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“I like to open up a space of research, try it out, and 

then if it doesn’t work, try again somewhere else”

Michel Foucault ([1978] 223)

introduction

Beyond any shadow of doubt, Michel Foucault is one of the most relevant thinkers of the past century. His thought has been extremely influential. One can hardly imagine the crucial discussions and ruptures in the second half of the twentieth-century without his methodological and theoretical contributions. The theorization of power and dominance, the conceptualization of knowledge, and the notion of subject, just to mention some of the most well-known issues associated with his name, have been drastically reformulated after he introduced his categories of bio-power and micro-physics of power, governmentality, disciplinary society, discursive formation, enunciative function, technologies of self and so forth. 

Crucial contributions to social and political theory such as Edward Said’s (1978) work on Orientalism, Escobar’s (1995) analysis of development, and Judith Butler’s (1990) on gender would have been literally unthinkable without the colossal influence and inspiration of Michel Foucault. In a more general sense, what has been called post-structuralism, which was one of the more productive ruptures and epistemological tensions in the last quarter of the past century, found in Foucault (as well as in Derridian deconstructivism) its more valuable foundations.

There are many common places and misunderstandings about Michel Foucault’s work. There is no space here to reproduce or even comment superficially some of them.
 Instead, in this paper I will focus on exploring Foucault’s approach in order to clarify some methodological aspects of my dissertation proposal. It must be said, this is not an exercise inscribed in the search for the ‘true’ Foucault. Nobody that takes seriously Foucault’s thought could claim to be looking for his last word in an obsessive exegesis of his texts and recorded speeches. It is not my intention to discover the implicit words or the hidden indications in his works to understand ‘blackness’ in a different way. Likewise he himself argued about the influence of Nietzsche in his own work (P/K: 53-54), the only valid tribute to Foucault’s thought is to utilize it, to stress it, to generate other kinds of questions and problematize it without considering if the commentators argue whether it is faithful or unfaithful to Foucault. Paradoxically, Foucault’s concepts have operated like markers or labels of a certain academic cannon: the hegemonic counter-hegemonic critiques of what was mainstream theory. The temptation to academize Foucault, to freeze his thought in a canonical representation, to fetishize his concepts, should be resisted and contested at all costs. However, in contrast with others great thinkers such as Marx and Freud, Foucault’s effect has not been to produce a set of closed paradigms that allowed some followers to define themselves as belonging to an ‘orthodoxy’ or ‘heterodoxy’ and claim the right to interpretate of the Master. Rather than this canonical reading of Foucault, I would try to describe some of his notions in order to address my dissertation research question about ‘blackness’ in Colombia. 

During the first half of the nineties the Colombian Pacific region witnessed the emergence and consolidation of several local organizations based on ethnic claims as well as different sort of networks and regional confederations among them (Wade 2002). Through out that decade, as one of the most important consequences of this ethnic movement, the Colombian state legally recognized the collective ownership of hundreds of communities on thousands of square miles in this region (Grueso, Rosero and Escobar 1998). These organizations were articulated as crucial and paradigmatic expressions of the process of ethnicization of blackness in Colombia. This process originated in the north part of the Pacific region, specifically in the Atrato River, during the middle eighties (Oslender 2001, Pardo 1997). For first time in the national or regional political imaginary, what had been thought of as poor black peasants, with backward life styles that urgently needed the benevolent hand of development, began to be visualized as an ethnic group with productive traditional practices environmentally sustainable, a territory, an ancestral culture and an ethnic identity and rights analogous to those deployed for the indigenous communities (Escobar 2001, Wade 1999). 

This ethnic discourse and organizational strategy, locally bounded in the Atrato river, achieved the national level in the early nineties. Within the Political Constitution of 1991, the Colombian nation was defined as ethnically and culturally plural.  In several ways, it problematized the nineteen-century elite’s imagination of the Colombian nation as a mono-cultural and racially mestiza community. For the black communities, the Transitory Article 55 (AT 55) of this Constitution represented their definition as an ethnic group and, in consequence, a radical shift in their location into what Wade (1997) has called the cognitive and social ‘structures of alterity.’ The well-known Law 70 of 1993, which developed this Transitory Article, constituted the base on which the Colombian state specifically recognized a set of territorial, economic and cultural rights for black communities as an ethnic group. As many activists often highlight (C.f. Cortes 1999: 132), the AT 55 and Law 70 were not a simple concession of the Colombian political elite, but the consequence of the pressures of different black organizations as well as the confluence and alliance with the indigenous movement.  

Therefore, ‘black community’ as an ethnic group has been made possible through arduous political, conceptual and social processes of re/inscription of blackness in a novel register of alterization (Restrepo 2001, 2002). This register is novel because it implies crucial ruptures with the previous articulations of blackness. The main ruptures introduced by this register of alterization of blackness refer to the notion that the black rural population constitutes a radical other, that is, a minority ethnic group, with its own culture, territory, ethnic identity, and specific rights (Wade 1995). Nevertheless, this new localization of blackness in the social and political imaginary has been articulated from preceding representations that do not disappear but which are differentially and contradictorily imbricated. 

Broadly speaking, the description of what one can call ‘blackness’ as an effect of multiple and changing ‘marked location’ of alterity by discursive and non discursive practices constitutes the problematic within my dissertation is situated. In my dissertation I will analyze some crucial debates in which ‘blackness’ has been a public issue for different sorts of ‘experts’ and/or political elite. I have chosen different ‘debates’ in order to describe the different articulations of ‘blackness.’  Through this description my dissertation will offer a genealogy of ‘blackness.’ My main aim with this genealogy is to de-stabilize the widespread taken-for-grantedness of ‘blackness’ as an historical continuity, or even as a sort of trans-historical essence. It is, of course, a political intervention which attempts to open up a risky sedimentation of ‘blackness’ as an ethnic group. 

My dissertation will focus on five debates. First, I would revisit the well-known theological debate during the early Spanish conquest of America. Fray Bartolome de las Casas was the most visible figure in a debate about the ‘nature’ of the people that inhabited that novel world. In this discussion, I will focus on the location and articulation of ‘blackness’ in the discursive field of other alterities such as ‘indigenous people’ and the non-marked — and the almost always implicit definition — of sameness. From the perspective of the coloniality of power developed by Anibal Quijano (2000), trasn-modernity elaborated by Enrique Dussel (2000) and the modern/colonial world system articulated by Mignolo (2000), this debate produced in the ‘first modernity’ was inscribed in the production of ‘colonial difference’ and established one of the early moments of creation of Europe as such. 

Second, my dissertation will describe the statements produced by the criollos (those who had undoubted European genealogy, but who had been born in America) in the first half of nineteenth century about ‘blackness.’ Here, there are two interwoven debates that are pertinent for my dissertation: the discourse of colonial independence and the discussion about the emancipation of slaves. Both of them were closely related with the imagination of a national community and the making of nation-state by white and European descendent elite. As Anderson has suggested (1991), the modern notion of nation-state as an imagined community arose first in the context of the independent processes in Americas rather than in Europe. In this sense, nationalism emerged must closely tied to the particular experience of an elite located in the periphery of the modern/colonial world-system. In these debates, my research will pay close attention to the specific production and the inscriptions of ‘blackness’ in the discursive field of alterity/sameness constituted by the interplay of social imaginaries of savage-savage, citizen, nation and progress. The letters, speeches and texts of Simon Bolivar —main political and military figure in the movement for independence— as well as the discussions made in the congress around the proposal of the law of emancipation of the slaves will constitute my sources.   

The eugenics discourse in the early twentieth century is another pertinent moment for the analysis of the nuances of ‘blackness’ as a discursive formation. As in other parts of Latin America (Stepan 1991), in Colombia during the 1920’s a group of doctors, psychologists, jurists and sociologists deployed a set of conferences and publications about the ‘racial problem’ from a eugenics perspective. The discussions were framed in terms of the ‘degeneration’ of race as a consequence of the racial mixture (mestizaje, mulataje and zambaje) as well as the unfavorable environmental conditions and inadequate hygienic practices that disable racial improvement. It is in the context of this debate that ‘race’ appeared as a pivot of public policies such as migration laws and public programs to promote hygiene and population control. In my dissertation, I will examine the most well known documents and publications (i.e. El problema de la raza en Colombia) in order to map the ‘experts’ discursive articulations of ‘blackness’ in the broader political imagination of the nation. Particularly, my main interest is the exploration of how these articulations of ‘blackness’ became a racialized-difference that is a precipitate produced by a non-marked and normalized location of a racialized-sameness. 

Associated with the emergence and consolidation of anthropology as an academic discipline, there is another crucial discussion: anthropological representations of ‘blackness.’ From the late sixties until the mid eighties, Colombian anthropologists such as Nina S. de Friedemann (1984) engaged in a debate about the ‘invisibilization’ of ‘black’ in anthropology and other disciplines. In practice, most anthropologists did not study ‘black groups’ because they were focused in the ‘indigenous communities’, which were considered the paradigmatic terrain for anthropological research. Only few anthropologists studied among black populations either in rural or urban contexts. Since the second half of the eighties, there has been a conceptual and methodological tendency in the work of some anthropologists and historians toward the ‘africanization’ of the analysis of blackness (i.e. Jaime Arocha, 1999 and Adriana Maya, 1996). I will analyze how ‘blackness’ has been a subject of these anthropological disputes and, overall, how these disputes configure a set of multiple locations of ‘blackness’ in the discursive field of alterity, which has been strongly punctuated by a specific anthropological imagination of ‘indigenous communities’ as a paradigm of otherness. These disputes and locations point to and are shaped by latent assumptions about a naturalized and non-visible locus of sameness from which anthropologists have spoken. 

Finally, the process of ethnicization constitutes the last anchoring point in my analysis of ‘blackness’ as a discursive formation. The notion of ‘black community’ as an ethnic group, with corresponding culture, ethnic identity, territory, traditional production practices, and so forth, has been a novel articulation of ‘blackness’ (Restrepo 2002). In my dissertation, I will pay close attention to the debates generated in the National Constituency Assembly that wrote the Political Constitution of 1991 (in which the Colombian nation was defined in terms of its immanent multiple cultures and ethnicities —this is, multiculturalism recaptured as a policy of the state) as well as in its Transitory Article 55 and the Special Commission for Black Communities (in which the fundamental frame in which was defined the politics of black community as an ethic group was distilled). I will analyze the documents and transcripts of the oral debates in order to examine the different statements of ‘blackness’ that were circulated during these discussions and how they have inscribed ethnicity and alterity in a broader discursive and non-discursive field. 

(i)

‘blackness’ as historical formations: 

regimes of the visible and the articulable

discourse, language and logic: the actual and the virtual

Two basic distinctions proposed by Foucault are the difference between discourse and language on the one hand, and between discourse and logic on the other. Many of the misunderstandings of his work involve a confusion of these basic distinctions. Broadly speaking, one might argue that discourse is what has been actually said, while language and logic are what can be correctly said under certain codes of formation. In Foucault’s words: “[…] discourse is constituted by the difference between what one could say correctly at one period (under the rules of grammar and logic), and what is actually said. The discursive field is, at a specific moment, the law of this difference. It thus defines a certain number of operations which are not of the order of linguistic construction or formal deduction” (PSD: 63).

Thus, discourse is the difference between the actual and the virtual of language or logic. Rather than a set of grammatical or logical codes of infinite possible sentences (language) or propositions (logic), discourse refers to the finite number of statements actually produced. In an interview, just after the publication of Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault clarified this point: “The sentence is a grammatical unity of elements linked together by linguistic rules. What the logicians call a proposition is a set of symbols constructed such that one can say if it is true or false, correct or not. What I call a statement is a set of signs that can be a sentence or a proposition, but envisaged at the level of its existence” (TAK 55) The ontological character of discourse is the event —something effectively articulated that belongs to the sphere of the actual. In contrast, language and logic are inscribed in the order of the virtual as defined by a set of grammatical or logical codes that establish the order of possible accurate utterances or propositions. 

Therefore, Foucault clearly differentiates statements from sentences and propositions. Sentences and propositions are units of linguistics and logic respectively, while statements are functions of a discursive formation. On the one hand, statements are not propositions because, as Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983: 45) argue, “[…] the same sentence with the same meaning can be different statements, that is, have different truth conditions, depending on the set of statements which it appears.” In Foucault’s words: “I do not think that the necessary and sufficient condition of a statement is the presence of a defined propositional structure, or that one can speak of a statement only when there is a proposition” (AK: 80). 

On the other hand, even though their relationships are closely tied, statements are not sentences either. Multiple sentences can be repetitions of one identical statement “[…] as for example, when the stewardess explains an airline’s safety procedures in several languages” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983: 45). However, as Foucault highlights: “Wherever there is a grammatically isolable sentence, one can recognize the existence of an independent statement […]” (AK: 81). Nevertheless, the statement is not just a grammatical entity: “It would not appear possible, therefore, to define a statement by the grammatical characteristics of the sentence.” (AK: 82).

In a more philosophical vein, one can argue that there is neither identity nor an isomorphism between statements on the one hand and propositions and sentences on the other. Even though one or several statements can transverse one proposition or one sentence, they cannot be either methodologically reducible to nor logically subsumed under the realm of propositions or sentences.

Therefore, for the analysis of ‘blackness’ as a discursive formation one must focus on what has actually said. Rather than try to find the grammatical codes in which a word such as ‘black’ could appear and operate, one need to pay attention to the those fields of words that have already been used in order to speak, measure, and account for ‘blackness’. By the same token, instead of an attempt to examine the logical ‘architecture’ of propositions about ‘blackness’ and how much consistent in terms of truth they are, one must describe how effectively ‘blackness’ has been inscribed by the different regimes of production of truth.

statements, speech acts and langue
In Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault also distinguished statements from speech acts. A speech act cannot be composed of various smaller speech acts as statements could be. Also, there are some speech acts that are necessarily constituted by several statements in a specific sequence in order to be complete (AK: 83).  However, in a later correspondence with Searle, Foucault accepted that he was wrong to distinguish between statement and speech acts in that particular way. As Dreyfus and Rabinow relate: 

“Searle, however, has challenged this alleged difference between speech acts and statements, pointing out in a letter to Foucault that in speech act theory too, one type of speech act, for example an assertion, can be part of another speech act, for example, a promise. His objections have been accepted by Foucault: ‘As to the analysis of speech acts, I am in complete agreement with your remarks. I was wrong in saying that statements were not speech acts, but in doing so I wanted to underline the fact that I saw them under a different angle than yours’ (Foucault’s letter to Searle, 15 May 1979)” (1983: 46).

Even though statements cannot be distinguished from speech acts as Foucault initially argued, it is evident that Foucault’s emphasis is one different from pragmatic or ethnography of speech. Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983: 47-48) note that Foucault is focused on ‘serious speech acts’ in contrast with every day speech acts. This means that Foucault’s archaeology has been centered in a scrutiny of what one could broadly call ‘expert discourse’ both in their own rules of existence and in their imbrications with non-discursive practices. In this sense, “[…] Foucault is interested in just those types of speech acts which are divorced from the local situations of assertion and from the shared everyday background so as to constitute a relative autonomous realm” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983: 47-48).

The notion of speech acts refers to the distinction made by Saussure between language (langue) and speech acts (parole). For Saussure this analytical distinction constitutes not only the object of semiotics (or more specifically linguistics), but also of its scientific character. Linguistic signs, composed by the combination of a signifier and a signified, are necessarily relational in the sense that their ‘value’ is produced by their location and their differences in a specific system. Langue is the underlying and hidden system that only can be reconstructed analytically and that constitute the real conditions of possibility for infinite and empirically produced speech acts. Foucault refers to the relationship between statements and language: 

“If there were no statements, the language (langue) would not exist; but no statement is indispensable for a language to exist (and one can always posit, in place of any statement, another statement that would in no way modify the language). The language exists only as a system for constructing possible statements; but in another respect, it exists only as a (more o less exhaustive) description obtained from collection of real statements. Language  (langue) and statement are not at the same level of existence; and one cannot say that there are statements in the same way as one says that there are languages  (langues).” (AK: 85)

defining and individualizing discursive formations: beyond the textualization of discursive practices

As R. Keith Sawyer has recently demonstrated, “[…] the concept [of discourse] is associated with Foucault in ways that lead to misreadings of the historical and intellectual context of some of his works” (2002: 434). Other of the most common misreading of Foucault is to textualize his notion of ‘discursive formation.’ By ‘textualize’ I mean to reduce discursive formations to a textual notion.  Even the most superficial reading of Foucault should lead one to reject this widespread misunderstanding. Contrary to any sort of textualization of discursive practices, discourses are understood by Foucault in their positivity, this is, as practices linked to certain conditions, obedient to certain rules, susceptible to certain transformations as well as being part of a system of correlations with non discursive practices. Moreover, Foucault’s disagreement with Derrida’s deconstruction moves lays precisely on this issue:

“A system of which Derrida is the most decisive modern representative in its final glory: the reduction of discursive practices to textual traces; the elision of the events produced therein an the retention only of marks for a reading; the invention of voices behind texts to avoid having to analyze the modes of implication of the subject in discourses; the assigning of the originality as said and unsaid in the text to avoid placing discursive practices in the field of transformations where they are carried out” (BPF: 416).

Broadly defined, a discursive formation refers to a group or family of statements (Deleuze 1988: 5). This group of statements can be delimited and individualized from other groups of statements. Therefore, a methodological issue is to know how to identify and differentiate adequately a discursive formation from others. Foucault gives three criteria of individualization of discourses. The first is the criterion of formation, which refers to the specific set of rules of constitution and existence of all the objects, statements, concepts and theoretical options. This criterion must be localized within a discursive formation. Second, there is a criterion of transformation or of threshold when new rules of formation come into effect and modify the whole ‘architecture’ and operation of a precedent assembly of objects, statements, concepts and theoretical choices introducing a novel organization through the recomposing of some of them, the elision of others and the emergence of new ones. Finally, there is the criterion of correlation that is deployed in those relations that localize a specific discursive formation from others in the non-discursive context (the institutions, social relations, economics and political conjuncture) in which operates  (PSD: 54)

Foucault’s focus is on the analysis of transformations in their specificity, rather than a general ‘change’: “I have stressed not discontinuity, but discontinuities (that is to say, the different transformations which it is possible to describe concerning two stages of discourse)” (PSD: 57). In his analysis of these transformations, Foucault  (PSD: 55) suggests that one needs to take into account at least three layers. The first involves those transformations that are produced within a given discursive formation such as changes in objects, operations, concepts or theoretical options. These transformations are defined as ‘derivations.’ Second, it can be identify four types of transformations among the discursive formations themselves that Foucault denominates ‘mutations’: (a) the displacement of those boundaries that define the field of possible objects; (b) the new positions and role occupied by the speaking subject in discourse; (c) a new mode of functioning of language with respect to objects; and (d) a new form of localizing and circulation of discourse with society. Finally, there is a set of transformations that include several discursive formations which are called ‘redistributions’ by Foucault. The notion of episteme, abandoned by him few years later, was used to define these sorts of transformations. In one of his last attempts to keep this notion, Foucault stated that it is “[…] possible to describe, as the episteme or a period, not the sum of its knowledge, nor the general style of its research, but the divergence, the distance, the oppositions, the differences, the relations of its various scientific discourses: the episteme is not a sort of grand underlying theory, it is a space of dispersion, it is an open and doubtless indefinitely describable field of relationships.” (PSD: 55; emphasis in the original).

Another common misunderstanding of Foucaults’s work is arguing that his analysis reduces everything to discourse. That is, to assume that because Foucault emphases that reality is discursively constituted, that therefore there is nothing else but discourse. On the contrary, Foucault distinguishes among three types of relations. The ‘primary’ relations, even though they are not pre-discursive, are independent of discursive formations. These relations include relations among institutions, techniques and social forms and Foucault refers to them as a system of ‘real’ relations (AK: 45). There are ‘secondary’ relations, which are formulated within discourse and that he calls a system of ‘reflexive’ relations. These reflexive relations are those that appear in certain subject positions and are historically located in order to explain, describe, measure, justify, and question some relations of ‘causality’ or ‘dependence’ between institutions, techniques or social forms, and social issues such as criminality or madness. The ‘discursive relations’ are the third sort of relations identified by Foucault. These relations are internal to discourse, but they are closely related with non-discursive practices. Discursive relations establish the limit of discourse. They constitute “[…] the group of relations that discourse must establish in order to speak of this or that object, in order to deal with them, name them, analyze them, classify them, explain them, etc. These relations characterize not the language (langue) used by discourse, nor the circumstances in which it is deployed, but discourse itself as a practice” (AK: 46).

There are some relevant implications of these issues for the study of ‘blackness.’  Rather than the domains of language or logic; the study of ‘blackness’ as a discursive formation involves the realm of statements. Instead of a textual or a propositional exercise reaching for the constitution of meanings or  the truth of ‘blackness’, it is an archeological inquiry of what has actually been said about ‘blackness.’

spaces of description of statements: archaeology of the articulable
Rather than a history of documents, archaeology is a description of monuments. In this sense, as Deleuze (1988) put it: an archeologist is a novel archivist. I will retrace these conceptual and methodological nuances later in order to differentiate archaeology from hermeneutics, structuralism, analytical philosophy and phenomenology. Here it is important to explore what seems to be a tension between Deleuze’s reading of Foucault and Foucault’s definition of archaeology. For Foucault, archeological analysis is a description of discursive fields. In his words: “Archeological analysis individualizes and describes discursive formations (AK 157). For Deleuze, however, archaeology is not only about discursive formations, but it also includes non-discursive formations, that is, visibilities. Thus: “[…] the task of archaeology is double: it must open up words, phrases and propositions, open up qualities, things and objects. It must extract from words and language the statements corresponding to each stratum and its thresholds, but equally extract from things and sight the visibilities and ‘self-evidences’ unique to each stratum” (Deleuze 1988: 53).

Archaeology as a description of discursive fields must distinguish between the intradiscursive and extradiscursive levels. This is an analytical distinction because these layers are closely interwoven.  Following Deleuze (1988), there are three realms of space which encircle any statement: collateral space, correlative space, and complementary space. The first two are intradiscursive, while the last is extradiscursive. 

First, in the core of the intradiscursive level, collateral space refers to the relationships established among the statements that are part of the same group or family. This is the level of the statements, their articulations, imbrications and mutual influences. According to Deleuze (1988: 5), “a group or family of statements is in fact ‘formed’ by rules of change or variation to be found on the same level, and these rules make the ‘family’ a medium for dispersion and heterogeneity, the very opposite of a homogeneity.”  Any statement exists in relation with others; there is not a statement outside of a certain set of relations with others statements. Moreover, in a given moment of time, the ‘identity’ of a statement is a function of its particular inscription in a co-constitutive relation with other statements.

Second, correlative space is related with the relations that statements established with subject, objects, and concepts. By subjects Foucault does not mean individuals. Rather than individuals, he is referring to subject positions. This distinction means a distance from any sort of psychologism nor even a methodological individualism. Who is in the position to articulate certain statements is not a function of the characteristics of the individual, nor just the expression of his/her will.  On the contrary, and approximating the structuralist approach that argue that subjects are spoken by language, the subject positions are a function of the statements: “The subject is a variable, or rather a set of variables of the statement. It is a function derived from the primitive function, or from the statement itself” (Deleuze 1988: 55) These subject positions refer to institutional sites from which some individuals (and not others) are invested in such way that they are allowed or even commanded to speak. Discursive formations configure subject positions through their rules of formation of objects, modalities of enunciation, concepts and theoretical choices. By the same token, objects do not mean things. Rather than things ‘out there’ and independent of the discursive sphere, objects are constituted in relation with certain set of statements. Moreover, objects appear and are transformed according to specific surfaces of emergence, authorities of delimitation and grids of specification (AK 41-42). This distances Foucault from any kind of empiricism. Thus, “[…] one cannot speak of anything at any time; it is not easy to say something new; it is not enough for us to open our eyes, to pay attention, or to be aware, for new objects suddenly to light up and emerge out of the ground” (AK 44-45). Finally, in the correlative space, it is important to beard in mind that concepts are not words. 

The third sort of space is called by Deleuze ‘complementary space’. This space, as its name indicates, involves the relationships between the discursive and the non-discursive domains (i.e. institutions, political events, economic practices and processes). Those relations are not ones of vertical parallelism such as metaphor in which one is mirrored    

‘blackness’ as ‘problematization’: toward a de-essentialization of ‘black’

Foucault (HS: 157) states how sex has historically been subordinated to sexuality. Between sex and sexuality there is not an equation in which sex is on the side of reality and sexuality on the side of illusions or confused ideas. Instead, Foucault claims that “[…] sexuality is a very real historical formation; it is what gave rise to the notion of sex, as a speculative element necessary to its operation” (HS: 157). This argument does not mean that ‘sex’ is just an illusion and sexuality is a natural thing. Rather than reproduce the dichotomy material reality / illusory representation, Foucault introduces a novel epistemology in which reality is discursively constituted. Sexuality appears, then, as a discursive formation historically located and associated with a set of non-discursive practices whereas sex has been produced as such into this regime. That is, sex has been made thinkable and operable precisely under the conditions of possibility configured by the discursive formation of sexuality and by its associated non-discursive practices. 

From this perspective, while ‘blackness’ appears as a discursive formation that is articulated with a set of non-discursive practices; ‘black’ is, paraphrasing Foucault, a speculative element necessary to its operation. Thus, ‘black’ must be understood as the historical subordinated to ‘blackness.’ Like sex, ‘black’ must be analyzed as a deployment of ‘regimes of blackness’ beyond the specific somatic and behavioral diacritics used to characterize and define it. Therefore, ‘black’ does not exist as such independent of the discursive formations and non-discursive practices that have historically and differentially constituted it. In fact, what counts as ‘black’ had not only changed through time and place, but also what matters is to describe its multiple locations and transformations into a particular discursive formation as well as in its relations with non-discursive practices. 

A relevant consequence is that ‘black’ does not have a clear and a unique referent in the ‘real world’. Rather than trying to find this pristine referent outside and previous to any discourse event, one must focus on the description of the plurality, contradictory and overlapping discursive and non-discursive practices that have constituted ‘blackness’ as such: In “[t]he analysis of the discursive field […] we must grasp the statement in the exact specificity of its occurrence; determine its conditions of existence, fix at least its limits, establish its correlations with other statements that may be connected whit it, and show what other forms of statement it excludes” (AK: 28).

From this framework, then, the question is not what is the referent in the world that has been defined by ‘blackness’, but what kind of objects, practices and relationships have been made possible by the different ‘regimes of blackness’. Nor is it an ontology of the true essence of ‘blackness’, but a description of discursive events in their occurrence and in their conditions of existence. The goal is not a hermeneutics of hidden meanings behind the speeches and texts, but a careful account of the discursive facts and their connections, emergence, ruptures and disappearance. Not a history of a mental idea that have developed slowly, but a material examination of a set of statements inscribed in their materiality in speeches or texts. In a nutshell, from a Foucaultian perspective, rather than a phenomenology, a semiotics or a history of mentality, ‘blackness’ must be made the subject of an archeological and genealogical inquiry. As Foucault states for sex, in sum, the point must be in the analysis of ‘black’ “[…] to account for the fact that it is spoken about, to discover who does the speaking, the positions and viewpoints from which they speak, the institutions which prompt people to speak about it and which store and distribute the things that are said. What is at issue, briefly, is the over-all ‘discursive fact,’ the way in which sex [or ‘black’] is ‘put into discourse’ ” (HS: 11-12).

(ii)

‘blackness’ as a historical experience
As Foucault has demonstrated for the case of sexuality, ‘blackness’ could be analyzed also as a historical experience. This means that one can make a methodological analogy between sexuality and blackness. If this is possible, there are two principal implications. On the one hand, blackness must be examined as a historically singular experience that has been constituted by the correlation of three axes: (1) the fields of knowledge that refer to it, (2) the types of normativity that regulate its practice and (3) the forms of subjectivity associated with it.
 

On the other hand, both archaeological and genealogical approaches are indispensable to understand blackness as an historical experience. It is commonly considered that the archeological approach was more associated with his first works, while the genealogical one was developed during his later writings. One can locate in Discipline and Punish the main point at which he made this methodological turn. However, rather than two non-related approaches, archaeology and genealogy were explicitly defined by Foucault as different and interrelated emphasis or moments in his analysis. This connection is very clear in his texts and speeches. Thus, for example, this point is evident in a transcription in his answer to a set of questions at Berkeley in his lecture entitled “The Culture of the Self,” on April 12 1983: 

“[...] How do you describe archaeology and genealogy as historical method?

—Good, it is hard question. Well, I think that I use these two those words in different meanings in order to indicate two different sets of problems. I would say that when I use this word of archeological research I want to difference what I’m doing from both social history since I don’t want to analyzed society, but facts and discourses. I want also to dissociate these analysis of discourses of what could be philosophical hermeneutics —this something like the interpretations of what has been said through the deciphering of such things which wouldn’t have been said.

When I use the notion of archeological research. I want to say what I’m dealing with is a set discourses which have to be analyzed as an event or a set of events. Something have been said, such things have been said, and in a way it is a kind of discourse events are events as any other events, but they are special effects which are not similar to what can be economical event or battle or something like that or demographical change and that so. That is what I mean by archaeology. This is a methodological framework of my analysis.

What I mean for genealogy both the reason and the target of analyzing those discourse as events. And it is, I’m trying to show is how these discourse events have determined, in a certain way, what constitutes our present and what constitutes our selves —our knowledge, our practices, our type of rationality, our relation to ourselves or to the others. And that’s the genealogy. I would say that the genealogy is the finality of analysis and archaeology is the material and methodological framework.”

 (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/VideoTest/foucault-cult2.ram.)

As a rhetorical device, one could treat the three axes and two approaches as if they were separate to account for what ‘blackness’ as a specific historical experience means from a Foucaultian point of view. 

‘blackness’, knowledge and the political history of truth
As Foucault noted for the case of sexuality (HS2: 3), the fact that the word ‘black’ has a history should not be underestimated. The inquiry of this knowledge must not be developed with the aim of separating truth from error; neither with the intention of establishing hierarchies or taxonomies among the statements; and less yet to find what has been jealously hidden or just insinuated in this knowledge. As Deleuze notes: “Truth is inseparable from the procedure establishing it […]” (1988: 63). On the contrary, the objective that animate this study is to describe the objects and concepts that have been produced in the space created by those positive disciplines and their interrelationships. Rather than a hermeneutics of a certain, smooth and singular ‘blackness’; the investigation must be defined as a political history of truth in its vacillations, conflicts and plurality. It means, the scrutiny of the regimes of truth in which ‘blackness’ has emerged, been dispersed, instrumentalized and transformed.

This political history of truth brings into account one of the most brilliant contributions of Foucault to current social theory —the imbricated relationships between power and knowledge that problematized, on the one hand, the notion of ideology as false consciousness and, on the other hand, the asymmetry established in the conventional historical analysis of science between truth and error. In fact, for Foucault this “[…] ‘political history of truth’ […] show[s] that truth is not by nature free —nor error servile— but that its production is thoroughly imbued with relations of power” (HS: 60). From his perspective, the process of creation, circulation, consumption and transformation of knowledge is possible and inscribed by certain relations of power historically located: “[…] truth offers itself to knowledge only through a series of ‘problematizations’ and that these problematizations are created only on the basis of ‘practices’, practices of seeing and speaking. These practices, the process and the method, constitute the procedures for truth, ‘a history of truth’.” (Deleuze 1988: 64)
Nevertheless, rather than a negative implication, these relations of power refer to a productive and positive one. They are not just to prohibit the emergence of truth or as the Machiavellian source of mistake, but that both truth and error are produced by and in the interstices of these power relationships:

“[…] in a society such as ours, but basically in any society, there are manifold relation of power which permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse. There can be no possible exercise of power without certain economy of discourses of truth which operates through and on the basis of this association. We are subjected to the production of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth” (P/K, 93).

Thus, between techniques of knowledge and strategies of power there is not an exteriority, but the two are closely related one to another: they are co-constituted. Therefore, the subject of knowledge is not outside of these power-knowledge relationships. On the contrary, this subject is defined himself or herself through these relations. 
 This notion diluted the positivist distinction between science and ideology, because it problematized the positivist’s supposition that the latter is a disturbing effect of power and ignorance, while the former is considered as the destination of truth by the adequate application of the scientific method against the false and interested representation of the reality: 

“[…] a critical history of thought would be an analysis of the conditions under which certain relations of subject to object are formed and modified, to the degree that the latter are constitutive of a possible knowledge (savoir) […] The question is to determine what the subject must be, what his conditions must be, what status he must have, what positions he must occupy in the real or in the imaginary, in order to become a legitimate object of any given type of understanding. In short, it is a questions of determining his mode of ‘subjectification’ […] But the question is also, and simultaneously, to determine under which conditions something can become an object for a possible knowledge (connaissance), how it has been problematized as an object to know, to what methods of analysis it has been susceptible, and what part of itself has been considered pertinent. It is thus a question of determining its mode of objectification, which also differs according to the type of knowledge being pursued.” (AB: 14)

conceptualizing power: microphysics of power and bio-politics 

The second analytical axis that constitutes ‘blackness’ as a particular historical experience refers to the systems of power that have regulated its practice. In his characteristic style of argumentation through negation, Foucault defines power by contrast: it is not a set of institutions and mechanisms, and not a mode of subjugation to the rule, nor a system of domination of one group over other. Therefore, “The analysis, made in terms of power, must not assume that the sovereignty of the state, the form of the law, or the over-all unity of a domination are given at the outset; rather, these are only terminal forms power takes” (HS: 92).

Foucault’s discussion of power is based on a double rejection. On the one hand, he rejects what he called the ‘repressive hypothesis.’ This hypothesis argues that of power is mainly a negative force that repress. Repression and negation are the basics features of power from this perspective. This hypothesis has a ‘hydraulic’ conceptualization of power, this is, power is the force that contains and maintain the equilibrium of a set of pushing forces that constantly try to emerge. In opposition to this position, Foucault states that power must be analyzed also, and essentially, as a positive force whose effect produce, incite and create: “Power ‘produces reality’ before it represses. Equally it produces truth before it ideologizes, abstracts or masks” (Deleuze 29) In this sense, “An exercise of power should never be something self-evident” (PM&I: 12). On the other hand, Foucault is arguing against those theories that try to analyze the power from the point of view of it internal rationality. Rather, he analyze power from the multiplicity of specific and historical rationalities which are produced in certain antagonisms and strategies (S&P: 211).

As Deleuze (1988: 24) has noted, Foucault ‘invents a new conception of power’. Foucault himself recognized that “What we need is a new economy of power relations —the word economy being used in its theoretical and practical sense” (S&P: 210). Nevertheless, as Foucault reminds us: “There is not power, but the subject, which is the general theme of my research.” (S&P: 209). Foucault’s conception of power is based on a set of propositions or postulates (HS, 94-95).
 The first is that power is not a substance, a ‘property’ that could be owned, held, shared or stolen; but is exercised from different locations at the same time and in dissimilar directions. Rather than a substance or property, power operates as a strategy and its effects cannot be attributed to an appropriation. The second proposition is that power is immanent in other kinds of relationships. Thus, rather than being located in a superstructural position with respect to other sorts of relations such as economic relations, power is deeply imbricated in these relationships, producing and operating through them. The third proposition argues that power does not follow a simple binary division between rulers and ruled, but it comes from below constituting a general matrix that is spread though the social body. As a fourth proposition, Foucault claims that power relationships are intentional in the sense that they are imbued with calculation, although this does not mean that they are just the consequence of the rational choice of individual subjects. Power operates not only independent of the consciousness of individuals, but also it “[…] is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms” (HS, 86). Finally, resistance and power constitute a dialectical unity or, in other words, the former is never in a position of exteriority in relation to the latter.
 Hence, in correspondence with the multiplicity of power, there is a plurality of resistances. In this sense, Foucault is very clear in arguing that:  “Instead of this ontological opposition between power and resistance, I would say that power is nothing other than a certain modification, or the form, differing from time to time, of a series of clashes which constitute the social body, clashes of the political, economic, etc. Power, then, is something like the stratification, the institutionalization, the definition of tactics, of implements and arms which are useful in all these clashes.” (Foucault [1978] 1989: 188)
In sum,

“[…] power is not to be taken to be a phenomenon of one individual’s consolidated and homogeneous domination over others, or that of one group or class over others. What, by contrast, should always be kept in mind is that power, if we do not take too distant a view of it, is not that which makes the difference between those who exclusively possess and retain it, and those who do not have it and submit to it. Power must be analyzed as something which circulates, or rather as something which only functions in the form of a chain. It is never localized here or there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth. Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organization. And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power. They are not only its inert or consenting target; they are always also the elements of its articulation. In other words, individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application” (P/K: 98).

There are some evident implications of this conceptualization of power for the analysis of ‘blackness’. In the first place, one must identify how ‘blackness’ is constituted by power relationships, not as a mechanism that works essentially through prohibition, but as a productive tactics that transverse the whole social body and other kinds of relationships such as class, nation, race, place-based identities and gender relationships. Thus, the power relationships articulated in ‘blackness’ must be not examined as a superstructural effect of other kinds of relations. In fact, in contradiction with orthodox Marxist approaches, from a Foucaultian perspective, these power relationships are not the simple consequence of the specific social relations of production or, to put it in other words, ‘blackness’ is not subsumed under class. On the contrary, the regimes of power in which ‘blackness’ emerges and deploys are deeply inscribed in the different spheres and articulations of the social order. 

Second, rather than understand these power relationships as a substance that someone possesses or might take over, it is a regime exercised form different points at the same time and with various intensities and directions. This perspective makes evident the simplistic character of the widespread idea that power relationships in which ‘blackness’ emerges and deploys are established between groups. Moreover, just as power relationships are not simply exercised following the dichotomy ruler/ruled, power relationships through which ‘blackness’ emerges and is deployed are neither just the expression of a monolithic dominance of one clearly defined group over another. Therefore, it is pertinent to take into account the tensions, contradictions and multiple articulations that constitute the boundaries and webs of the networks of dominance and resistance among, inside, and across different ‘groups’.  In other words, power relationships through which ‘blackness’ emerges and is deployed must be analyzed from a non-ontological, multidimensional and positional perspective. Hence, if these power relationships are everywhere, as both dominance and resistance. Then any social location might embody them.

Finally, power relationships through which ‘blackness’ emerges and is deployed are not the consequence of a model of individual rational choice making, but rather, these individuals are in many ways the result of those relationships. Instead of the individual as a primordial and irreducible atom of ‘blackness’ as a power relation, one must focus on how under a specific regime of power certain gestures, discourses, desires and bodies have become diacritics of ‘blackness’ that constituted individuality itself —the conditions of possibility of ‘individual rational choices’. 

Broadly speaking, for Foucault there are two main forms in the regime of power in a society such as ours. Working both at the micro level of the constitution of bodies and minds and at the macro level of management of life and populations, these forms have produced effects of individualization and normalization through techniques of discipline and regulation. They constitute “[…] new methods of power whose operation is not ensured by right but by technique, not by law but by normalization, not by punishment but by control, methods that are employed on all levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its apparatus” (HS: 89).

Hence, this particular regime of power not only traverses bodies in order to make them docile for the accumulation of capital, but also defines populations as targets of state’s politics. Moreover, “[…] the state’s power (and that is the reason for its strength) is both an individualizing and a totalizing form of power” (S&P: 213). Therefore, individualization techniques and totalization procedures configure the two sides of this regime of power. In fact, on the one hand, it could be find a whole spectrum of micro techniques that discipline individuals through displaying, distributing and inscribing them in the order of the norm (D&P: 182-183). This norm, however, not just organizes as a transcendental grid, but it is also essentially the result of these displaying, distributions and inscriptions: “This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in him. It is a form of power that makes individuals subjects” (S&P: 212).

On the other hand, there are certain procedures of visualization and intervention of ‘the social’ that allow the state’s regulations of the populations in the name of life and social welfare (HS: 139). Thus, an anatomo-politics of the human body and a bio-politics of the population configure the distinctive features of modern societies and their specific regime of power over life.
 While the former operates though disciplinary techniques that define a micro-physic of power, the later works though the regulation procedures that refers to governamentality.
 Both constitute an axis from the normalization of power to the power of normalization. Together, their main effects are both individualization and normalization. 

This conceptualization of the regime of power and their mechanisms offered by Foucault has theoretical and methodological implications for the analysis of ‘blackness.’ First at all, like sexuality, ‘blackness’ lays embedded in a doubled inscription —in the anatomo-politics of the individuals and in the bio-politics of the populations. On the one hand, blackness is an axis that could transverse the micro-physics of power analyzed by Foucault. In the whole engineering and configuration of docile bodies, the somatic and behavioral differences among individuals are accounted for and measured to finely grade and distribute them according to a paradigmatic norm. It is precisely into this grammar in which the dichotomy normal/abnormal emerged and made sense. In relation to ‘blackness,’ one might study the ways it is inscribed though discourses and practices in this dichotomy and, therefore, how ‘blackness’ had become or not become an aspect of an anatomo-politics of individuals. Indeed, if ‘blackness’ could become a diacritic through which the micro-physic of power is exercised or contested, methodologically, it is pertinent explore its effects on social ascriptions and identities.

On the other hand, blackness must be understood in its articulation with the state’s politics that have regulated it as a component of bio-power. How ‘blackness’ has become an issue of regulation of populations inside (or outside) a particular territory claimed by a state arguing the welfare of the people is an important strand in the analysis of bio-politics. As Foucault explicitly noted for the modern state’s racism,
 ethnicity and race has been the target of state’s classification, hierarchization and intervention of and in populations. As anatomo-politics of individuals and bio-politics of populations, ‘blackness’ constitutes a technology of normalization. Through the discourse and practices of marking ‘blackness,’ individuals and populations have been invented, compared, differentiated, homogenized and excluded as ‘abnormalities’ from the social body. On the one hand, this normalization effect is exercised and contested though the process of standardization and fixation of what has been, is and will be the diacritics of ‘blackness,’ such as bodily features and cultural practices. This standardization and fixation refers to the invention of ‘black’ traditions, memories, identities and communities.
 On the other hand, ‘blackness’ implies a technology of normalization because it involves and supposes the constitutions not only of specific subjectivities, but also and essentially, the instauration of a ‘black subject.’   

black subjectivization: constituting black subject and subjectivity
The modalities of subjectivization associated with blackness as a historical experience are the third analytical axis of its constitution. By subjectivization Foucault means: “[…] the process through which results the constitution of a subject, or more exactly, a subjectivity which is obviously only one of the given possibilities of organizing a consciousness of self.”  ( [1984b] 1989:330). There is the production of self as an object of the world. Foucault elaborates a radical historicization of the category of the subject. Rather than the transcendental ego of the philosophical western tradition, the subject is produced ‘as an effect’ through and within specific discursive and non-discursive formations. 

As Rabinow (1984: 12) has noted, different modes of objectification of subject designate the problematic of Foucault’s works. Through his texts, Foucault states three modes of objectification of the subject or, in his words, the “[…] modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects” (S&P: 208). The ways in which we have come to understand ourselves scientifically refers to the first mode of objectification of the subject. The scientific taxonomies through which human beings have emerged and displayed as object of the human sciences are the specific technique of individualization of this mode. That is the reason why Rabinow (1984: 8) called this mode ‘scientific classification.’ 

Second, there is the mode of objectification that categorizes, distributes, and manipulates the subject. This mode constitutes a set of ‘dividing practices’ that makes visible, classifies and excludes individuals in the social body. In these ‘dividing practices’ “the subject is either divided inside himself or divided from others. This process objectivizes him.” (S&P: 208). Through the mediation of positive disciplines such as psychiatry, the individuals have been made the target of a whole set of practices of exclusion that mark and separate them spatially and/or socially. The techniques of individualization involved in this mode of objectification of the subject are those that constitute ‘abnormalities.’

Finally, there is a mode of objectification of the subject attached to the forms in which we configure our own subjectivity recognizing ourselves as such. This mode, denominated ‘subjectification’ by Rabinow (1984:11), refers to the processes and technologies of the constitution of self as a subject: “[…] the way a human being turns him or herself into a subject” (S&P: 208). Foucault himself noted that his focus on the subject was his third theoretical shift. He put this shift in the following terms: “It seemed appropriate to look for the forms and modalities of the relation to self by which the individual constitutes and recognizes himself qua subject” (HS2, 6). Indeed, he frames these shifts through what he called ‘games of truth’: 

“After first studying the games of truth (jeux de verité) in their interplay with one another, as exemplified by certain empirical sciences in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and then studying their interaction with power relations, as exemplified by punitive practices —I felt obliged to study the games of truth in the relationship of self with self and the forming of oneself as a subject, taking as my domain of reference and field of investigation what might be called ‘the history of desiring man.’ “ (HS2: 6).

Three interrelated sets of relations have been identified by Foucault in what he called the ‘historical ontology of ourselves’ —our relation to truth, our relation to obligations, and our relation to ourselves and to others.
  These sets of relations are inscribed in his critical history of western thought. By this he does not mean just a history of scientific or philosophical inquiries, but the meanings given by us to our own behaviors as well as the types of rationalities associated to the institutional practices. How do human beings constitute themselves as subjects, what forms of subjectivities are produced, and through what technologies are the questions established by Foucault in his attempt to deal with a genealogy of the subject in Western society.

In order to understand ‘blackness’ as a historical experience, one must pay attention not only to these modes of the objectification of the subject, but also to this historical ontology of the self. From the perspective of the three modes of objectification of the subject, ‘blackness’ appears embedded in dividing practices, scientific classifications and processes of subjectification. First, since its emergence, ‘blackness’ has been a principle of social classification and segregation of individuals and groups as well. Therefore, this principle should be analyzed in its relation with the dividing practices that have configured subjects and their subjectivities. How social abnormalities have been constituted through ‘blackness’ is a pertinent vein of research. In this research one should take into account not only those individuals that have been considered by others or by themselves as members of an ethnic group, but also those individuals that are socially placed as non-ethnic. This dialectic of a marked black individual and a non-marked non-black one is crucial because they are mutually constituted. Like abnormal/normal, the dichotomy black/non-black implies a set of practices of visibilization in which the first term is placed in a semantic and pragmatic field of otherness, incompleteness and subordination, while the second term operates in an aura of invisibility that is taken for granted. And it is in the order defined in this economy of visibilities that there have been inscribed a whole spectrum of practices of social exclusion, from the genocide associated with slavery to spatial and social segregation.

Second, ‘blackness’ as a mode of objectification of the subject refers to the scientific classifications that have shaped it. Different human and social sciences have taken ‘blackness’ into account. However, not all of them have paid the same attention. These different emphases among human and social sciences express not only an innocent distribution of labor in understanding human beings. Rather than an insignificant fact, it presupposes assumptions about the ‘nature’ of ‘blackness’ and what perspectives are ‘more adequate’ than others to understand it. This division has deeply impacted the way in which ‘blackness’ is represented and deployed. However, even within the same discipline, ‘blackness’ has become not the subject of agreement, but one of dispute among diverse theoretical orientations. Thus, the discourses of various ‘social experts’ have made multiple dissections of what ‘blackness’ is or not, who is ‘black’ and who is not. In these debates and assumptions the ‘experts’ have configured ‘blackness’ as an academic object. Due to the place of expert knowledge in our societies, both the state and social movements have appropriated this knowledge to support their politics and agendas. The authority of expert knowledge over ‘blackness’ constitutes a field in which the legitimacy or not of a particular black subject appears and is contested. 

Finally, ‘blackness’ must be analyzed in the processes of subjectification embedded in its constitution. In the case of ‘blackness’, these processes take the form of ‘black identities’, particularly those that have emerged and circulated in a social space in relational and nomadic ways. In fact, a ‘black identity’ presupposes a particular position in relation with other identities. There is a social grammar in which any identity could emerge as such. The specific task is to examine the modalities in which these identities are articulated to the constitution of the self and the techniques through which it has configured particular subjects and subjectivities. As with the dividing practices, in this examination it is crucial to take into account not only those individuals that recognize themselves or are recognized by others as ‘black,’ but also those that precisely do not consider themselves or by others as such. It is in these dialectics in which ‘both’ sides define each other by either the absence or presence of certain diacritics and attitudes that define these identities.     

conclusions

A Foucaultian approach to ‘blackness’ must take into account at least two interrelated layers. The first one is to study ‘blackness’ from an archeological point of view as discursively constituted. It does not mean that ‘blackness’ has been just an idea without any correspondence with ‘reality,’ but that ‘blackness’ is a discursive formation that has shaped the ways in which a set of objects and concepts have emerged and changed. The second is that the different articulations of ‘blackness’ refer to specific historical experiences and one must analyze them as such. In fact, these different articulations of blackness cannot be understood without a detailed study of the regimes of power/knowledge that have defined them, the specific political technologies associated with them and the systems of power in which they have operated, and the subjectivities that they have made possible.

As a discursive formation, ‘blackness’ constitutes a ‘space of possibility’ of a set of discursive events methodologically differentiable from other kinds of facts such as technical, economical, political or social events. Broadly speaking, ‘blackness’ as discursive formation is constituted by all those statements actually produced to name, describe, explain, account and judge it. This polyphony of statements does not refer to a unique and monolithic object that configured the unity of its discursive formation. There is not a pre-existing object of ‘blackness’ that in its constitutive identity explains the unity of this discursive formation. On the contrary, there are different objects and multiple relations among them configured by certain rules of formation, transformation and correlation of this discursive formation. Therefore, ‘blackness’ as discursive formation implies a plurality of statements, concepts and objects historically produced according to determined conditions of possibility. In addition, as a discursive formation, ‘blackness’ is less a positive and monolithic doctrine, but that refers more specifically to a set of constraints upon and limitations of thought.

An important aspect of the analysis of ‘blackness’ as discursive formation is its immanent relationships with power. Rather than a neutral and objective transcription of ‘social reality’, ‘blackness’ as discursive formation is an instrument and an effect of power that configures that reality. Through discourses of ‘blackness,’ power relationships not only circulate, but are also exercised and contested in many and contradictory ways: “Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it” (HS, 101). In the plurality and dispersion of discourses of ‘blackness,’ as much in their cores as in their interstices, power is displayed and resisted. Hence, ‘blackness’ as discursive formation must be examined as an open space of multiple confrontations: “Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the field of force relations; there can exist different and even contradictory discourses within the same strategy; they can, on the contrary, circulate without changing their form one strategy to another, opposing strategy” (HS: 101-102).

To sum up, two are the main conceptual and methodological contributions of Foucault’s work for my dissertation. First is his notion of ‘discursive formation’ revealing by the archeological approach. I think that these concepts allow me to revisit and problematize the notion of ‘blackness,’ showing the ruptures, displacements and different discursive regimes in this apparently unified ‘object.’ The second main contribution-inspiration that I have found in Foucault’s work is his de-essentializing approach with regards to sexuality. In particular, I follow closely his methodological move of defining sexuality as a historical experience. This is very relevant for de-stablizing the notion of ‘blackness,’ freeing it from the ontological weight that most of the analysis might otherwise produce.
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Notes





� For an interesting study of the abuses and stereotypes of Foucault work in U.S academic context see Paul A. Bové ([1988] 1998).





� Here I’m following as closely as possible the Foucault’s formulation of ‘sexuality’ as an historical experience. In his words: “To speak of ‘sexuality’ as a historically singular experience also presupposed the availability of tools capable of analyzing the peculiar characteristics and interrelations of three axes that constitute it: (1) the formation of sciences (saviors) that refer to it, (2) the system of power that regulate its practice, (3) the forms within which individuals are able, are obligated, to recognize themselves as subjects of this sexuality.” (Foucault, 1985: 4)





� Foucault states that to analyze these relations between knowledge and power there are four rules that rather than methodological imperatives, are ‘cautionary prescriptions’ to take into account:


“[…] four rules to follow. But these are not intended as methodological imperatives; at most they are cautionary prescriptions.


1. Rule of immanence


[…] Between techniques of knowledge and strategies of power, there is no exteriority, even if they have specific roles and are linked together on the basis of their difference. We will start, therefore, from what might be called ‘local centers’ of power-knowledge […]


2. Rules of continual variations


[…] The ‘distribution of power’ and the ‘appropriations of knowledge’ never represent only instantaneous slices taken from processes involving, for example, a cumulative reinforcement of the strongest factor, or a reversal of relationship, or again, a simultaneous increase of two terms. Relations of power-knowledge are not static forms of distributions, they are ‘matrices of transformations’ […]


3. The rule of double conditioning


 […] one must conceive the double conditioning of a strategy by the specificity of possible tactics, and of tactics by the strategic envelope that makes them work […]


4. Rule of the tactical polyvalence of discourses 


[…] we must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither uniform or stable. To be more precise, we must not imagine a world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated one; but as multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies.” (HS: 98-100).





� For Deleuze, Foucault’s new conception of power is articulated by six postulates: 


postulate of property. “[…] it is less a property than a strategy […] it is exercised rather than possessed; it is not the ‘privilege’ acquired or preserved, of the dominant class, but the overall effect of its strategic positions […] In brief, power is not homogeneous but can be defined only by the particular points through which it passes” (Deleuze 1988: 25)


postulate of localization. “[…] the State itself appears as the overall effect or result of a series of interacting wheels or structures which are located at a completely different level, an which constitute a ‘microphysics of power’. (Deleuze 1988: 25) “[…] power is local because is never global, but it is not local or localized because it is diffuse” (Deleuze 1988: 26).


postulate of subordination. It is not submit to ‘economic determination’: “The thing called power is characterized by immanence of field without transcendent unification, continuity of line without global centralization, and contiguity of parts without distinct totalization: it is a social space” (Deleuze 1988: 27). 


postulate of essence or of attribute. “Power has no essence; it is simply operational. It is not an attribute but a relation: the power-relation is the set of possible relation between forces, which passes through the dominated forces no less than through the dominating, as both these forces constitute unique elements.” (Deleuze 1988: 27).


postulate of modality. Is not an abstract relationship, but “A relation between forces is a function of the type ‘to incite’, to provoke, to combine…” (Deleuze 1988: 28).


postulate of legality. transcending the opposition between legal/illegal, pace/war.


 


� In Foucault’s words: “These points of resistance are present everywhere in the power network. Hence there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source or all rebellions, or pure law of revolutionary. Instead there is a plurality of resistances […]” (HS: 95-96). 





� Foucault put it in the following terms: “[…] this power over the life evolved in two basics forms; there forms were not antithetical, however; they constituted rather two poles of development linked together by a whole intermediary cluster of relations. One of these poles –the first to be formed, it seems— centered on the body as machine: its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls, all this was ensured by the procedure of power that characterized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the human body. The second, formed somewhat later, focused in the species body, the body imbued with the mechanisms of life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and morality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision was effected through an entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a bio-politics of the populations. The disciplines of the body and the regulation of the population constituted the two poles around which the organization of power over life was deployed.” (HS: 139).





� “By this word [governmentality] I mean three things:


1. The ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit complex form of power, which has as its target population, as its principal form of knowledge political economy, and as it essential technical means apparatus of security.


2. The tendency which, over a long period and throughout the West, has steadily led towards the pre-eminence over all other forms (sovereignty, discipline, etc.) of this type of power which may be termed government, resulting, on the one hand, in the formation of a whole series of specific governmental apparatuses, and, on the other, in the development of a whole complex of saviors.


3. The process, or rather the result of the process, through with the state of justice of the Middle Ages, transformed into the administrative state during fifteen and sixteenth centuries, gradually become ‘governmentalized’” (G: 102-103).





� For a critical study of Foucault’s  approach on race and racism, see Stoler (1997).





� These processes have been studied for the case of modern nations and nationalism by Hobsbawm ([1983] 1997) and by Anderson ([1983] 1991) respectively.





� It is pertinent to cite the complete paragraph to make evident how Foucault marked his own theoretical emphasis: “A theoretical shift had seemed necessary in order to analyze what was often designated as the advancement of learning: it led me to examine the forms of discursive practices that articulated the human sciences. A theoretical shift had also been required in order to analyze what is often described as the manifestation of ‘power’; it led me to examine, rather, the manifold relations, the open strategies, and the rational techniques that articulate the exercise of powers. It appeared that I now had to undertake a third shift, in order to analyze what is termed ‘the subject.’ It seemed appropriate to look for the forms and modalities of the relation to self by which the individual constitutes and recognizes himself qua subject. After first studying the games of truth (jeux de verité) in their interplay with one another, as exemplified by certain empirical sciences in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and then studying their interaction with power relations, as exemplified by punitive practices —I felt obliged to study the games of truth in the relationship on self with self and the forming of oneself as a subject, talking as my domain of reference and field of investigation what might be called ‘the history of desiring man.’” (HS2: 6).





� I am following here his lecture The Culture of the Self, at Berkeley on April 12 1983. The complete lecture is online: (http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/VideoTest/foucault-cult1.ram).
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