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• Sovereign power is exercised through 
prohibitions and sanctions, rights and obligations. Law 
is a sovereign command, enacted in law, backed by 
force. Sovereign power is concerned with the control 
of a territory and legal subjects within it.

• Foucault traces the link between sovereign power 
and law to the European Middle Ages, during which 
the monarch symbolized a single central power, whose 
will manifested in law. Consider the Frontispiece of 
Hobbes’ (1651) Leviathan. Contemporary accounts of 
sovereign power are more populist.

• Sovereign power operates through spectacular 
displays of force - the power “of letting live and 
making die” (Singer and Weir 2006: 450). This makes 
it an essentially negative power, according to Foucault.

• Sovereign power produces abstract juridical subjects.
• Singer and Weir (2006: 451) offer a summary of ideas 

associated with Foucault’s theory of sovereign power 
(which they critique):

• “Sovereign power was, he suggests, the central 
form of power prior to the modern era, and can be 
traced back to the European Middle Ages, if not 
further. It was (and to, a certain extent, still is) how 
power was understood and, indeed, justified, the 
sovereign having supreme authority within a given 
regime because identified with its ultimate source. 
Furthermore, sovereignty is exercised over a 
territory, associated with the state, and articulated 
in terms of law, whose pre- eminent form of 
expression is the execution of wrongdoers. 
Sovereignty has its telos within itself, that is, in its 
own maintenance and extension.” 

• Foucault’s work can be read, in part, as a critical 
reaction to conventional social theories that focus on 
sovereignty as the central (or even the only) site of 
power. As Hunt and Wickham (1994: 40-41) note, “his 
concern is to displace the equation of power with 
repression exercised by some unitary agency (whether 
the state or a ruling class). He points the finger at 
conventional conceptions of law, typically defined, as 
rules commanding behaviour backed by the threat of 
coercive sanctions; such a view he treats as an 
exemplar of precisely that view of power and the state 
which he seeks not only to avoid, but to transcend”. 
Foucault has been criticized for failing to recognize the 
continuing importance of sovereign power during 
modernity - particularly its symbolic dimensions 
(Singer and Weir 2006), and for his ‘expulsion of law’ 
more generally (Hunt and Wickham 1994).

• Disciplinary power emerges with and through modern institutions and disciplines. 
Unlike sovereign power, it does not rely on force and coercion. Instead, it operates through a diverse 
complex of techniques of control and training - ‘technologies of the body’ that produce disciplinary 
subjects. It is, in many ways, the opposite of sovereign power, and Foucault viewed the two forms as 
being essentially incompatible. Disciplinary power is decentralized and often invisible. 

• Disciplinary power exhibits three general characteristics:
• Hierarchical observation, through surveillance and monitoring, which gives rise to the 

construction and organization of detailed records. Disciplinary power operates by rendering its 
subjects visible to a ‘perpetual gaze’ in which the many are observed by the few.

• Normalizing judgements, which specify goals, standards, faults, and expectations, against which 
subjects are measured. Training, repetition, and examination are instruments of normalization.

• Micro-penalties and rewards, which are more subtle than legal sanctions, and designed to create 
an individualized regime of incentives and disincentives, privileges and denials.

• Disciplinary power produces ‘normal’ subjects, and targets deviance.

•Foucault’s account of the emergence of disciplinary power is explored in Discipline and Punish: The 
Birth of the Prison (1977/1995). He chronicles the emergence of modern forms of incarceration, 
organized around intensive observation, strict regulations, and efforts to transform persons deemed 
deviant and abnormal. Bentham’s model prison - the Panopticon - is an exemplary illustration of an 
institution organized around disciplinary power.  Importantly, disciplinary power is not confined to 
institutional spaces. As Foucault (1977/1995: 298) notes, “We have seen that, in penal justice, the prison 
transformed the punitive procedure into a penitentiary technique; the carceral archipelago transported this 
technique from the penal institution to the entire social body”.
•The major effect of the Panopticon - and the reason Foucault uses it as an archetypal disciplinary 
mechanism - is “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the 
automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even 
if it is discontinuous in action’ that the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise 
unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power 
relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in a 
power situation of which they are themselves the bearers” (1977/1995: 201). Put differently, the 
pervasiveness of disciplinary mechanisms causes subjects to internalize the surveillant gaze.

• Governmentality is a form of power that 
predates the emergence of disciplinary power, and later 
came to be the dominant mode of power in liberal 
societies. It operates through administrative practices, 
statistical knowledge, bureaucracies, and techniques of 
government (including law). Foucault proposes that, 
beginning in the eighteenth century, states became 
‘governmentalized’. They became concerned about 
population demographics, public health, education, and 
economic productivity, and employed means (both 
within and outside the state) to govern these things.

• Foucault does not insist on the association of 
government and state. Instead, he draws on the sixteenth 
century meaning of ‘government’:

• “the way in which the conduct of individuals or of 
groups might be directed: the government of 

children, of souls, of communities, of families, of 
the sick. It [does] not only cover the legitimately 
constituted forms of political or economic 
subjection but also modes of action, more or less 
considered or calculated, which [are] destined to act 
upon the possibilities of action of other people. To 
govern, in this sense, is to structure the possible 
field of action of others” (Foucault 1982: 790).

• Governmentality targets populations, and produces 
biopolitical subjects. Biopower, associated with 
governmentality, involves the management of the 
population qua living beings.

• Governmentality, as a concept, describes distinctive 
‘governmental rationalities’ - ways of thinking and 
acting that emphasize the production of knowledge 
about populations for the purpose of shaping and 
circumscribing conduct. Governmentality also denotes 
the ways that we think about governing ourselves, as 
governmental subjects are guided in ways that foster 
and encourage self-governance and optimization 
through responsibilization and self-knowledge.
•One of the ways that contemporary criminologists have 
engaged with Foucault’s work on governmentality is by 
exploring the use of ‘crime’ as a governmental 
rationality. Simon (2007: 17) argues that American 
society has come to be governed through crime:

• “When we govern through crime, we make crime 
and the forms of knowledge historically associated 
with it - criminal law, popular crime narrative, and 
criminology - available outside their original limited 
subject domains as powerful tools with which to 
interpret and frame all forms of social action as a 
problem for governance.”
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“We need to see things not in terms of the 
replacement of a society of sovereignty by a 

disciplinary society and the subsequent replacement of a 
disciplinary society by a society of government; in reality one 

has a triangle, sovereignty-discipline-government, which has as 
its primary target the population and its essential mechanism 
apparatuses of security” (Foucault, in Burchell et al 1991: 102).
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