
Discipline and punish: 
Michel foucault and criminology 
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Socrates, Kant, Marx, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Sartre and Barthes 





Foucault and Jean-Paul Sartre 

during the 1968 demonstrations in Paris 







The French domestic servant Robert-Francois Damiens executed 

for the attempted assassination of King Louis XV in 1757 





Ancien Regime 

• Public emphasis on  

punishment as spectacle 

•  Focus on the body 

•  Dark dungeon 

•  Inflicting pain, shaming 

•  Judging a crime 

•  Trial often private 

•  Dismemberment of the 

body as the extreme 

•  Executioner and torturer 

New System 

•  Public emphasis on the trial 

and the sentence 

•  Focus on the soul 

•  Bright modern prison 

•  Supervising, investigating 

•  Judging a person 

•  “Treatment” often private 

•  Indefinite examination as 

the extreme 

•  Important powers given to a 

shadow world of 

professionals: egs., doctor, 

psychiatrist, chaplain and 

warden 



THE SPECTACLE OF THE SCAFFOLD 

Public execution and corporal punishment common; torture as part of most 

criminal investigations 

Judicial torture as a regulated practice with a structure and logic of its own 

A confession removed the necessity of further investigation 

Punishment ceremonial and directed at the prisoner’s body 

Punishment a theatrical form which reflected the violence of the original 

crime onto the convict’s body for all to see 

Punishment also exacted revenge for the symbolic injury against the 

sovereign  

Crime upset the hierarchical order and challenged the sovereign’s power; 

execution as a ritual was designed to re-establish order 

The convict’s body could become a focus for sympathy and thus become a 

site of conflict between the people and the ruler 



THE NEW SYSTEM OF DISCIPLINE 

The emergence of the prison as a form of punishment for every crime grew 

out of the development of discipline in the 17th through 19th centuries. 

Foucault emphasizes the ways in which exercise, drill and training were 

used to discipline the body, starting in the military and in monasteries. 

The body is no longer subject to torture, but rather controlled through 

regimented activities and training. 

Ways of creating “docile bodies” would eventually extend to other 

institutions beyond the prison, such as the factory and the school. 

The success of disciplinary power depends on hierarchical observation, 

normalizing judgment and examination. 

The power to examine and to observe becomes the power to change and to 

control. 

The idea of adhering to the “norm” replaces marks of status. 

For Foucault, the norm is an entirely negative and harmful idea that allows 

for the oppression and silencing of “deviants.” 

 



• For Foucault, the 

cellular, observational 

prison is the modern 

penal instrument 

•  It becomes a place of 

observation, 

surveillance and 

knowledge 

•The offender is seen 

as a delinquent, and 

the focus becomes 

placed on treatment 

instead of punishment 

•The observation and 

classification of 

delinquents helps to 

create the new science 

of criminology 





MADNESS AND CIVILIZATION (1961) 

Focus in Europe at end of Middle Ages moves from the diseased body 

to the diseased mind. 

New institutions created to house those defined as abnormal: the  

unemployed, prisoners, the poor and the insane. 

During the Age of Enlightenment, the new houses of madness opened 

up to public exhibition and those housed there seen as animals 

who had given in to their instincts and passions, and thus had lost 

touch with their humanity. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, psychiatrists and others 

had begun to criticize this approach and call for a more humane 

treatment of the insane. 

With the replacement of the madhouse with the asylum, the physician/ 

psychiatrist becomes the key figure. 

The shift represents a change in perspective rather than a step 

forward, for with the “medicalization” of the language comes the 

power of the doctor’s gaze and the power to examine. 











THE REPRESSIVE HYPOTHESIS 

 

Foucault refutes what he calls the “repressive hypothesis.” 

According to this hypothesis, the history of sexuality over the past few 

centuries has been one of repression.  Sex has become a taboo 

topic because the recognition of humans as animals threatens the 

bureaucratic order of society. 

The implication of the repressive hypothesis is that we need to be 

more open about our sexuality; to talk about sex; to enjoy sex and 

to shed any feelings of shame. 



HISTORY OF SEXUALITY, VOL. 1 

Foucault disagrees with the argument that sex has been repressed and 

silenced. 

He argues instead that discourse about sex has increased and 

intensified since the eighteenth century. 

Sex has, in his opinion, come to be seen as the key to explaining us, as 

holding the truth about us. 

According to Foucault, sex has also become an object of knowledge and 

of scientific investigation. 

Sexuality is not something that power represses but rather something 

that provides openings for the exercise of power.  As sex has become 

an object of knowledge, the people who control that knowledge have 

become more important. 

The focus on sexual “perversion” is less about identifying sin and more 

about the will to power. 

The emphasis on ever-more specific categories of sexuality is part of 

this process. 

In the new discourse, there has been a move from sex as act to sexuality 

as identity.  Foucault then links sexuality as identity to the emphasis 

on the liberating and therapeutic aspects of “confessions”, whether 

that be to doctors, government officials, teachers, parents or others. 

 





Foucault 

and 

the 

“carceral 

network” 









Foucault in his study in 1983 


