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To argue, according to some critics, ‘Knowledge is power’1, rules the world. 

Knowledge is well defined by Plato as ‚justified true belief‛.  Knowledge as defined 

by Merriam-Webster, is, ‘the sum of what is known: the body of truth, information 

and principles acquired by humankind.’  A group of few get sanctions on some 

accepted ideas i.e. ‘true belief’, thus becomes powerful to dominate others. 

According to Foucault Power is what makes us what we are, operating on a quite 

different level.  It comes from everywhere. Power is constituted through accepted 

forms of Knowledge. These few further become powerful against others who 

contradict unanimous agreement. This again takes us to accept that circumstances 

influence individual perception and comprehension.  If it is true, the idea of absolute 

truth is knowledge for individuals. The notion of absolute truth is again 

complicated.  Society as a whole makes the journal of some commonly agreed upon 

ideas and concepts treating them to be true and follows them without any 

discrimination. Thus it sets the idea of truth and knowledge as a whole. However, as 

a matter of fact, we are continuously in the process of constructing truth/knowledge. 

This indeed defines humanity. Few people who have physical and mental force rule 

the majority. These few salvage into power game. Here the key word Power needs 

special attention. According to Foucault, knowledge could be gained with the 

questioning faculties of human beings. Human beings are skeptical. Inquisitiveness 

opens the world of knowledge. The book Archaeology of Knowledge, according to 

Foucault, ‚<belongs to that field in which the questions of the human being, 

consciousness, origin and the subject emerge, intersect, mingle and separate off.‛ 

(16)  Further Foucault in his treatise, says, ‚Knowledge is one way in which a society 

recognizes and develops a mass of documentation with which it is inextricably 

bound.‛2 The French word connaissance in The Archaeology of Knowledge refers to a 
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particular corpus of knowledge, a particular discipline where Knowledge is an object 

with subject missing and savoir is knowledge in general, the totality of connaissance, it 

is explicit and describable.   Savoir is know-how which awakens a person to believe 

‘I can’ or ‘I should’. This duality of knowledge contributes in human understanding 

of situations and his behavior is influenced. To seek the probable answers to these 

interrogations, Michel Foucault tried to theorize some issues and some abstract ideas 

that hamper or influence human behavior. Throughout his dissertation, Foucault 

emulates the development of knowledge/ power practices by studying disciplinary 

and normalization strategies. It was through Histoire de la folie3 Foucault had a 

spectacular entry on to the galaxy of intellectuals.    

To begin with, in his seminal work Madness and Civilization Foucault focuses 

on a central mechanism of categorization. People are generally characterized and 

classified in two categories i.e. Normal and Abnormal. However, abnormal cannot 

be taken as antonym of normal though we believe it so. In fact abnormal is conceived 

as everything which differs significantly from the normal. It is associated with 

normal as well as co-related.  Foucault has explained it succinctly: 

Madness becomes a form related to reason, [not opposite to reason] or more 

precisely madness and reason enter into a perpetually reversible relationship 

which implies that all madness has its own reason by which it is judged and 

mastered, and all reason has its madness in which it finds its own derisory 

truth. (28-29) 

Thus madness has its own reason and all reason has its madness in perceiving 

truth. Obviously the concepts of reason-madness regulate human behavior. Not only 

has this but Savoir also regulates individual behaviour. Through abnormality we 

conceive the idea of normal.  The only thing is that the absence of reason hampers 

rational behavior. Foucault understands madness as less a mental condition than as 

a cultural situation that roused much heated debate and severe criticism (Recall 

Historian Lawrence Stones’ criticism). 4 The madman is he who, according to Kant, is 

caught in a set of contradictions that make knowledge impossible. These 

contradictions occur due to individual perception of the idea of truth. To make it 

more clear, Foucault says ‘The distance between reason and non-reason; reason’s 

subjugation of non-reason, wresting from it its truth as madness, crime or disease 

derives explicitly from this point’. (Madness and Civilization xii) Thus the idea of 

crime finds its roots in reason in absentia as well on circumstances in which few hold 

power and cultural situations that direct and control human behaviour. These 

contradictory issues, if not resolved in time, leave knowledge and reason impossible 
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for an individual to perceive. Above discussion makes it clear that everything is 

constructed, nothing is absolute. Derrida’s discourse on ‘continual defferral of 

meaning’5 propagates this point more succinctly.  

In one case ‚to differ‛ signifies nonidentity; in the other case it signifies the 

order of the same. Yet there must be a common, although entirely different 

root within the sphere that relates the two movements of differing to one 

another. (n.p.) 

If this is so then the concept of crime is also constructed and ever changing. 

Crime and criminology is a product of a social, mental, moral, psychological, 

economical and cultural construct. The concept of crime is constructed is well 

showcased through its literary representations in literature over the period of time. 

To make the point of discussion more comprehensive, Michel Foucault and his 

theories are referred.  

To define it, ‘Crime is understood as a product of a rational free will: a course 

of action freely chosen through calculations of the pain and pleasure involved’6 

(McLaughlin, Muncie, and Hughes 1). Closely opposite words pain and pleasure 

decide the action of individuals. Excessive pain demands for seeking pleasure in any 

way. Thus the person willingly pays any price to enjoy it. It is also a craving for 

power in adverse social circumstances against society. Since time immortal, 

transgression of moral and legal code challenges the social order due to power play. 

The demand for pleasure and power makes a person transgress his moral and legal 

code. Before theorizing crime and delving deep in proving it as an object of scientific 

inquiry, one has to understand, the idea of sin was the working force at the back of 

human mind (It reminds me of ‚the‛ original sin.  The myth of ‚the‛ original sin, 

reminds of highly reprehensible act of Adam and Eve, following their great fall.  

Here sin is glossed as crime. To make it more subtle, deviation from disciplined 

behavior that disrupts social life can be called as criminal act. If it is so, then 

psychological meanderings on individual’s irrational behavior are not given special 

attention. The theory of psychology which often influences human behavior was 

totally ignored in the act of constructing crime. 13th century English glossed the word 

crime as ‘sinfulness’, charge, deceit. Sociology defines the word crime in a way that 

better explains our understanding of a term. It views crime as ‘deviant behavior’6 

that violates prevailing norms.  In common parlance the act of unlawful behavior 

that invites punishment by the state is called crime. It not only defies individuals but 

the whole community at large. To maintain peace and freedom of each of the 

individuals, every country has its own laws that are strictly followed. If in case law 
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is violated, the act is treated to be criminal. To prevent such ‘callous’ acts, laws were 

established. Laws are traditionally set and they put limits on behavior and decide 

what is unacceptable. Herein Law can be one way of power game. Laws are 

ultimately made by powerful few. 

Foucault’s another seminal discourse on Discipline and Punish7 focuses the 

issue of criminology in theoretical language with which to analyze the practices of 

punishment keeping in view criminology’s own status as a power/ knowledge 

apparatus. According to Foucault, law is a form of power that prevents acceptable 

behavior but fails in specifying what acceptable behavior is. If it is disciplinary law, 

it not only punishes but also rewards. Punishment is made public whereas rewards 

are never made public. To say it ideologically, all humans ought to behave normally. 

It gives rise to certain complex realities of human life. It challenges our age old 

theory that Nature has assigned to us some individual rights by birth.  Normal 

behavior is possible in normal circumstances. But society constructs influences that 

sometimes hamper our normal behavior. Normal behavior is mostly hampered by 

political, social, cultural, economical and psychological constraints. Social 

discriminations and hierarchies triggers up the deviant behavior. Science focuses on 

general principles and on individual circumstances. But when humans are 

concerned, we are bound to care very much about the actual individuals.  If 

individual’s fundamental rights are at stake, he behaves irrationally. Thus he is 

entitled to criminality and crime. Crime is construed when the strained relation 

between Government of others and government of self8 clashes with each other. The 

individual shapes and sharpens his subjectivity by activating technologies of his self. 

Sartre would call it existential freedom as he also propagated the idea that meaning 

is constructed by men than was predetermined by any outside force. But Sartre is 

also proven wrong when it comes to individuals. Because no meaning is 

predetermined, each person is free to create and construct his own meaning through 

his own actions.  That freedom is given by unanimity. The issue of acting in bad 

faith9 is born out of all this. And bad faith (if we deny or hide from the given 

freedom and refuse to accept our essential freedom it is called bad faith) really gives 

birth to crime. It’s the trouble of choosing between freedom and choice. Individual’s 

specific ways of thinking and specific ways of acting makes him stand against 

others. Individuals are always free to make choices, in a way they are masters of 

their own ways.  

Of late, the dynamics of crime and criminals are dependent on individual 

choices they make and it requires special attention.  Above argument regarding 
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construction of crime gets manifested in literary representations. It also gives rise to 

the discourse on Crime that is witnessed in literature of all ages. Crime and criminals 

are interdisciplinary or mostly cross-disciplinary themes that dominate the fields of 

literature, films, psychology, law and media. Movies showcase gory criminal acts.  

News Papers are full of crime events.  Crime is fictionalized even in literature. And 

we find the trails of how crime is constructed and culturally represented in 

literature.  To contend further, criminal discourses knowingly and unknowingly 

construct myths that generate fear and panic, gives rise to restlessness, and restricts 

personal freedom and rights. It also poses a great threat to social peace and invites 

social upheaval.  This paper tries to find the trails of criminals and construction of 

crime in literary representation.  Since the time of Chaucer’s 14th century Prologue 

the trails of crime are witnessed. The clergy used to violate church law and in Frier 

and in Summoner, criminal traits were observed.  20th century Modern Crime Fiction 

finds its roots in 17th and 18th century picaresque novel. The study investigates which 

forces are involved in the making of crime fiction, though not much in detail. It will 

also suggest that ‘problem of crime’ does not simply try to account for why certain 

individuals transgress moral and legal codes whilst others do not, but also initiates 

the interrogation of how and why certain behaviour seems to be subjected to 

criminal sanctions and how the construction and deconstruction of the notion of 

crime, criminal behavior takes the toll of human life. However, Crime Fiction may be 

further researched in different dimensions including thriller fiction, court-room 

struggles, detective stories and murder mysteries. 

The trails of criminal behavior finds rooted in the picaresque, social and 

sensational novel.  Picaresque novel was a severe criticism on the whole of society 

whereas social novel highlighted some specific problems and loopholes in the 

judicial system and sensational novel deals with the issues regarding thrilling and 

abnormal behavior. The protagonist is merely evolved from being a critic of society 

to a victim who highlights some societal problems. However, in later stages, he 

neither represents society nor even criticizes it. This stage gives them different 

identity and they become the characters of readers’ interest. In tracing the evolution 

or how crime is constructed, we realize that detective is nothing but the literary 

evolution of the criminal. To name some, Daniel Defoe, Henry Fielding and Wilkie 

Collins are few of the novelists in whose hands literary representation of criminal 

reached to its set standards. With epic dimensions and comic style, Henry Fielding’s 

Tom Jones is the best example of constructing criminal behavior due to rude society.  

Through his novels, Fielding staged the scandals and grievances of the day and 

caricatured the sham heroics and sentimentality of the individuals. Tom is 
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mischievous, often found beating his mates and sometimes trespass the territory of 

Square Western in search of a prey. His sexual appetite makes him fall under the 

banner of a criminal. While loving Sophia, Tom falls prey to sexual attacks and 

indulges sexually with game keeper’s daughter Molly and proves himself to be a 

criminal. Here Tom resembles the protagonist of The Unfortunate Traveller, Mr. Jack 

Wilton, who swindles his superiors out of alcohol and money. He is also accused of 

rape like Tom. Tom follows his master in the hopeless hope of gaining money, 

getting respect but in vain. A close scrutiny of Tom’s character confirms his urge for 

power through his master. Power, according to Tom is money and respect. Tom’s 

deviant behavior is rooted in his birth. He is born under hushed whispers of illegal 

circumstances.  This makes Tom behave abnormally. Throughout the novel Tom is 

put in an antagonistic relationship to society. Power plays a major role in the life of 

Tom, ‘an imperfect hero’ who wants to win respect which was denied to him by 

birth.  According to Foucault, ‘power is diffuse rather than concentrated, embodied 

and enacted rather than possesses, discursive rather than purely coercive and 

constitutes agents rather than being deployed by them’. (Gavanta 2) However, he 

believed that power isn’t just negative, repressive thing that forces us to do things 

against our wishes, but can also be very productive and positive as well. Foucault 

says, ‚The individual, with his identity and characteristics, is the product of a 

relation of power exercised over bodies, multiplicities, movements, desires, forces.‛ 

(Power/Knowledge 73-4) Though Foucault says so, in the construction of crime, Power 

is seen not productive but destructive. Tom believes that it is much easier to make 

good men wise than to make bad men good. At Allworthy’s house the treatment 

which is given to Tom, constructs his notion of society.  Lady criminal Moll Flanders 

(Daniel Dafoe’s Fortunes and Misfortunes of Moll Flanders) is also raised by her foster 

mother. It is lying dormant at the back of her mind that makes her engage in deceit 

and theft. Moll, a maid is loved by both the sons who become the reason of her 

misfortunes. What distinguishes Moll Flanders from the picaresque tradition is that 

the lady protagonist, who is an essentially criminal, is the isolated individual. In her 

readers can tap the effects of heredity and environment in the making of criminals. 

Her amorous escapades through a series of marriages and affairs are nothing but a 

futile effort to be a ‘gentlewoman’. She finds respite in theft. In fact, she is the victim 

of her own weakness, ‘My vanity was the cause of it *my ruin+.’ (Defoe 43) In this 

novel Defoe established the importance of Judiciary and law that followed 

punishment.  Stealing and hitting are the regular acts in which Tom is always 

indulges that makes him feel powerful and the feeling of ownership creeps in.  His 

mother also deceives him. In the dual, Tom commits crime by stabbing Mr. 
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Fitzpatrick and is thrown in jail. Lack of chastity makes Tom guilty in the eyes of his 

heroin Sophia. But the novel ends on a happy note by family reconciliation. This was 

the time writers came up with criminal biographies. Thus individual criminal’s role 

was shifted to the relationship between society and crime. With the involvement of 

judicial system, there was the emergence of new character in the literary evolution of 

the criminal in these novels i.e. the detective. Generally Edger Allan Poe is 

acknowledged as first detective short story writer followed by Sir Arthur Conan 

Doyle. Crime is thus constructed due to social hierarchies which are always engaged 

in power play wherein innocents fall prey to it; in turn criminals are made not born 

as criminals.  

Criminal’s antagonistic relation with the society underwent a gradual change 

in the beginning of the Nineteenth century. It was an advent of a social novel. Louis 

Cazamian defines  it as ‚ a novel with a social thesis; a novel which aims at directly 

influencing human relations, either in general, or with reference to one particular set 

of circumstances.‛ (8) A social novel is a severe critical commentary on a vicious 

prison discipline and a sanguinary criminal code. The centre of social novel is a 

criminal who is a critic as well as a victim of society. He is not directly related with 

judicial system but his familial and social relationship is scrutinized. In a social novel 

genuine criminal represents a social evil, rather than a victim of a social evil. It is also 

a critical commentary on the criminal. Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist is the best 

example of social novel. In this regard, Louis Cazamian says: 

The story of the novel, from Richardson to Dickens, is the story of that [moral 

and religious] fervour; how it became social in its application; how evil came 

to appear under the guise of social injustice; how the love of virtue is replaced 

with the pity for the wretched. Dickens’s moral message differed from 

Richardson’s because his century saw evil in social terms. (38) 

Oliver Twist is a severe criticism on Victorian Society’s treatment of the poor. Those 

were the times low class downtrodden children were raised in the workhouses. They 

were hardly accepted in elite society. Class divide was not only a part of the social 

hierarchy but moulded the mindset as well. The society took care not to have 

increase in poor population. Couples were also tortured and separated. Moral 

virtues like cleanliness was a myth and workhouses used to be most filthy places. In 

such filth Oliver spends his crucial childhood days. Filth begets filth; Oliver is 

savage and had a certain criminal fate. To avoid so, he was starved till death. 

Workhouses produced such cannibals who only knew how to curse. Child 

trafficking was very much in vogue. Dickens succeeds in his nipping criticism of 
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prevailing social conditions in a satirical tone. He also showcases how criminals 

breed. In such terrible social circumstances the lower classes had to struggle for life. 

In adverse conditions one is prone to lose his rational self.  Social injustice, in turn, 

gave birth to crime. Dickens use criminal as a criticism against Judicial System. 

Genuine criminal, in the hands of Dickens, is a representative of social evil. He is a 

manifestation of corrupt society. The novels of Dickens gave birth of a new character 

i.e. social detective. Arthur Conan Doyle through his detective stories of Holmes 

created Aesthetic criminal. 

Wilkie Collin’s (king of sensation) The Woman in White causes 

unprecedented sensation after its publication in 1859.  The Guardian reviews it as 

foundation text of sensation novel. It succeeded in blending intrigue, crime with 

thrill and suspense. What accolades it received were compensated with extreme 

criticism by calling it a ‘great trash.’ The woman in white who appears at night in the 

woods, a mysterious frightened lady and disappears creates sensation in the life of 

Walter Hartright. It created thrill amongst readers. It gave different perspective to 

the construction of crime.  Since then there are en number of modern criminal 

fictions including Dan Brown’s latest Inferno that justified that crime is constructed 

and criminals are made.   

To sum up, Literature Review, since Chaucer, shows the tactics and strategies 

on which crime is constructed.  Crime is theorized around power issues. It’s also 

constructed due to individual perception of the ideas of pain, pleasure. An 

individual, if ignored few exceptions, is never born a criminal. But he becomes a 

criminal in the course of time due to the social injustice, sometimes circumstantial 

one and mostly due to the treatment he gets from the society. Crime is constructed 

when an individual tries to seek some power against the hostile society and takes in 

hand law. These criminals are made, they are not born criminals. They should not be 

shunned but should be understood through psychology. Class divide makes them 

criminal minded. Crime follows Punishment, but to make a person rational with a 

good conduct, he should not be severely punished as it would aggravate his criminal 

acts. If a person is deprived of his fundamental right by the powerful governance, a 

person indulges in criminal acts and gets stigmatized as criminal. Criminals are, thus 

‘made’, not born. 
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ENDNOTES: 

1. Throughout his wide field of study, Michel Foucault concentrated on one truism i.e. Knowledge 

is Power. His interest in Power and Knowledge and how they work together made him 

contribute intensively in research field. Power makes us what we are; it’s discursive rather than 

coercive.  Power according to him is everywhere, comes from everywhere. In this sense it cannot 

be structural nor can be an agency.  

2. In his methodological treatise L’archeologie du savoir i.e. Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault opines 

that system of thought and knowledge is governed by the rules. By rules he is not referring logic 

and grammar but that which operates beneath the consciousness of individual subjects. In 

contrast to structuralism, Foucault demonstrates that the semantic and syntactic structures do 

not suffice to determine the discursive meaning of an expression. So is with crime. The meaning 

of Crime will differ individually due to taxing circumstances as well as on the conditions in 

which it emerges.  

3.  Histoire de la folie  a l’age classique i.e. Madness and Civilization : A History of Insanity in the 

Age of Reason was published in 1964.  Foucault’s first major book sheds light on cultural 

dimensions that influence human behavior than a psychiatric standpoint. 

4. Historian Lawrence Stone’s (an English historian) book review , ‘Madness’ in December16, 1982 

New York Review of Books on Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization ensued much 

awaited debate regarding his concept of Madness and was severely criticized for his pessimism, 

free  interpretation and anti-enlightenment attitude. 

5. Derrida reflected the same idea in his essay ‚Différance‛ wherein he asserts that ‘In the absence 

of a center or origin, everything became discourse,’ or a system in which pure meaning is never 

absolutely present outside a system of differences. (18) 

6. In Criminological Perspectives: Essential Readings edited by Eugene McLaughlin John and Muncie 

and Gorden Hughes, they describe deviant behaviour as any behavior that is contrary to the 

dominant norms of society. 

7. In his essay Discipline and Punish: The birth of the Prison, 1995, Foucault seeks to analyze 

punishment in its social context at the same time investigated how changing power relations 

affected punishment. Thus disciplinary power suggests how individuals can be supervised and 

controlled efficiently. It also aims at depriving individual’s freedom as well as reforming him at 

times. 

8. Government of others and Government of self was a series of lectures given by Foucault in 1983 

at college de France.  By Government of others Foucault means that fashioning of one’s self in 

relation to other is Government of others whereas constitution of relationship to self is known as 

Government of Self. The process involves complex of experiences linked to care of self. 

9. Bad faith is propagated by famous existential philosophers Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de 

Beauvoir to suggest how societal forces influence human behavior and forces them to adopt false 

values. Thus, in turn, makes them restrict their freedom to act authentically.  
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