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INTRODUCTION: MORE THAN
JUST A HISTORY OF PRISONS

When  Michel  Foucault  published
Discipline  And  Punish  in  1975,  he
offered  the  world  far  more  than  a
historical account of penal systems. The
book, whose full French title is Surveiller
et  Punir:  Naissance  de  la  Prison,  is  a
profound philosophical investigation into

the  nature  of  power,  control,  and  the
human body in  modern society.  At  its
core,  Discipline  And  Punish  By
Michel  Foucault  traces  a  dramatic
t rans format ion:  the  sh i f t  f rom
spectacular, violent public punishment to
a quiet, systematic, and often invisible
system of incarceration and surveillance.
This is not merely an academic text; it
has  become  a  foundational  work  for
fields  ranging  from  criminology  and
sociology  to  education,  organization

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 Discipline And Punish By Michel Foucault 2023-04-23

s t u d i e s ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  t h e o r y .
Understanding its arguments is essential
for anyone seeking to comprehend how
power operates not just in prisons, but in
schools,  hospitals,  factories,  and  the
very structure of daily life. In this article,
we  will  explore  the  key  concepts,  the
historical  shift  Foucault  describes,  and
the  endur ing  re levance  o f  h i s
masterpiece.

THE SPECTACLE OF THE
SOVEREIGN: PUNISHMENT AS
PUBLIC THEATER

Foucault opens Discipline And Punish
By Michel Foucault with a visceral and
unforgettable  image:  the  gruesome
public  execution  of  Robert-François
Damiens  in  1757  for  attempting  to
assassinate King Louis XV. Damiens was

subjected  to  excruciating  torture—his
flesh torn with red-hot pincers,  his  hand
burned  with  sulfur,  and  his  body
ultimately  drawn  and  quartered  by
horses. This horrifying spectacle was not
simply about cruelty. It was a carefully
choreographed  display  of  sovereign
power.
In the classical age, crime was seen as
an  attack  on  the  body  of  the  king.
Punishment,  therefore,  was  the
sovereign's  vengeful  response.  The
public  execution,  or  supplice,  served
multiple purposes:

Display of Power: It
demonstrated the awesome and
terrifying might of the sovereign
over the body of the subject.
Deterrence through Spectacle:
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The public was meant to be awed
and terrified, dissuaded from
challenging the king's authority.
Ritual of Revenge: It was a legal
and political ritual that restored
the sovereignty that had been
temporarily injured by the crime.

Foucault  argues  that  this  system  was
messy,  unpredictable,  and  ultimately
ineffective.  The  crowd  could  easily
sympathize with the condemned, turning
the  execution  into  a  site  of  potential
rebellion  rather  than a  clear  lesson in
obedience.  By the late 18th and early
19th  centuries,  a  profound  change
began.  Reformers  like  Cesare Beccaria
and Jeremy Bentham called for a more
humane,  rational,  and  effective  system.
The goal  was no longer to torture the

body of the criminal but to reform the
soul.

THE BIRTH OF THE PRISON:
FROM TORTURE TO TIMETABLES

The  central  thesis  of  Discipline  And
Punish By Michel Foucault is that the
prison did not emerge simply as a more
humane alternative to torture. Instead, it
was born from a new political anatomy
of power. This new power was not about
spectacular displays of force but about
discipline—a  meticulous,  efficient,  and
continuous method of controlling bodies
and behaviors.
Foucault argues that the techniques of
discipline  were  first  developed  not  in
prisons, but in other institutions during
t h e  1 7 t h  a n d  1 8 t h  c e n t u r i e s :
monasteries,  armies,  workshops,  and
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schools.  These  techniques  were  then
perfected and centralized in the modern
prison.  Key  characteristics  of  this
disciplinary  power  include:

The Art of Distributions:1.
Discipline requires the spatial
organization of individuals. In
barracks, students are placed in
rows; in factories, workers are
assigned specific stations; in
prisons, inmates are isolated in
cells. This enclosure and
partitioning allows for constant
observation and prevents
collective movements.
The Control of Activity: The2.
timetable is a classic tool of
discipline. It imposes a strict
rhythm on life, regulating the

duration of work, rest, and
education. Every moment is
accounted for and put to
productive use.
The Organization of Geneses:3.
Discipline breaks down complex
activities into simple, repeatable
steps. This allows for the training
of the body over time, turning the
individual into a machine. Military
drill, for example, transforms a
civilian into a soldier through
endless repetition of specific
movements.
The Composition of Forces:4.
Individual bodies are combined to
create an efficient collective force,
such as an army unit or a factory
production line. The goal is to
maximize output and control.
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The Means of
Correct Training
Discipline  uses  three  specific
instruments  to  achieve  its  goals:

Hierarchical Observation:
Power is made visible and
anonymous through architecture
and surveillance. The military
camp, the hospital ward, and the
school classroom are all designed
to allow for constant, unobtrusive
observation. The inspector can see
everything without being seen.
Normalizing Judgment:
Discipline creates a micro-penalty
system. Small infractions like

lateness, inattention, or incorrect
posture are punished. This system
compares individuals to a norm
and ranks them through exams,
grades, and reports. The goal is
not to punish the crime but to
correct the behavior and bring the
individual into alignment with the
norm.
The Examination: The
examination combines hierarchical
observation and normalizing
judgment. It is a powerful ritual
that objectifies individuals, turning
them into cases to be
documented, analyzed, and
classified. The school exam, the
medical check-up, and the military
inspection all serve to make
individuals visible and knowable to
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power.

THE PANOPTICON: THE ULTIMATE
BLUEPRINT FOR CONTROL

No discussion of Discipline And Punish
By  Michel  Foucault  is  complete
w i thou t  a  de ta i l ed  l ook  a t  the
Panopticon.  This  architectural  figure,
designed by  the  utilitarian  philosopher
Jeremy  Bentham,  is  the  centra l
metaphor  for  disciplinary  power.  The
Panopticon  is  a  circular  prison  with  a
central watchtower. Cells are arranged in
a  ring  around the  tower,  each  with  a
window facing both the tower and the
outside, allowing light to flood the cell.
The key effect of this design is to induce
in the inmate a state of conscious and
permanent  visibility  that  assures  the

automatic  functioning  of  power.  The
inmate  never  knows  if  he  is  being
watched at any given moment, but he
knows he could be. Therefore, he must
regulate  his  own  behavior.  Power
becomes disindividualized; it no longer
resides  in  a  specific  person  (the
sovereign)  but  in  the  apparatus  of
surveillance itself.  The Panopticon is  a
machine  for  creating  and  sustaining  a
power  relation  independent  of  the
person  who  exercises  it.
Foucault's  genius  lies  in  seeing  the
Panopticon not just as a prison design
but as a generalizable model of power.
He  argues  that  we live  in  a  carceral
society,  where panoptic  principles are
increas ingly  appl ied  across  a l l
institutions.  Consider  the  following
modern  resonances:
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CCTV cameras in public and
private spaces.
Dataveillance: the tracking of our
online activity, purchase history,
and location data by corporations
and governments.
Performance metrics in the
workplace that constantly monitor
employee productivity.
Social credit systems that score
citizens based on their behavior.

In each of these cases, the possibility of
being  watched  compels  us  to  self-
regulate.  We  become  our  own  jailers.
The  Panopticon  is  a  powerful  lens
through  which  to  understand  the
operation  of  power  in  the  digital  age.

FROM THE PRISON TO THE
CARCERAL ARCHIPELAGO

The  final  section  of  Discipline  And
Punish  By  Michel  Foucault  extends
the  analysis  beyond  the  prison  walls.
Foucault introduces the concept of the
carceral archipelago  to describe how
the  techniques  and  mentality  of  the
prison have seeped into the entire social
body.  The  prison  does  not  exist  in
isolation. It is connected to a network of
inst i tut ions  that  a l l  use  s imi lar
d isc ip l inary  methods:  schools ,
orphanages,  reformatories,  psychiatric
hospitals,  and  poorhouses.
This  network  creates  a  continuum  of
control. The delinquent (a term Foucault
prefers  to  "criminal")  is  not  simply
someone  who  broke  a  law.  The
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delinquent  is  a  biographical  type,  a
person  whose  entire  life  history  is
documented,  classified,  and  used  to
justify ongoing intervention. The prison
system  produces  delinquency  as  a
dist inct  social  c lass,  a  mil ieu  of
individuals marked by a criminal record,
who  are  then  subjected  to  constant
surveillance and control even after their
release.
Foucault argues that this is not a failure
of the prison. The supposed "failure" of
the prison to reform criminals is actually
part  of  its  function.  By  creating  a
delinquent  class,  the  prison  serves  to
differentiate  illegalities.  It  allows  the
powerful  to  tolerate  and  even  use
certain forms of  illegality (tax evasion,
corporate  crime)  while  strictly  policing
others (theft, street crime) that threaten

the  social  order.  The  carceral  system
manages  and  controls  the  dangerous
classes.

CRITICISMS AND RELEVANCE
TODAY

A work as ambitious as Discipline And
Punish  By  Michel  Foucault  has
naturally  attracted  significant  criticism.
Some  historians  have  challenged
Foucault's  historical  narrative,  arguing
that  he  overstates  the  speed  and
completeness of the shift from sovereign
to disciplinary power. Others argue that
his  focus  on  discourse  and  power
neglects  the  material  realities  of  class
struggle  and  economic  exploitation
central to a Marxist analysis. The book
has  a lso  been  cr i t i c i zed  for  i t s
pessimism,  offering  a  seemingly
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inescapable  iron  cage  of  surveillance
and  control ,  with  l i t t le  room  for
resistance  or  agency.
Despite  these  valid  critiques,  the
relevance of Discipline And Punish By
Michel Foucault has only grown in the
21st century.  His analysis of  power as
something  that  circulates,  that  is
productive  (it  produces  subjects  and
knowledge),  and  that  operates  at  the
micro-level of daily life is more pertinent
than  ever.  The  explosion  of  digital
technology  has  created  panoptic
machines  far  more  powerful  than
Bentham could have imagined. The rise
of mass incarceration, particularly in the
United States, has made his analysis of
the prison as a political tool more urgent
than ever. Movements like Black Lives
Matter  powerfully critique the carceral

state,  echoing  Foucault's  arguments
about  the  production  of  delinquency
along racial and class lines.
Furthermore,  Foucault's  concepts  of
biopower  and  governmentality,
developed later but building on the work
in Discipline And Punish, continue to
shape  debates  on  publ ic  health,
pandemic  management,  and  the
governance  of  populations.  His  work
forces  us  to  ask  uncomfortable
questions: Who is watching? Who profits
from our obedience? How are we trained
to discipline ourselves?

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS
INQUIRY INTO POWER

Discipline  And  Punish  By  Michel
Foucault  is not a comfortable book. It
cha l lenges  our  most  cher ished
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assumptions  about  the  Enlightenment,
humanism,  and  the  progress  of
civilization. It asks us to see the prison
not  as  a  failed  institution  but  as  a
successful expression of a new kind of
power—a power that is capillary, diffuse,
and internalized. The book's famous final
line reminds us of the pervasiveness of
this carceral logic: "The carceral circle of
the  pyramid  of  the  Panopticon  ...
transmits  and  diffuses  the  very  essence
of penal power, which is not to punish
the delinquent, but to produce him as a

delinquent."  Finally,  Discipline  And
Punish is a call to vigilance. It invites us
to recognize the subtle and not-so-subtle
mechanisms of  control  that  shape our
lives,  and to question the systems we
take for granted as natural or necessary.
It remains an essential, provocative, and
deeply  insightful  work  for  anyone who
wishes  to  understand  the  intimate
relationship between power, knowledge,
and  the  human  body  in  the  modern
world.


