stage for
Foucault's later views on the "discursive production of the
subject." Foucault, of course, insists that the subject is not "spo-
ken" into existence and that the matrices of power and dis-
course that constitute the subject are neither singular nor sov-
ereign in their productive action. Yet Althusser and Foucault
agree that there is a founding subordination in the process of
assujetissement. In Althusser's essay "Ideology and Ideologi-
cal State Apparatuses," the subordination of the subject takes
place through language, as the effect of the authoritative voice
that hails the individual. In the infamous example that Althus-
ser offers, a policeman hails a passerby on the street, and
the passerby turns and recognizes himself as the one who is
hailed. In the exchange by which that recognition is proferred
and accepted, interpellation—the discursive production of the
social subject—takes place. Significantly, Althusser does not
offer a clue as to why that individual turns around, accepting
the voice as being addressed to him or her, and accepting the
subordination and normalization effected by that voice. Why
does this subject turn toward the voice of the law, and what is
the effect of such a turn in inaugurating a social subject? Is this
a guilty subject and, if so, how did it become guilty? Might
the theory of interpellation require a theory of conscience?
The interpellation of the subject through the inaugurative

address of state authority presupposes not only that the in-
culcation of conscience already has taken place, but that con-
science, understood as the psychic operation of a regulatory
norm, constitutes a specifically psychic and social working of
power on which interpellation depends but for which it can
give no account. Moreover, the model of power in Althus-
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ser's account attributes performative power to the authorita-

tive voice, the voice of sanction, and hence to a notion of lan-

guage figured as speech. How are we to account for the power

of written discourse, or of bureaucratic discourse, which cir-

culates without voice or signature? Finally, Althusser's view,

useful as it is, remains implicitly constrained by a notion of a

centralized state apparatus, one whose word is its deed, mod-

eled on divine authority. The notion of discourse emerges in

Foucault in part to counter the sovereign model of interpella-

tive speech in theories such as Althusser's, but also to take

account of the efficacy of discourse apart from its instantiation

as the spoken word.

Passionate Attachments

The insistence that a subject is passionately attached to his

or her own subordination has been invoked cynically by those

who seek to debunk the claims of the subordinated. If a sub-

ject can be shown to pursue or sustain his or her subordinated

status, the reasoning goes, then perhaps final responsibility for

that subordination resides with the subject. Over and against

this view, I would maintain that the attachment to subjection

is produced through the workings of power, and that part of

the operation of power is made clear in this psychic effect, one

of the most insidious of its productions. If, in a Nietzschean

sense, the subject 'is formed by a will that turns back upon

itself, assuming a reflexive form, then the subject is the mo-

dality of power that turns on itself; the subject is the effect of

power in recoil.

The subject who is at once formed and subordinated is

already implicated in the scene of psychoanalysis. Foucault's

reformulation of subordination as that which is not only
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pressed on a subject but forms a subject, that is, is pressed on

a subject by its formation, suggests an ambivalence at the site

where the subject emerges. If the effect of autonomy is con-

ditioned by subordination and that founding subordination or

dependency is rigorously repressed, the subject emerges in

tandem with the unconscious. The Foucaultian postulation of

subjection as the simultaneous subordination and forming of

the subject assumes a specific psychoanalytic valence when we

consider that no subject emerges without a passionate attach-

ment to those on whom he or she is fundamentally dependent

(even if that passion is "negative" in the psychoanalytic sense).

Although the dependency of the child is not political subordi-
nation in any usual sense, the formation of primary passion

in dependency renders the child vulnerable to subordination

and exploitation, a topic that has become a preoccupation of

recent political discourse. Moreover, this situation of primary

dependency conditions the political formation and regulation

of subjects and becomes the means of their subjection. If there

is no formation of the subject without a passionate attachment

to those by whom she or he is subordinated, then subordi-

nation proves central to the becoming of the subject.[2] As

the condition of becoming a subject, subordination implies

being in a mandatory submission. Moreover, the desire to

survive, "to be," is a pervasively exploitable desire. The one

who holds out the promise of continued existence plays to

the desire to survive. "I would rather exist in

subordination than not exist" is one formulation of this

predicament (where the risk of "death" is also possible).

This is one reason why debates about the reality of the

sexual abuse of children tend to misstate the character of

the exploitation. It is not simply that a sexuality is

unilaterally imposed by the adult, nor that a sexuality is

unilaterally fantasized by the child, but that the child's
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love, a love that is necessary for its existence, is exploited and a
passionate attachment abused.
Let us consider that a subject is not only formed in sub-

ordination, but that this subordination provides the subject's
continuing condition of possibility. A child's love is prior to
judgment and decision; a child tended and nourished in a
"good enough" way will love, and only later stand a chance of
discriminating among those he or she loves. This is to say, not
that the child loves blindly (since from early on there is dis-
cernment and "knowingness" of an important kind), but only
that if the child is to persist in a psychic and social sense, there
must be dependency and the formation of attachment: there is
no possibility of not loving, where love is bound up with the
requirements for life. The child does not know to what he/she
attaches; yet the infant as well as the child must attach in
order to persist in and as itself.3 No subject can emerge with-
out this attachment, formed in dependency, but no subject, in
the course of its formation, can ever afford fully to "see" it.
This attachment in its primary forms must both come to be and
be denied, its coming to be must consist in its partial denial, for
the subject to emerge.

That accounts in part for the adult sense of humiliation
when confronted with the earliest objects of love—parents,
guardians, siblings, and so on—the sense of belated indigna-
tion in which one claims, "I couldn't possibly love such a per-
son." The utterance concedes the possibility it denies, estab-
lishing the "I" as predicated upon that foreclosure, grounded
in and by that firmly imagined impossibility. The "I" is thus
fundamentally threatened by the specter of this (impossible)
love's reappearance and remains condemned to reenact that
love unconsciously, repeatedly reliving and displacing that
scandal, that impossibility, orchestrating that threat to one's
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sense of "I." "'I' could not be who I am if I were to love in the
way that I apparently did, which I must, to persist as myself,
continue to deny and yet unconsciously reenact in contempo-
rary life with the most terrible suffering as its consequence."
The traumatic repetition of what has been foreclosed from
contemporary life threatens the "I." Through that neurotic
repetition the subject pursues its own dissolution, its own un-
raveling, a pursuit that marks an agency, but not the subject's
agency—rather, the agency of a desire that aims at the disso-
lution of the subject, where the subject stands as a bar to that
desire.[4]
If the subject is produced through foreclosure, then the sub-

ject is produced by a condition from which it is, by definition,
separated and differentiated. Desire will aim at unraveling the
subject, but be thwarted by precisely the subject in whose
name it operates. A vexation of desire, one that proves crucial
to subjection, implies that for the subject to persist, the sub-
ject must thwart its own desire. And for desire to triumph, the
subject must be threatened with dissolution. A subject turned
against itself (its desire) appears, on this model, to be a condi-
tion of the persistence of the subject.
To desire the conditions of one's own subordination is thus

required to persist as oneself. What does it mean to embrace
the very form of power—regulation, prohibition, suppression
—that threatens one with dissolution in an effort, precisely, to
persist in one's own existence? It is not simply that one re-
quires the recognition of the other and that a form of recogni-
tion is conferred through subordination, but rather that one is
dependent on power for one's very formation, that that forma-
tion is impossible without dependency, and that the posture of
the adult subject consists precisely in the denial and reenact-
ment of this dependency. The "I" emerges upon the condition
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that it deny its formation in dependency, the conditions of its
own possibility. The "I," however, is threatened with disrup-
tion precisely by this denial, by its unconscious pursuit of its
own dissolution through neurotic repetitions that restage the
primary scenarios it not only refuses to see but cannot see, if it
wishes to remain itself. This means, of course, that, predicated
on what it refuses to know, it is separated from itself and can
never quite become or remain itself.

Ambivalence

The notion of the subject has incited controversy within
recent theoretical debate, being promoted by some as a nec-
essary precondition of agency and reviled by others as a sign
of "mastery" to be refused. My purpose is neither to enumer-
ate nor to resolve the contemporary instances of this debate.
Rather, I propose to take account of how a paradox recurrently
structures the debate, leading it almost always to culminate in
displays of ambivalence. How can it be that the subject, taken
to be the condition for and instrument of agency, is at the same
time the effect of subordination, understood as the depriva-
tion of agency? If subordination is the condition of possibility
for agency, how might agency be thought in opposition to the
forces of subordination?
"The subject" is sometimes bandied about as if it were inter-
changeable with "the person" or "the individual." The geneal-
ogy of the subject as a critical category, however, suggests that
the subject, rather than be identified strictly with the indi-
vidual, ought to be designated as a linguistic category, a place-
holder, a structure in formation. Individuals come to occupy
the site of the subject (the subject simultaneously emerges as
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a "site"), and they enjoy intelligibility only to the extent that
they are, as it were, first established in language. The subject
is the linguistic occasion for the individual to achieve and
reproduce intelligibility, the linguistic condition of its
existence and agency. No individual becomes a subject
without first becoming subjected or undergoing
"subjectivation" (a translation of the French assujetissement). It
makes little sense to treat "the individual" as an intelligible
term if individuals are said to acquire their intelligibility by
becoming subjects. Paradoxically, no intelligible reference to
individuals or their becoming can take place without a prior
reference to their status as subjects. The story by which
subjection is told is, inevitably, circular, presupposing the
very subject for which it seeks to give an account. On the one
hand, the subject can refer to its own genesis only by taking a
third-person perspective on itself, that is, by dispossessing its
own perspective in the act of narrating its genesis. On the
other hand, the narration of how the subject is constituted
presupposes that the constitution has already taken place,
and thus arrives after the fact. The subject loses itself to tell
the story of itself, but in telling the story of itself seeks to
give an account of what the narrative function has already
made plain. What does it mean, then, that the subject,
defended by some as a presupposition of agency, is also
understood to be an effect of subjection? Such a formulation
suggests that in the act of opposing subordination, the subject
reiterates its subjection (a notion shared by both psychoanaly-
sis and Foucauldian accounts). How, then, is subjection to be
thought and how can it become a site of alteration? A power
exerted on a subject, subjection is nevertheless a power assumed
by the subject, an assumption that constitutes the instrument
of that subject's becoming.
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Subjection/Subordination

The double aspect of subjection appears to lead to a vicious
circle: the agency of the subject appears to be an effect of its
subordination. Any effort to oppose that subordination will
necessarily presuppose and reinvoke it. Luckily, the story sur-
vives this impasse. What does it mean for the agency of a sub-
ject to presuppose its own subordination? Is the act of presuppos-
ing the same as the act of reinstating,or is there a discontinuity
between the power presupposed and the power reinstated?
Consider that in the very act by which the subject reproduces
the conditions of its own subordination, the subject exempli-
fies a temporally based vulnerability that belongs to those
conditions, specifically, to the exigencies of their renewal.
Power considered as a condition of the subject is necessarily
not the same as power considered as what the subject is said
to wield. The power that initiates the subject fails to remain
continuous with the power that is the subject's agency. A
significant and potentially enabling reversal occurs when
power shifts from its status as a condition of agency to the
subject's "own" agency (constituting an appearance of power
in which the subject appears as the condition of its "own"
power). How are we to assess that becoming? Is it an enabling
break, a bad break? How is it that the power upon which the
subject depends for existence and which the subject is
compelled to reiterate turns against itself in the course of that
reiteration? How might we think resistance within the
terms of reiteration?
Such a view suggests that agency cannot logically be de-
rived from its conditions, that no continuity is to be assumed
between (a) what makes power possible and (b) the kinds
of possibilities that power assumes. If in acting the subject
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retains the conditions of its emergence, this does not imply
that all of its agency remains tethered to those conditions
and that those conditions remain the same in every operation
of agency. Assuming power is not a straightforward task of
taking power from one place, transferring it intact, and then
and there making it one's own; the act of appropriation may
involve an alteration of power such that the power assumed
or appropriated works against the power that made that
assumption possible. Where conditions of subordination
make possible the assumption of power, the power assumed
remains tied to those conditions, but in an ambivalent way; in
fact, the power assumed may at once retain and resist that
subordination. This conclusion is not to be thought of as (a) a
resistance that is really a recuperation of power or (b) a
recuperation that is really a resistance. It is both at once, and
this ambivalence forms the bind of agency.
According to the formulation of subjection as both the sub-

ordination and becoming of the subject, power is, as subordi-
nation, a set of conditions that precedes the subject, effecting
and subordinating the subject from the outside. This formula-
tion falters, however, when we consider that there is no
subject prior to this effect. Power not only acts on a subject
but, in a transitive sense, enacts the subject into being. As a
condition, power precedes the subject. Power loses its
appearance of priority, however, when it is wielded by the
subject, a situation that gives rise to the reverse perspective
that power is the effect of the subject, and that power is what
subjects effect. A condition does not enable or enact without
becoming present. Because Power is not intact prior to the
subject, the appearance of its priority disappears as power
acts on the subject, and the subject is inaugurated (and
derived) through this tern-



poral reversal in the horizon of power. As the agency of the
subject, power assumes its present temporal dimension.[5]
Power acts on the subject in at least two ways: first, as what
makes the subject possible, the condition of its possibility and
its formative occasion, and second, as what is taken up and
reiterated in the subject's "own" acting. 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. The conditions not only make possible the
subject but enter into the subject's formation. They are made
present in the acts of that formation and in the acts of the sub-
ject that follow.
The notion of power at work in subjection thus appears in
two incommensurable temporal modalities: first, as what is
for the subject always prior, outside of itself, and operative
from the start; second, as the willed effect of the subject. This
second modality carries at least two sets of meanings: as the
willed effect of the subject, subjection is a subordination that
the subject brings on itself; yet if subjection produces a subject
and a subject is the precondition of agency, then subjection
is the account by which a subject becomes the guarantor of
its resistance and opposition. Whether power is conceived as
prior to the subject or as its instrumental effect, the vacilla-
tion between the two temporal modalities of power ("before"
and "after" the subject) has marked most of the debates on the
subject and the problem of agency. Many conversations on the
topic have become mired in whether the subject is the condi-
tion or the impasse of agency. Indeed, both quandaries have
led many to consider the issue of the subject as an inevitable
stumbling block in social theory. Part of this difficulty, I sug-
gest, is that the subject is itself a site of this ambivalence in
which the subject emerges both as the effect of a prior
powerand as the condition of possibility for a radically

conditioned form of agency. A theory of the subject should
take into account the full ambivalence of the conditions of its
operation.

There is, as it were, no conceptual transition to be made be-
tween power as external to the subject, "acting on," and power
as constitutive of the subject, "acted by." What one might ex-
pect by way of a transition is, in fact, a splitting and rever-
sal constitutive of the subject itself. Power acts on the sub-
ject, an acting that is an enacting: an irresolvable ambiguity
arises when one attempts to distinguish between the power
that (transitively) enacts the subject, and the power enacted
by the subject, that is, between the power that forms the sub-
ject and the subject's "own" power. What or who is doing the
"enacting" here? Is it a power prior to the subject or that of
the subject itself? At some point, a reversal and concealment
occurs, and power emerges as what belongs exclusively to the
subject (making the subject appear as if it belonged to no prior
operation of power). Moreover, what is enacted by the subject
is enabled but not finally constrained by the prior working of
power. Agency exceeds the power by which it is enabled. One
might say that the purposes of power are not always the pur-
poses of agency. To the extent that the latter diverge from the
former, agency is the assumption of a purpose unintended by
power, one that could not have been derived logically or his-
torically, that operates in a relation of contingency and reversal
to the power that makes it possible, to which it nevertheless
belongs. This is, as it were, the ambivalent scene of agency,
constrained by no teleological necessity.
Power is both external to the subject and the very venue of
the subject. This apparent contradiction makes sense when we
understand that no subject comes into being without power,
but that its coming into being involves the dissimulation of
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power, a metaleptic reversal in which the subject produced
by power becomes heralded as the subject who founds power.
This foundationalism of the subject is an effect of a working
of power, an effect achieved by reversal and concealment of
that prior working. This does not mean that the subject can
be reduced to the power by which it is occasioned, nor does
it mean that the power by which it is occasioned is reducible
to the subject. Power is never merely a condition external or
prior to the subject, nor can it be exclusively identified with
the subject. If conditions of power are to persist, they must be
reiterated; the subject is precisely the site of such reiteration,
a repetition that is never merely mechanical. As the appear-
ance of power shifts from the condition of the subject to its
effects, the conditions of power (prior and external) assume
a present and futural form. But power assumes this present
character through a reversal of its direction, one that performs
a break with what has come before and dissimulates as a self-
inaugurating agency. The reiteration of power not only tem-
poralizes the conditions of subordination but shows these con-
ditions to be, not static structures, but temporalized— active
and productive. The temporalization performed by reiteration
traces the route by which power's appearance shifts and
reverses: the perspective of power alters from what is
always working on us from the outside and from the outset
to what constitutes the sense of agency at work in our present
acts and the futural expanse of their effects.

Although this study is indebted to Foucault's formulation
of the problem of assujetissement in his essays "The Subject of
Power" and the "Two Lectures" published in Power/Knowledge,
as well as to his many discussions of the subject of desire and
the subject of law in History of Sexuality, Volumes 1 and 2 and
Discipline and Punish,6 the formulation of the subject at issue

resonates with a larger cultural and political
predicament, namely, how to take an oppositional relation to
power that is, admittedly, implicated in the very power one
opposes. Often this postliberatory insight has led to the
conclusion that all agency here meets its impasse. Either
forms of capital or symbolic domination are held to be such
that our acts are always already "domesticated" in advance,
or a set of generalized and timeless insights is offered into
the aporetic structure of all movements toward a future. I
would suggest that no historical or logical conclusions follow
necessarily from this primary complicity with subordination,
but that some possibilities tentatively do. That agency is
implicated in subordination is not the sign of a fatal self-
contradiction at the core of the subject and, hence, further
proof of its pernicious or obsolete character. But neither
does it restore a pristine notion of the subject, derived from
some classical liberal-humanist formulation, whose agency is
always and only opposed to power. The first view
characterizes politically sanctimonious forms of fatalism;
the second, naive forms of political optimism. I hope to steer
clear of both these alternatives.

The subject might yet be thought as deriving its agency
from precisely the power it opposes, as awkward and embar-
rassing as such a formulation might be, especially for those
who believe that complicity and ambivalence could be rooted
out once and for all. If the subject is neither fully determined by
power nor fully determining of power (but significantly and
partially both), the subject exceeds the logic of noncontradic-
tion, is an excrescence of logic, as it were.[7] To claim that
the subject exceeds either/or is not to claim that it lives in some free
zone of its own making. Exceeding is not escaping, and the subject
exceeds precisely that to which it is bound. In this sense, the subject
cannot quell the ambivalence by which it is
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constituted. Painful, dynamic, and promising, this vacillation
between the already-there and the yet-to-come is a crossroads
that rejoins every step by which it is traversed, a reiterated
ambivalence at the heart of agency. Power rearticulated is "re"-
articulated in the sense of already done and "re"-articulated in
the sense of done over, done again, done anew. What remain
to be considered are: (a) how the formation of the subject in-
volves the regulatory formation of the psyche, including how
we might rejoin the discourse of power with the discourse
of psychoanalysis; and (b) how we might make such a con-
ception of the subject work as a notion of political agency in
postliberatory times.

Regulations of the Psyche

If power works not merely to dominate or oppress exist-
ing subjects, but also to form subjects, what is this formation?
Obviously, power does not bring persons into the world in
any ordinary sense. Foucault links the formative or produc-
tive character of power to regulatory and disciplinary regimes.
In Discipline and Punish, crime produces a class of criminals,
crafted bodily in the gesture and style of imprisonment. But
how are we to understand this sense of production and craft-
ing? The formative dimension of power is to be understood
in a nonmechanistic and nonbehavioristic fashion. It does not
always produce according to a purpose, or rather, its produc-
tion is such that it often exceeds or alters the purposes for
which it produces.8 Foucault is notoriously taciturn on the
topic of the psyche, but an account of subjection, it seems,
must be traced in the turns of psychic life. More specifically, it
must be traced in the peculiar turning of a subject against itself
that takes place in acts of self-reproach, conscience, and mel-
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ancholia that work in tandem with processes of social regula-
tion. And yet, if we refuse the ontological dualism that posits
the separation of the political and the psychic, it seems
crucial to offer a critical account of psychic subjection in
terms of the regulatory and productive effects of power. If
forms of regulatory power are sustained in part through the
formation of a subject, and if that formation takes place
according to the requirements of power, specifically, as the
incorporation of norms, then a theory of subject formation
must give an account of this process of incorporation, and
the notion of incorporation must be interrogated to ascertain
the psychic topography it assumes. How does the subjection
of desire require and institute the desire for subjection?
In claiming that social norms are internalized, we have not
yet explained what incorporation or, more generally,
internalization is, what it means for a norm to become
internalized or what happens to the norm in the process of
internalization. Is the norm first "outside," and does it then
enter into a pre-given psychic space, understood as an
interior theater of some kind? Or does the internalization of
the norm contribute to the production of internality? Does
the norm, having become psychic, involve not only the
interiorization of the norm, but the interiorization of the
psyche?9 I argue that this process of internalization
fabricates the distinction between interior and exterior life, offering
us a distinction between the psychic and the social that
differs significantly from an account of the psychic
internalization of norms. Moreover, given that norms are not
internalized in mechanical or fully predictable ways, does the
norm assume another character as a psychicphenomenon? In
particular, how are we to account for the desire for the norm
and for subjection more generally in terms of a prior desire
for social existence, a desire exploited by regulatory power?
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Where social categories guarantee a recognizable and endur-
ing social existence, the embrace of such categories, even as
they work in the service of subjection, is often preferred to no
social existence at all. How is it, then, that the longing for sub-
jection, based on a longing for social existence, recalling and
exploiting primary dependencies, emerges as an instrument
and effect of the power of subjection?
To underscore the abuses of power as real, not the creation
or fantasy of the subject, power is often cast as unequivocally
external to the subject, something imposed against the sub-
ject's will. But if the very production of the subject and the
formation of that will are the consequences of a primary sub-
ordination, then the vulnerability of the subject to a power not
of its own making is unavoidable. That vulnerability qualifies
the subject as an exploitable kind of being. If one is to oppose
the abuses of power (which is not the same as opposing power
itself), it seems wise to consider in what our vulnerability to
that abuse consists. That subjects are constituted in primary
vulnerability does not exonerate the abuses they suffer; on the
contrary, it makes all the more clear how fundamental the vul-
nerability can be.
How is it that the subject is the kind of being who can be
exploited, who is, by virtue of its own formation, vulnerable
to subjugation? Bound to seek recognition of its own existence
in categories, terms, and names that are not of its own making,
the subject seeks the sign of its own existence outside itself,
in a discourse that is at once dominant and indifferent. Social
categories signify subordination and existence at once. In other
words, within subjection the price of existence is subordina-
tion. Precisely at the moment in which choice is impossible,
the subject pursues subordination as the promise of existence.
This pursuit is not choice, but neither is 'it necessity.
Subjec-
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tion exploits the desire for existence, where existence is always
conferred from elsewhere; it marks a primary vulnerability to
the Other in order to be.
Assuming terms of power that one never made but to which
one is vulnerable, on which one depends in order to be, ap-
pears to be a mundane subjection at the basis of subject for-
mation. 'Assuming" power is no simple process, however, for
power is not mechanically reproduced when it is assumed.
Instead, on being assumed, power runs the risk of assuming
another form and direction. If conditions of power do not uni-
laterally produce subjects, then what is the temporal and logi-
cal form that the assumption of power takes? A redescription
of the domain of psychic subjection is needed to make clear
how social power produces modes of reflexivity at the same
time as it limits forms of sociality. In other words, to the ex-
tent that norms operate as psychic phenomena, restricting and
producing desire, they also govern the formation of the subject
and circumscribe the domain of a livable sociality. The psychic
operation of the norm offers a more insidious route for regu-
latory power than explicit coercion, one whose success allows
its tacit operation within the social. And yet, being psychic,
the norm does not merely reinstate social power, it becomes
formative and vulnerable in highly specific ways. The social
categorizations that establish the vulnerability of the subject to
language are themselves vulnerable to both psychic and
historical change. This view counters an understanding of a
psychic or linguistic normativity (as in some versions of the
Symbolic) that is prior to the social or sets constraints on the
social. Just as the subject is derived from conditions of power
that precede it, so the psychic operation of the norm is derived,
though not mechanically or predictably, from prior social
operations.
Psychic subjection marks a specific modality of subjection.
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It does not simply reflect or represent broader relations of
social power— even as it remains importantly tied to them.
Freud and Nietzsche offer differing accounts of subject forma-
tion that rely on the productivity of the norm. Both account
for the fabrication of conscience as the effect of an internalized
prohibition (thereby establishing "prohibition" as not only pri-
vative, but productive). In Freud and Nietzsche, a prohibition
on action or expression is said to turn "the drive"10 back on
itself, fabricating an internal sphere, the condition for self-
inspection and reflexivity. The drive turning back upon itself
becomes the precipitating condition of subject formation, a
primary longing in recoil that is traced in Hegel's view of the
unhappy consciousness as well. Whether the doubling back
upon itself is performed by primary longings, desire, or drives,
it produces in each instance a psychic habit of self-beratement,
one that is consolidated over time as conscience.
Conscience is the means by which a subject becomes an
object for itself, reflecting on itself, establishing itself as
reflective and reflexive. The "I" is not simply one who
thinks about him- or herself; it is defined by this
capacity for reflective self-relation or reflexivity. For
Nietzsche, reflexivity is a consequence of conscience; self-
knowing follows from self-punishment. (Thus one never
"knows" oneself prior to the recoil of desire in question.) In
order to curb desire, one makes of oneself an object for
reflection; in the course of producing one's own alterity,
one becomes established as a reflexive being, one who can
take oneself as an object. Reflexivity becomes the means by
which desire is regularly transmuted into the circuit of self-
reflection. The doubling back of desire that culminates in
reflexivity produces, however, another order of desire: the
desire for that very circuit, for reflexivity and, ultimately, for
subjection.
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What is the means by which desire is understood to be
curbed, doubled back, or even prohibited? Reflection on desire
absorbs desire into reflection: we will see how this works in
Hegel. But there is another order of prohibition, one which
falls outside the circuit of self-reflection. Freud distinguishes
between repression and foreclosure, suggesting that a re-
pressed desire might once have lived apart from its prohibi-
tion, but that foreclosed desire is rigorously barred,
constituting the subject through a certain kind of
preemptive loss. Elsewhere I have suggested that the
foreclosure of homosexuality appears to be foundational to a
certain heterosexual version of the subject.[11] The
formula "I have never loved" someone of similar gender
and "I have never lost" any such person predicates the "I" on
the "never-never" of that love and loss. Indeed, the ontological
accomplishment of heterosexual "being" is traced to this
double negation, which forms its constitutive melancholia,
an emphatic and irreversible loss that forms the tenuous
basis of that "being."

Significantly, Freud identifies heightened conscience and
self-beratement as one sign of melancholia, the condition of
uncompleted grief. The foreclosure of certain forms of love
suggests that the melancholia that grounds the subject (and
hence always threatens to unsettle and disrupt that ground)
signals an incomplete and irresolvable grief. Unowned and
incomplete, melancholia is the limit to the subject's sense of
pouvoir, its sense of what it can accomplish and, in that sense,
its power. Melancholia rifts the subject, marking a limit to
what it can accommodate. Because the subject does not,
cannot, reflect on that loss, that loss marks the limit of
reflexivity, that which exceeds (and conditions) its circuitry.
Understood as foreclosure, that loss inaugurates the subject
and threatens it with dissolution.
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Considered along Nietzschean and Hegelian lines, the sub-
ject engages in its own self-thwarting, accomplishes its own
subjection, desires and crafts its own shackles, and so turns
against a desire that it knows to be—or knew to be—its own.
For a loss to predate the subject, to make it possible (and
impossible), we must consider the part that loss plays in
subject formation. Is there a loss that cannot be thought,
cannot be owned or grieved, which forms the condition of
possibility for the subject? Is this what Hegel called "the loss
of the loss," a foreclosure that constitutes an unknowability
without which the subject cannot endure, an ignorance and
melancholia that makes possible all claims of knowledge as
one's own? Is there not a longing to grieve—and,
equivalently, an inability to grieve—that which one never
was able to love, a love that falls short of the "conditions of
existence"? This is a loss not merely of the object or some set
of objects, but of love's own possibility: the loss of the
ability to love, the unfinishable grieving for that which
founds the subject. On the one hand, melancholia is an
attachment that substitutes for an attachment that is broken,
gone, or impossible; on the other hand, melancholia
continues the tradition of impossibility, as it were, that belongs
to the attachment for which it substitutes.

There are, of course, various ways of refusing to love, not all of
which qualify as foreclosure. But what happens when a certain
foreclosure of love becomes the condition of possibility for social
existence? Does this not produce a sociality afflicted by
melancholia, a sociality in which loss cannot be grieved because it
cannot be recognized as loss, because what is lost never had any
entitlement to existence?
Here one might well distinguish between (a) an attachment

that is subsequently disavowed and (b) a foreclosure that structures
the forms that any attachment may assume. In the
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latter case, the foreclosure might be usefully relinked with the
Foucauldian notion of a regulatory ideal, an ideal according
to which certain forms of love become possible and others,
impossible. Within psychoanalysis, we think of social sanction
as encoded in the ego-ideal and patrolled by the super-ego.
But what might it mean to think of social sanction as working,
through foreclosure, to produce the possible domain in which
love and loss can operate? As foreclosure, the sanction works
not to prohibit existing desire but to produce certain kinds of
objects and to bar others from the field of social production. In
this way, the sanction does not work according to the
repressive hypothesis, as postulated and criticized by
Foucault, but as a mechanism of production, one that can
operate, however, on the basis of an originary violence.[12]
In the work of Melanie Klein, guilt appears to emerge, not in

consequence of internalizing an external prohibition, but as a way of
preserving the object of love from one's own potentially
obliterating violence. Guilt serves the function of preserving the
object of love and, hence, of preserving love itself. What might it
mean to understand guilt, then, as a way in which love preserves
the object it might otherwise destroy? As a stopgap against a
sadistic destruction, guilt signals less the psychic presence of an
originally social and external norm than a countervailing desire to
continue the object one wishes dead. It is in this sense that guilt
emerges in the course of melancholia not only, as the Freudian
view would have it, to keep the dead object alive, but to keep the
living object from "death," where death means the death of love,
including the occasions of separation and loss.

Does the Kleinian view suggest, then, that the function of
love can be fully explained within a psychic economy that
carries no socially significant residue? Or is the social signifi-
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cance of guilt to be traced in a register other than that of pro-
hibition, in the desire for reparation? In order to preserve the
object from one's own aggression, an aggression that always
accompanies love (as conflict), guilt enters the psychic scene
as a necessity. If the object goes, so goes a source of love. In
one sense, guilt works to thwart the aggressive expression of
love that might do in the loved object, an object understood to
be a source of love; in a counter sense, however, guilt works
to preserve the object as an object of love (its idealization) and
hence (via idealization) to preserve the possibility of loving
and being loved. Aggression —or hate —is not merely miti-
gated, but rerouted against the one who loves, operating as
the self-beratements of the super-ego.[13] Because love and
aggression work together, the mitigation of aggression
through guilt is also the mitigation of love. Guilt works, then,
both to foreclose and to continue love, or rather, to continue
love (less passionately, to be sure) as the effect of a
foreclosure.
Klein's scheme raises a number of questions relating to the
relation between love and aggression. Why might one want
dead the object of love? Is this a primary sadism that might be
explained by recourse to a primary death drive, or are there
other ways to account for the desire to vanquish what one
loves? Following Freud, Klein situates such a desire to van-
quish within the problematic of melancholia, thus making the
point that the desire to vanquish characterizes a relation to an
object already lost: already lost and thus eligible for a certain
kind of vanquishing.
Klein links guilt toward the object with the desire to tri-
umph over the object, a sense of triumph which, if pursued too
far, threatens to destroy the object as a source of love. Yet one
might consider that certain forms of love entail the loss of the
object not only because of an innate desire to triumph, but be-
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cause such objects fail to qualify as objects of love: as objects
of love they assume a mark of destruction. Indeed, they may
threaten one's own destruction as well: "I will be destroyed if
I love in that way." Marked for "death," the object is, as it were,
already lost, and the desire to vanquish the object is precisely
the desire to vanquish an object which, if loved, would spell
destruction for the one who loves.
Can we read the workings of social power precisely in the
delimitation of the field of such objects, objects marked for
death? And is this part of the irreality, the melancholic aggres-
sion and the desire to vanquish, that characterizes the public
response to the death of many of those considered "socially
dead," who die from AIDS? Gay people, prostitutes, drug
users, among others? If they are dying or already dead, let us
vanquish them again. And can the sense of "triumph" be won
precisely through a practice of social differentiation in which
one achieves and maintains "social existence" only by the pro-
duction and maintenance of those socially dead? Might one
not also read the paranoia that structures public discourse on
such issues as the inversion of that aggression: the desire to
vanquish the dead other that, through a reversal, comes to
mark that other as the threat of death, casting the other as the
(unlikely) persecutor of the socially normal and normalized?
What is it, then, that is desired in subjection? Is it a simple
love of the shackles, or is there a more complex scenario at
work? How is survival to be maintained if the terms by which
existence is guaranteed are precisely those that demand and
institute subordination? On this understanding, subjection is
the paradoxical effect of a regime of power in which the very
"conditions of existence," the possibility of continuing as a
recognizable social being, requires the formation and mainte-
nance of the subject in subordination. If one accepts Spinoza's
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notion that desire is always the desire to persist in one's own
being,14 and recasts the metaphysical substance that forms the
ideal for desire as a more pliable notion of social being, one
might then be prepared to redescribe the desire to persist
in one's own being as something that can be brokered only
within the risky terms of social life. The risk of death is thus co-
extensive with the insurmountability of the social. If the terms
by which "existence" is formulated, sustained, and withdrawn
are the active and productive vocabulary of power, then to
persist in one's being means to be given over from the start
to social terms that are never fully one's own. The desire to
persist in one's own being requires submitting to a world of
others that is fundamentally not one's own (a submission that
does not take place at a later date, but which frames and makes
possible the desire to be). Only by persisting in alterity does
one persist in one's "own" being. Vulnerable to terms that one
never made, one persists always, to some degree, through cate-
gories, names, terms, and classifications that mark a primary
and inaugurative alienation in sociality. If such terms institute
a primary subordination or, indeed, a primary violence, then
a subject emerges against itself in order, paradoxically, to be
for itself.
What would it mean for the subject to desire something
other than its continued "social existence"? If such an existence
cannot be undone without falling into some kind of death, can
existence nevertheless be risked, death courted or pursued, in
order to expose and open to transformation the hold of social
power on the conditions of life's persistence? The subject is
compelled to repeat the norms by which it is produced, but
that repetition establishes a domain of risk, for if one fails to
reinstate the norm "in the right way," one becomes subject to
further sanction, one feels the prevailing conditions of exis-
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tence threatened. And yet, without a repetition that risks life—
in its current organization—how might we begin to imagine
the contingency of that organization, and performatively re-
configure the contours of the conditions of life?
A critical analysis of subjection involves: (I) an account of
the way regulatory power maintains subjects in subordination
by producing and exploiting the demand for continuity, visi-
bility, and place; (2) recognition that the subject produced as
continuous, visible, and located is nevertheless haunted by an
inassimilable remainder, a melancholia that marks the limits
of subjectivation; (3) an account of the iterability of the sub-
ject that shows how agency may well consist in opposing and
transforming the social terms by which it is spawned.
Although such a formulation can hardly be the basis for an
optimistic view of the subject or of a subject-centered politics,
it may stand as a provocation and as a caution against two
forms of theoretical desire: one in which assuming and stat-
ing a "subject-position" is the consummate moment of politics;
and another in which the dismissal of the subject as a philo-
sophical trope underestimates the linguistic requirements for
entering sociality at all. As much as a perspective on the sub-
ject requires an evacuation of the first person, a suspension of
the "I" in the interests of an analysis of subject formation, so
a reassumption of that first-person perspective is compelled
by the question of agency. The analysis of subjection is always
double, tracing the conditions of subject formation and trac-
ing the turn against those conditions for the subject —and its
perspective—to emerge.
A critical evaluation of subject formation may well offer a
better comprehension of the double binds to which our eman-
cipatory efforts occasionally lead without, in consequence,
evacuating the political. Is there a way to affirm complicity
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as the basis of political agency, yet insist that political agency
may do more than reiterate the conditions of subordination?
If, as Althusser implies, becoming a subject requires a kind
of mastery indistinguishable from submission, are there per-
haps political and psychic consequences to be wrought from
such a founding ambivalence? The temporal paradox of the
subject is such that, of necessity, we must lose the perspective
of a subject already formed in order to account for our own
becoming. That "becoming" is no simple or continuous affair,
but an uneasy practice of repetition and its risks, compelled
yet incomplete, wavering on the horizon of social being.

Stubborn Attachment,
Bodily Subjection
Rereading Hegel on the
Unhappy Consciousness

a freedom still enmeshed in
servitude—Hegel, The
Phenomenology of Spirit

he transition in The Phenomenology of Spirit from the sec-
tion "Lordship and Bondage" to "The Freedom of Self-

Consciousness: Stoicism, Skepticism, and the Unhappy Con-
sciousness"[1] is one of the least interrogated of Hegel's philo-
sophical movements. Perhaps because the chapter on lordship
and bondage secured a liberationist narrative for various pro-
gressive political visions, most readers have neglected to pay
attention to the resolution of freedom into self-enslavement at
the end of the chapter. Insofar as recent theory has called into
question both the assumption of a progressive history and the
status of the subject, the dystopic resolution of "Lordship and
Bondage" has perhaps regained a timely significance.
Foucault suggested that the point of modern politics is no
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