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“Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere” 

Michel Foucault 

 

The project “Rhetorics of Power” presents work in a variety of media by six artists from Russia and 

Norway.   

Though the themes and methods inherent to these artists’ practices vary from one another, they are 

all joined by a shared interest in the problem of power on a phenomenological level.   

 The paradigm of “power” is considered in this project as an unmediated engagement with a wide 

understanding of “force” and synthesizes a full spectrum of meanings and parallel lines of thought.   

 Within the space of the exhibition, in the Large Hall of the Museum of Nonconformist Art, the artists 

are invited to construct alternative interpretations of the phenomenon of “power”, which in turn invite 

the viewer to gaze upon this complicated phenomenon from varying philosophical, sociopolitical, and 

cultural perspectives. 

 

 



Instead of an  introduction:  on the notion  of “power” 

Appealing to a Russian speaking audience, it is essential to begin by mentioning the difficulties of 

translation. Despite the fact that in the context of this exhibition the English word “power” is translated 

specifically as “vlast”, a wider notion of “force” (Russian “sila”) holds an important place in this project: 

force as power, force as strength, force as might, force as energy.    

 

“Rhetorics of Power” appeals to an idea of “force” that resides in the space outside the limits of the 

socio-political complex, namely “force” as a characteristic of action: as counter-action, in-action, and 

in-fluence (which in Russian all share the root word “deystviye”, or “action”).  

 

 The majority of contemporary theories connect the phenomenon of “force” to the presence of 

carrier(s) of power and the object(s) upon which that power is applied as a form of influence, both 

affectively and subjugatingly. However, there also exist other conceptions of power that are closer to 

the inner meaning of “power” as both “power” (Russian “vlast’”) and “force” (Russian “sila”). An 

interpretation of particular relevance here is that proposed by Hanna Pitkin, which touches upon an 

etymological analysis of related words: the French  “ p o u v o i r ”  a n d  L a t i n  “potere” 

(power, strength). Both signify, in the first place, to be able, to have the potential to do something. In 

this way, “power is a something — anything — which makes or renders somebody able to do, capable 

of doing something. Power is capacity, potential, ability, or wherewithal”11 . In one of her most famous 

works, “On Violence”12 , Hannah Arendt moves beyond a conception of power limited to violent 

phenomena, and instead draws a line between several aspects of the term “power”: might, force, and 

authority. These sorts of conceptualizations, which delineate a difference between these three aspects 

of power, allow for power to be spoken of as a thing-initself, located in the unmediated 

interconnections of a multifaceted understanding of  “force”.   

 

This idea finds support from other theorists. For example, Peter Morriss defines power as a particular 

kind of ability, connected primarily with the realization of decisions: “Powers are capacities to do things 

when you choose”13 . Steven Lukes, in turn, notes that power is namely “a potentiality, not an actuality 

— indeed a potentiality that may never be actualized”14.   Generally, it is possible to recognize two 

main threads within the conception of power: that of unmediated action (power understood as 

potential/ real action), or that of a more complex, ideated construction (power as a system of 

distributed opportunities that form both individual actors and the public sphere as a whole 15). In 

feminist theory, in which ideas of power and resistance have a central place, there exists an 

understanding of force simultaneously as a foundation for symbolic (re)distribution, as a principle of 

domination, and as empowerment. For example, it is characteristic in liberal feminism to view power 

as a social resource and energy that is unevenly distributed in society between women and men. The 

feminist strategy, in this case, seeks to reach a reconfiguration and transformation of the principles of 

power distribution on a global level. However, power/ force shouldn't be viewed as property or 

material that can be possessed.   

 

  Thus, I.M. Young proposes a definition of power as the (cor)relation of individuals in a complex social, 

institutional, and structural context. Continuing in the tradition of M. Foucault, she deems it necessary 

to understand power as a dynamic, procedural, and interactive phenomenon, and highlights the 



plurality of modifications and manifestations of power found in contemporary communities 16.    As M. 

Foucault writes, power “is never localized here or there, never in anyone’s hands, never appropriated 

as a commodity or a piece of wealth” 17. Furthermore, Foucault describes the productive function of 

power18  in that it produces reality, a space of its own objects and methods “for obtaining truth”, which 

relates to one of the definitions of power (as energy) in the framew o r k o f t h e n o t i o n o f “force” 

(Russian ‘sila').   

 

  Over the past decades, M. Foucault’s legacy in particular has remained one of the most influential 

and hotly debated theoretical frameworks when it comes to the notion of power. The main thesis that 

served as a starting point for many discussions and research papers on power is M. Foucault’s image 

of power in the modern world as a mobile and changeable system of power-containing relationships 

that appear as a result of individual social interactions (“micropractices”). Like the body’s capillaries, 

these power relationships permeate the social space: “Power is everywhere; not because it embraces 

everything, but because it comes from everywhere.”19.  

 

The category of power receives new applications as globalization expands and changes are brought to 

society by new forms of media and consumerist culture. Thus, “soft power” has developed as a 

particular branch of power discourse. Unlike traditional hard power, soft power aims less for coercion 

and domination and instead focuses on models for new sources of legitimacy and their subsequent 

instrumentalization20.   

 

 An important aim of the exhibition “Rhetorics of Power” is a multi-disciplinary analysis of the 

understanding of the term “power” within the discourse of force as (cor)relations, and, in particular, 

as the plurality of relations between different forces. The project invites artists to reflect on power as 

a complex configuration of various kinds of forces, reciprocities between carriers of force and the 

objects upon which force is exerted, in which the borders between the former two categories are 

eroded or disappear entirely.   
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