Assignment Two
Topic
The regulation of women’s bodies through beauty norms with relation to Foucault’s theory of power
Introduction
Michel Foucault was a French philosopher and widely regarded as ‘one of, if not the, most influential thinkers of our time’[footnoteRef:1]. His most popular work involved his theory of power and how power is diffuse. When talking about power, he does not describe it as something that is top-down, like a governmental system of Prime Minister at the top leading the government and the people at the bottom who are affected by all the decisions made by the government. Yes while that is the current system in place for the UK, Foucault thinks power works culturally and through different contexts. [1:  Geoff Danaher, Tony Schirato, and Jen Webb, Understanding Foucault (Sage Publications, 2000) p.1 -2 ] 

It is important to understand that both truth and knowledge play into producing and enhancing power. In a 1976 interview, Foucault states 
‘Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics' of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Michel Foucault, Power knowledge, Selected Interviews and Other Writings p. 131
] 

This can tell us a lot about how power works in a society. Society treats things as true, and that is shaped by political, social and institutional factors rather than being an independent idea. The “regime of truth” tells us that some statements and discourse are granted legitimacy because it is acceptable by those powers. Some statements are pushed aside or flagged as false because society deems it unacceptable. For example, we are inclined to believe scientists, doctors and in some cases religious leaders because they hold privileged positions. We have authorised those people to tell us what is true about our bodies or the world around us. 
Overall, truth is not a neutral concept, it is linked to various systems of power that regulate, sanction and authorise what is acceptable, what counts as knowledge and who to authorise to define what is true.
This essay aims to relate this idea of truth, knowledge and power to how women’s bodies are regulated via contemporary beauty norms. This essay will use arguments based in Foucault’s ideas and examine any critiques against it.
Discipline/Docile Bodies
Before delving into contemporary beauty norms, I think it is important to establish a further idea of what power can do. The introduction covered a lot of what power, truth and knowledge is according to Foucault but there is more to it. The idea of discipline plays into power, with what Foucault describes as the ‘docile body’ being the prime target. In his book Discipline and Punish he uses the example of a solider that can easily be recognised from afar who was shaped by his profession of fighting. Through discipline, the body has been trained and corrected over and over again until it is perfect for what it needs to do. ‘The soldier has become something that can be made; out of a formless clay, an inapt body, the machine required can be constructed.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Penguin Books, 1991), p. 135] 

 His argument is that this process is not unique to an army per say but shows how society shape people into being compliant and self-regulating. Foucault’s definition of the docile body is as follows: ‘the body becomes a useful force only if it is both a productive body and a subjected body’[footnoteRef:4]. He further goes on by stating ‘A body is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved.’[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Ibid, p. 26 ]  [5:  Ibid, p. 136] 

Contemporary Beauty Norms
There are many beauty norms within society, and they change from culture to culture. In western society, there are norms that tell women what a desirable body is. Some aspects of a desirable body are thinness, lack of body hair, makeup, smooth skin and a fit body. To highlight one example, body hair is typically considered masculine, and women therefore feel pressured to remove it and in some cases, are often shunned for not doing so.
Fashion trends and overall social media present women in such ways. For example, models in magazines such as Vogue or even in advertisements for clothing brands are presented with these features. A BBC article highlights that brands such as Next, Zara and M&S have had advertisements banned because they feature models who are thin. ‘Zara, Next and Marks & Spencer have all had adverts banned in recent months over models who "appeared unhealthily thin".’[footnoteRef:6] While in 2025 we do live in a more body positive world, these standards for women are still very much present. The fact that these adverts featured women who were thin still show that those in charge of companies and marketing think that thinness is a desirable trait and one that should be pushed for. These adverts being banned shows that these norms are still present and functioning in society. [6:  Charlotte Edwards, Is super skinny back? UK sees rise in complaints over thin models in adverts, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c4gm9rygdymo (Accessed 24/11/2025)] 

In modern society, the body of woman can be considered docile, a mound of clay that can be shaped by such norms. Female docility is created by constant self-monitoring, bodily training, correcting any “imperfections” and following narrow norms such as thinness and smoothness. One could argue that “beauty rituals” function like disciplinary routines Foucault uses to describe the soldier for example. Practices such as shaving, makeup and cosmetic surgery can all be viewed as regulations for women so they can fit the norm of “feminine beauty”.
To clarify, beauty has changed considerably every decade or so. In the 1990s, the defined fashion and trend was the “heroin-chic” style, which featured traits like pale skin, emaciated looks, thin almost string like hair. In the 2010s, it was the “fit body” trend which put heavy emphasis on toned looks and in the 2020s or at least the early 2020s, the trend was the hourglass figure with narrow waists, and wide hips with a bust to match that width. While the styles of these trends have changed dramatically, they are all equally restrictive as to what women look like. It shows that the “ideal” body is cultural and not biologically produced. Each decade ushers in new expectations for women; women must adapt or be left behind. This is exactly the discipline Foucault uses to describe the soldier. The body is a constant project and thus never complete. And because these standards are made by institutions such as fashion or celebrity culture, it becomes part of the regime of truth Foucault uses. This disciplinary power is subtle and more successful because each era has told women that it is something they can choose to be, their compliance on the surface seems to be voluntary rather than pressured onto them.
The Social Media Panopticon
The panopticon is an idea of a prison proposed by philosopher Jeremy Bentham.
‘While the prisoners were always visible, the windows of the tower were shielded. Bentham hypothesized that the omnipresent gaze created by the unverifiable presence of the guards would compel the prisoners to good behaviour.[footnoteRef:7] [7:   Daniel Chandler & Rod Munday, A Dictionary of Media and Communication (Oxford Reference, 2020)] 

The idea is that all prisoners are observed by a single guard, but the prisoners cannot know that they are being observed and since they do not know that they are in fact being observed, it would theoretically create a self-regulating behaviour whether they were being observed or not. Foucault would use this quote to describe a function of how the panopticon works: ‘He is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information, never a subject in communication’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Penguin Books, 1991) p. 200] 

The significance of the panopticon is not the building itself but the mechanism of power it creates. This is a method of control that uses continuous visibility, internal discipline and regulation along with surveillance. Minimal force or direct intervention is required; the inmates would eventually regulate their own behaviour due to the anticipation of them being watched.
Foucault argues that the idea of the panopticon shows a shift in society from sovereign power to disciplinary power. Sovereign power operates in public displays such as executions but disciplinary is silent and works constantly throughout everyday life. The panopticon can be seen as symbolic for diffuse power as seen in institutes such as schools, workplaces and hospitals. To modernise this, CCTV is prevalent everywhere in the western world. We do not know if there is a security guard watching us through one specific camera, but the idea of someone in authority watching us would make us behave how we think they would want us to behave.
‘We are entering the age of the infinite examination and of compulsory objectification.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid, p. 189] 

Social media operates a digital panopticon. Users on sites such as Facebook, Instagram and X (Twitter) are usually public and visible for anyone to see. And typically, people go on other profiles to examine what they have posted and judge them. The people who own the profiles know this and are then constantly self-monitoring even though it is possible nobody is actually on their profile.
It has been well documented that teenage girls (but not exclusively) across countries can and have developed mental health issues, eating disorders and body dysmorphia due to social media. In an article with the 19th, Amanda Raffoul, an expert on eating disorders stated that ‘“The more teenage girls are on social media and exposed to image-based social media, the more likely they are to have poor body image”’[footnoteRef:10]. Many posts online are appearance based and promoted to be the ideal body or a physique one should aim for when in actual fact, these physiques are either fabricated or incredibly hard to get/maintain. A young girl may scroll past one image of an unattainable physique and start questioning why she isn’t like her and start developing methods on how to become like her which can lead to extreme health problems. Due to the bolstering of societies ideals on what women should look like, it causes young girls to self-regulate themselves and constantly be surveying other women online to see if they match what an ideal body looks like or if they can make themselves look like that. This is a clear example of power working through silent means and not having any direct influence on someone. Young girls are unwitting docile bodies, mounds of clay that they themselves will shape because of what society deems acceptable to look like. The internalisation of scrutiny is a direct mirror of the panopticon; young girls discipline themselves through pressure of being seen online and not wanting to be judged or ostracised digitally or physically. [10:  Jennifer Gerson, The complicated ties between teenage girls and social media — and what parents should know, https://19thnews.org/2023/09/social-media-teenage-girls-mental-health-body-image/  (Accessed 26/11/2025)] 

This therefore leaves an ethical quandary. If young girls develop poor mental health, body dysmorphia or eating disorders then should access to such content be limited for them? Or should the content on such sites be regulated like advertisements are?
Power vs. Choice
Foucault’s theory of power goes against the idea that power is simply a tool to confine or restrict people with. He argues that power is in fact productive as it can bring new ideas of knowledge or even desires into existence, he states 
‘We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms… In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Penguin Books, 1991) p. 194] 

We can infer from this that what cultures and societies view as attractive, normal and desirable is not a natural preference, but something shaped by discourse and the institutes of power surrounding them. Power produces the idea of what people should want to be hence the large and vast amounts of desirable traits that women are pressured into following.
This can tell us that subjectivity is formed through power, how we understand our very bodies and aspirations are formed by power. Our idea of self is not independent from the world around it as we like to think it is, it is moulded by norms that circulate and embed themselves in our lives. ‘The individual, that is, is not the vis-a-vis of power; it is, I believe, one of its prime effects.’[footnoteRef:12]. The cultural expectations around us have been authorised as truth which affects our sense of identity and our desires deemed to be authentic. Choices we consider to be done by our freedom or done in an attempt of self-care such as grooming or dieting all fall into the system of what defines good looking is or what healthy is. Beauty norms work in a similar way as explained by this quote Foucault used to describe the idea of the Panopticon: ‘He becomes the principle of his own subjection.’[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Ibid, Power knowledge, Selected Interviews and Other Writings, p. 98]  [13:  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Penguin Books, 1991) p. 203] 

Overall, power does not repress desire but produces it, making it ever changing to fit the needs and wants of society. The want to meet beauty norms is not something that exists outside of power but is generated by the very institutes that allow what is acceptable to look like. Women become the product of constructs like femininity and bodily worth.
Limitations
There are some limitations to consider for Foucault’s arguments, however. Feminist theorists argue that Foucault fails to account for any specifics about the oppression of women. Sandra Bartky states that Foucault uses a gender neutral approach to a disciplinary system that often overlooks or does not consider that women are subject to much harsher, intense and intimate forms of regulation than men are.
‘Women, like men, are subject to many of the same disciplinary practices Foucault describes. But he is blind to those disciplines that produce a modality of embodiment that is particularly feminine.’ [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernisation of Patriarchal Power, p. 27] 

He addressed the typically masculine 17th century solider but ignores any gendered rituals that shape femininity, or the social disadvantages women tend to face if they do not conform to beauty standards.
Foucault also largely ignores aspects such as race, class and even sexuality can shape a woman’s experience of body regulation. This model of power is therefore less applicable to a diverse number of pressures.
His work is valuable in understanding normalisation and how society makes us monitor ourselves and regulate ourselves, but it does not account for actual feminine experience to account for the complex subject that is beauty norms and how they regulate bodies.
Conclusion
Foucault’s theory of power offers a different lens on how society moulds us. Ideas of docile bodies, self-regulation and how truth is created and circulated can show how contemporary beauty standards are subtle in nature and are constantly being internalised within us no matter how much they change. Everyday practices like grooming, watching what we eat and using social media only further these diffuse ways of disciplinary power that Foucault describes in his work. His theories highlight why beauty norms feel natural and self-imposed, but these norms are not evenly experienced. His views need to be expanded with a more feminist insight and therefore using Foucauldian ideas with a more feminist approach to these standards may allow for a better understanding on how contemporary culture governs us and why we should challenge such norms on a personal and political level.
Bibliography
Bartky, Sandra Lee, Femininity and Domination: Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernisation of Patriarchal Power, p. 27.
Chandler, Daniel, and Rod Munday, A Dictionary of Media and Communication (Oxford Reference, 2020).
Danaher, Geoff, Tony Schirato, and Jen Webb, Understanding Foucault (Sage Publications, 2000), pp. 1–2.
Edwards, Charlotte, ‘Is super skinny back? UK sees rise in complaints over thin models in adverts’, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c4gm9rygdymo [accessed 24 November 2025].
Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Penguin Books, 1991), pp. 26, 135, 136, 189, 194, 200, 203.
Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, pp. 98, 131.
Gerson, Jennifer, ‘The complicated ties between teenage girls and social media — and what parents should know’, https://19thnews.org/2023/09/social-media-teenage-girls-mental-health-body-image/ [accessed 26 November 2025].
