
So here we are again - another Sunday, another philosophy lesson, aka your favorite time of the 
week.  I’ve been giving you guys a little bit of an overview of where I was heading with these 
lessons over the last couple of weeks, and now we’re getting into some deeper waters.  Last 
week, we went over postmodern philosophy, a philosophy that encourages us to look behind the 
curtain at the wizard there and ask why things are the way they are and who benefits from this 
status quo, as well as what questions we are allowed to ask and who it is, exactly, that decides 
what those questions and subsequent answers can be.  
 
There was a French philosopher named Michel Foucault who took a look at the world and 
realized how slightly barbaric and impersonal it had become in some key ways, such as the 
mental health, medical, and criminal justice systems.  This last point, especially, is what we’re 
going to focus on today.  In Foucault’s view, we tend to see criminal justice in the past as 
“barbaric” and “cruel”, what with all of the public executions and elaborate public tortures, and 
that we have since elevated it to a humane and civilized level, and that this was an incorrect 
way to view things.  In the past, he contended, things were gruesome, to be sure, but it 
happened right in people’s faces, which allowed the system to show what it really was, allowed 
people to more easily see the problems with it and rise up accordingly, and could lead to large 
demonstrations of support for the victim of these executions and denouncement for the 
executioner and his employer.  Nowadays, he contended, everything happens behind closed 
doors, which allows law enforcement to put on a friendly face regardless of what vile things may 
be happening out of sight.  It has also shifted the focus of the public’s scorn away from the 
officers and toward the accused, as the lack of transparency allows law enforcement to better 
control the narrative in order to guide public opinion.  And, since everything now happens out of 
sight, we can’t see the consequences of state power and, thus, are less able to effectively rise 
against it.  This, Foucault argued, was truly barbaric. 
 
He also felt that the function of the penal system wasn’t to protect society, reduce crime, or 
rehabilitate prisoners, but to protect the power of the ruling class.  This isn’t to say that it was 
created with that sole purpose of doing so, but it is pretty good at doing just that and has 
evolved to become better at doing so.  As philosopher Oliver Stone put it, “...[it] is like saying 
‘the human eye is designed for taking in light.’  The human eye was not designed: it evolved. 
But saying ‘designed to take in light’ gets across the idea that it’s very good at that job and 
pressure to do that job was instrumental in its development.”  This isn’t to say that people 
involved in the penal system are all horrible people who are explicitly trying to exert power over 
the masses for the benefit of those in power, it’s just that the system has inherent biases that 
tend to favor those who possess more social power, whether due to ethnicity, sex, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, economic status, etc.  As an example, the bankers responsible for 
the 2008 economic crash faced no real penalties as a result of their multi-billion dollar fraud, but 
you or I would be in prison for trying to scam a few hundred through a fraud scheme. 
 
Now, let’s take a look at something that has been a pretty big movement for the past several 
years and has very recently exploded in terms of widespread adoption and acknowledgement - 
Black Lives Matter (which I’m going to refer to as BLM for the remainder of this lesson).  BLM 



came into existence largely because of the very things that Foucault spoke about decades ago - 
a penal system unfairly targeting people of color and killing them in disproportionate numbers 
while the populace at large remained largely ignorant due to the police force’s ability to hide 
away a lot of their misconduct and explain away the rest - since a lot of the abuse wasn’t 
happening in front of the public at large, most people weren’t aware of the extent of it.  If this 
had been happening a few hundred years ago, Foucault would say, the public could easily see 
that there was an alarmingly high amount of black people being tried and sent to the gallows 
and be more easily able to raise concerns over it, even fight back against the people in power if 
need be.  In addition, as it is typically wealthy white men in power, their needs and concerns are 
what the justice system caters most to.  People of color, women, the poor, and people who are 
not cis-gendered or straight are then much more likely to be the target of systemic violence as a 
result of not being a part of this “in-group”, but this isn’t something that has gotten much in the 
way of serious national dialogue because it favors the “ruling class” and has, unfortunately, 
become the status quo.  This is an example of those in power controlling what questions can be 
asked and what the answers are allowed to be.  However, enough has leaked out about these 
injustices to the public at large, due to the rise of social media, that we are beginning to rise up, 
these questions are being asked, and the status quo is being seriously challenged.  On a policy 
level, changes are slow to materialize or are being actively fought because those who would 
have to enact this level of change are the “ruling class” that has benefitted from the state of 
things for so long that they are afraid of losing the protection they’ve long enjoyed.  And to that I 
say, “Cry me a river.” 
 
I hope this has maybe opened your eyes a bit in regard to our penal system.  Maybe it hasn’t - 
maybe you already knew all of this and I’m just preaching to the choir.  I would actually like that 
to be the case, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it was.  I mean, you guys are pretty bright kids.  But 
maybe I’ve helped expand the scope of you guys’ thinking just a bit and given you a slightly 
different way to view the world around you.  I’ll be back next week, ready to show you more 
ways in which newer philosophy helps to better make sense of the world around us, because I 
know it can seem pretty insane.  Anyway, you guys go and have some fun - school is right 
around the corner, so get some R&R in while you still can and I’ll talk at you again soon. 
 
 


