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Power, Moral Values, and the Intellectual

This interview was conducted by Michael Bess, a graduate
student in the Department of History at the Universily of
California, Berkeley. Foucault was in Berkeley to deliver the
Howison lectures (“Subjectivity and Truth”) on 20-21
October 1980. Excerpts of this interview appeared in an ar-
ticle written by Bess, and published on 10 November 1980 in
the Daily Californian, the Berkeley student newpaper.

AN INTERVIEW WITH MICHEL FOUCAULT
CONDUCTED BY MICHAEL BESS
SAN FRANCISCO (3 NOVEMBER 1980)

Question: You were saying a moment ago that you are a
moralist. . ..

Foucault: In a sense, I am a moralist, insofar as I believe
that one of the tasks, one of the meanings of human exist-
ence —the source of human freedom—is never to accept
anything as definitive, untouchable, obvious, or immobile.
No aspect of reality should be allowed to become a defini-
tive and inhuman law for us.

We have to rise up against all forms of power —but not
just power in the narrow sense of the word, referring to the
power of a government or of one social group over another:
these are only a few particular instances of power.

Power is anything that tends to render immobile and un-
touchable those things that are offered to us as real, as true,
as good.

Question: But we nonetheless need to pin things down,
even if in a provisional way.

Foucault: Certainly, certainly. This doesn’t mean that one
must live in an indefinite discontinuity. But what [ mean is
that one must consider all the points of fixity, of immobi-
lization, as elements in a tactics, in a strategy — as part of an
effort to bring things back into their original mobility, their
openness to change.

I was telling you earlier about the three elements in my
morals. They are: (1) the refusal to accept as self-evident
the things that are proposed to us; (2) the need to analyze
and to know, since we can accomplish nothing without
reflection and understanding—thus, the principle of
curiosity; and (3) the principle of innovation: to seek out in
our reflection those things that have never been thought or
imagined. Thus: refusal, curiosity, innovation.

Question: It seems to me that the modern philosophical
concept of the subject entails all three of these principles.
That is to say, the difference between the subject and the
object is precisely that the subject is capable of refusal, of
bringing innovation. So is your work an attack on the ten-
dency to freeze this notion of the subject?

Foucault: What I was explaining was the field of values
within which I situate my work. You asked me before if I
was not a nihilist who rejected morality. I say : No! And
you were asking me also, in effect, “Why do you do the
work that you do?”

Here are the values that I propose. [ think that the
modern theory of the subject, the modern philosophy of the
subject, might well be able to accord the subject a capacity
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for innovation, etc., but that, in actuality, modern
philosophy only does so on a theoretical level. In reality, it
is not capable of translating into practice this different
value which I am trying to elaborate in my own work.

Question: Can power be something open and fluid, or is it
intrinsically repressive?

Foucault: Power should not be understood as an oppressive
system bearing down on individuals from above, smiting
them with prohibitions of this or that. Power is a set of
relations. What does it mean to exercise power? It does
not mean picking up this tape recorder and throwing it on
the ground. I have the capacity to do so —materially, physi-
cally, sportively. But I would not be exercising power if I
did that. However, if I take this tape recorder and throw it
on the ground in order to make you mad, or so that you
can’t repeat what I’ve said, or to put pressure on you so that
you’ll behave in such and such a way, or to intimidate you—
well, what I've done, by shaping your behavior through cer-
tain means, that is power.

Which is to say that power is a relation between two per-
sons, a relation that is not on the same order as com-
munication (even if you are forced to serve as my instru-
ment of communication). It’s not the same thing as telling
you, “The weather’s nice,” or “I was born on such and such
a date.”

Good. T exercise power over you: I influence your be-
havior, or I try to do so. And I try to guide your behavior,
to lead your behavior. The simplest means of doing this,
obviously, is to take you by the hand and force you to go
here or there. That’s the limit case, the zero-degree of
power. And it’s actually in that moment that power ceases
to be power and becomes mere physical force. On the other
hand, if I use my age, my social position, the knowledge I
may have about this or that, to make you behave in some
particular way— that is to say, 'm not forcing you at all and
I'm leaving you completely free — that’s when I begin to ex-
ercise power. It’s clear that power should not be defined as
a constraining act of violence that represses individuals,
forcing them to do something or preventing them from
doing some other thing. But it takes place when there is a
relation between two free subjects, and this relation is un-
balanced, so that one can act upon the other, and the other
is acted upon, or allows himself to be acted upon.

Therefore, power is not always repressive. It can take a
certain number of forms. And it is possible to have rela-
tions of power that are open.

Question: Equal relations?

Foucault: Never equal, because the relation of power is an
inequality. But you can have reversible systems of power.
Here, take for instance what happens in an erotic relation-
ship—T'm not even speaking of a love relationship, simply
an erotic relationship. Now you know perfectly well that
it’s a game of power, and physical strength is not necessari-
ly the most important element in it. You both have a cer-
tain way of acting on each other’s behavior, shaping and
determining that behavior. One of the two can use this
situation in a certain way, and then bring about the exact

continued on page 11

The Future of the History of the Present

Issue 4 of History of the Present brings together a number
of new articles by or about the work of Michel Foucault, as
well as a previously untranslated biographical sketch done
by Foucault himself under a psendonym. These pieces,
together with the interview by Michael Bess, elucidate the
aims and trajectory of Foucault’s work.

The following issue will consist entirely of a bibliography
of Foucault’s published works. We believe this to be the
most complete and up-to-date bibliography available and
hope our readers will find it to be a valuable reference tool.

As History of the Fresent enters its fourth year, we will be
changing the format. We will be moving away from publish-
ing articles, and will be focusing more on works in progress,
conference reports, announcements, and bibliography. We
hope in this way to continue to facilitate the interdiscipli-
nary and international exchange of ideas among scholars in-
terested in carrying out research on the history of the
present. As always, we encourage you to send us reports on
your own research, and information on any organizations,
conferences, and publications that may interest our readers.
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