Avenues for Agency

Throughout everyone’s lives, one is guaranteed to at some point in time be classified as a ‘subject’—either the subject of abuse, of authority, or of an action. The idea of a subject, of a sovereign autonomous individual, is frequently brought up in modern liberalism. However, without a concrete understanding of the who this subject truly is, and how he or she came about, our modern political frameworks cannot be correctly judged. Many theorists have postulated on the very nature of this subject, both in its formation and its agency, in order to better understand the subject’s political effectiveness in resisting power. Michael Foucault, Judith Butler, and Saba Mahmood each offer a unique perspective on the role of the subject so as to better understand how this crucial player in modern politics can stand outside of power relations and assert his or her free will. Foucault delves into the formation of subjects, claiming that subjects are formed through the power relations contained in micro-disciplines. Butler agrees with the Foucault’s formation of the subject through power relations but continues on to specify that subjects are formed specifically through ruptures in language and discursive elements that frame the power relations. Lastly, Mahmood takes a step away from Butler’s liberal dichotomy of agency and subordination to argue that subject’s agency and thus effectiveness in resistance can be formed through subordination to and inhabitation of various authoritative and cultural norms and traditions. 

As one of the first theorists on the question of the subject, Foucault was able to lay the groundwork for much of the modern understanding of the subjects and the nature of their ability to assert his or her free will. Commonly, subjects are viewed as subjugated due to their relations to various singular, transcendent, and sovereign juridical power sources such as presidents, legislative houses, government institutions, and other political figureheads. However, Foucault claims that subjects are not ‘created’ through their relations with singular, unified power sources but rather through various interactions with powers based in the multiple disciplines of his proposed governmentality. In essence, Foucault deviates from standard liberal thought in which a sovereign subject and power are conflicting to an idea in which subjects are formed in conjunction with the power relations and interactions with the governmentality giving them their agency to assert their wills. Thus, power “offers a sense of double subjectivity” (Foucault, Governmentality, pg 212), for power relations not only subordinate the subject to power but also, in Foucault’s theory, give him or her the capacity for agency—the ability to choose between various possibilities that are given to individuals in the midst of power. Foucault continues, in his inspection of subjects, that they are created through three various modes of objectification coming form power sources. One, is through expert-science based politics as Escobar was later to write about. These include such disciplines as economics which produce subjects in the third world by objectifying the subject through statistical and numerical means. However, by subjugating the individual in these developing countries, Foucault argues that power figures are also making them subject of agency as their actions and hopes for change and expression of free will can be recognized as they have been quantified and qualified. Secondly, Foucault describes how the power relations that emerge through dividing practices form subjects. Through social and personal division and categorization of people into groups such as sick and healthy, criminal and legal, deserving poor and undeserving poor, power relations are once again formed. Through the qualification and legitimization of the groups, subjects are formed in relation to each other and thus given agency to work against the opposing power source as well. The third way, in which Foucault sees the formation of free-willed subjected coming from power rather than away from it, is through the self-subjugation of persons. For instance, people, such as students, often place themselves in positions of subordination that create power relations amongst others. By placing themselves where they become legitimate subjects, they then have agency as a characterized group to assert their free will against sources of power. In all, Foucault redefines the subject of common liberal theory by arguing that sovereign, autonomous individual subjects come in conjunction, no isolation, with power. The various relationships between people, be it scientifically, socially, or self imposed, can then form the necessary environment from which the qualified aspect of the subject can act with agency to assert his or her free will.

Butler takes Foucault’s theory of subjects with agency being formed through power relations one step further by arguing that subjects are engendered specifically through ruptures in language and discourse that frame the varied power formations.  Following Foucault’s argument, Butler begins with the assumption that there no longer exist sovereign powers, but a multiplicity of power relations that produce themselves through language. Language and discourse, asserts Butler, have a performative quality, almost like that of an agent of governemntality, that can in fact create and act that which it sought to describe. Those who receive an ‘utterance’ and those who state them are immediately placed into a power relationship which, according to Foucault, creates the sovereign self-willed subject. For instance, Butler mentions the power of hate speech to “not only convey messages of inferiority” but also to create real and functioning power relations based upon this system of inferiority (Butler, Sovereign Performative, pg 80). Similarly, she points to the modern function of feminist discourse to not only describe the situation in words but maintain “the system of contemporary hierarchy and individuality” that exists in our current society (Butler, Sovereign Performative, pg 84). Thus, Butler is in essence arguing that language acts as a system of signification through which power relations and thus subjects are in fact produced. Subjects, however, are produced not through the existence of the power relations that are formed through the success of language, but through the failure of language and discourse. This failure can occur in such instances as when a certain element of discourse, an utterance, is repeated by multiple parties with different meanings. Through circumstances such as this and others that show the breakdown in the meanings and thus effect and power of language, discourse fails.  If language represents power and is a creator of power relations, the breakdown of language allows for the subjects to reconfigure and resignify the meaning and product of a speech act. Through such reconfiguration of language, the subject gains the agency to assert his or her free will, for the foundation of the power relations is now in the hands of subjects to reassemble in their best interest. Since language is the primary source of power according to Butler, one can even oppose the state through the subversion of contemporary language and discourse as it also uses classifying and hateful speech to maintain its hold on authority. Butler, through her analysis, is thus offering a new theoretical approach to understanding the subject and its ability to express his or her own free will. She claims that the “resignification of [performative] speech [has] the [ability to] defuse power” and thus offer subjects a sense of individual agency and autonomy (Butler, Sovereign Performativity). The subject, in her mind, thus emerges from the restructuring and subversion of language that occurs in the multiplicity of sites of Foucauldian power relations.

Mahmood agrees with the basic Foucauldian notion of numerous power sources, but in a sharp rebuttal to Butler, argues that a subject’s agency towards asserting his or her free will can in fact be gained through the position of subordination to the current traditions, norms, and societal virtues that control people’s lives.  As such, she is diverging from the classical liberal notion that necessitates a resistance to power in order to maintain agency and claiming that the capacity for action can in fact result from the inhabitation of the power sources’ norms, traditions, and discourses. Mahmood discusses this theory though the study of the Islamic mosque movement and especially the role and position of women in this framework. Islamic women, in liberalism, seemingly have neither powers nor agency as a subject for their traditions call for such subjugating features as modesty, humility, passivity in male dominated arenas, and almost a complete nature of subservience in many daily practices. If the classical liberal theory o the subject was to hold, one would assume that these women have no agency; but that is the fascist and limiting element of liberalism at work. Mahmood argues that by simply inhabiting the world and these cultural norms, the women are able to capture a sense of agency. For instance, the veil that most Islamic women wear represents modesty and subversion to norms for many in the West, but Mahmood shows how the very “human presence and outward human conduct” allow one to express his or her desires and emotions freely, thus gaining a sense of agency (Mahmood, Performativity, Agency, and the Feminist Subject, pg 195). Thus, the capacity to act and freely assert one’s will comes not, as Butler says, in subverting the norms, but in living with and incorporating the norms into one’s daily life. Thus, because cultural norms are not the sole dictators of the expression of personal desires, but one’s mere bodily presence and activity in the power relations is as well, the self-fulfillment of the subject can be garnered through accepting a subordination to the culture (discursive, normative, or virtuous elements) of the dominant powers.  Butler’s theory of resignifying and reconfiguring language through its ruptures is thus, according to Mahmood, a trap into thinking a subject’s agency is at direct odds with the various facets of power – be it norms of linguistics. 
 Michael Foucault thus clearly laid the groundwork for rethinking the ‘subject,’ by claiming that a subject is not created through power, but receives his or her agency through the various political relations that exist amongst the disciplines of governmentality. Butler and Mahmood both take Foucault’s understanding of the basics of subject formation, but disagree in the formation of agency from it. Butler argues that the capacity to act comes from subverting and redefining performative cultural, especially linguistic, characteristics, while Mahmood disagrees in that agency and the ability to assert one’s free will can engender itself through the very inhabitation of cultural norms and dictations. Regardless of which theorist is seen to be correct, all three offer a unique perspective onto the nature of the subject that is politically effective in creating a sovereign, autonomous individual. Through Foucault’s writings people now know that in order to effectively fight power, one must not look for the source of power in a sovereign, unified source, but rather in the multiciplicy of power relations that exist among the numerous level of governmentality. This knowledge allows for a more effective ‘struggle’ against power, for not until the true nature of an enemy is know can one resist it. Butler’s theory, regardless of the validity of her argument, offers the idea that all subjects have the power to reclaim political agency through the simple reconfiguration of ruptured language that forms in the space of power relations. If this reconquest of agency through performative language does not result in success, subjects can retain hope in Mahmood’s theory that agency and the capacity to act can result from being subjugated to and inhabiting norms and other cultural elements. Thus, regardless of the state, all three theorists offer hope to a subject who is either in the midst of resisting power or subordinated to it, that there still exists effective political means to achieve the status of a sovereign, active individual who can express his or her desires and wishes successfully. It is clear that the three theoretical approaches, despite transparent differences, redefine the nature and role of the liberal subject and in doing so, afford him or her many more means to achieve effective political agency. 
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