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Abstract This study seeks to analyze normalization and its
implications in Colson Whitehead’s novel The Nickel Boys through
the lens of Michel Foucault’s theoretical framework. Thus, the
researchers aim at employing Foucault’s theory of panopticon as the
paradigm of the modern world to show how the American
government, through dispersed educational, judicial, and disciplinary
institutions across society, seeks to establish a homogeneous and
conformist society in which individuals are thoroughly normalized.
The findings of this research reveal that the American society
depicted in the novel during the 1960s exemplifies the Foucauldian
model of the modern world, where individuals are confined,
controlled, and administered within various institutions, including
reform schools, the judicial system, law, the police, and a matrix of
other satellite institutions. Collectively, these institutions strive to
produce docile, submissive, and obedient people who are devoid of
individuality and whose identities rest on their being just like other
people in society.
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1. Introduction

olson Whitehead is one of the most acclaimed contemporary American
C novelists, and his novel The Nickel Boys is classified as one of the best

twenty-first-century American novels. Through the story of two central

characters and some others from different social backgrounds, the
novel depicts the lives of individuals in a reform school and the way
institutional oppression and political control seek to shatter their identity. In
this sense, the text has substantial critical value since it explores themes of
institutions, surveillance, and normalization policies in the United States
during the 1960s. By depicting post-World War Il America not as the land of
freedom and the human rights it claimed, but rather as a society where schools
function like prisons, law becomes a tool of repression, and truth serves as a
pretext for systemic violence, Whitehead offers a critique of the dominant
narratives of freedom in the United States.

This critical approach also resonates with Michel Foucault’s influential
theory propounded in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, where
he develops the concept of “panopticon”. Based on Jeremy Bentham’s late
18th-century design for a prison, panopticon for Foucault is not just a physical
structure; it embodies the hidden political logic and historical foundations of
modern disciplinary societies. Unlike traditional forms of overt violence, such
as torture or public execution, panoptic power functions through constant
surveillance, normalization, and the internalization of control. Individuals act
as if always under surveillance, which results in enforcing their own
conformity. For Foucault, panopticon structure is not confined to prisons but
constitutes a structural paradigm of modernity that covers institutions from
schools to legal systems and leads to the silent, continuous reproduction of
social order.

This study applies Foucault’s theoretical framework to The Nickel Boys
and examines how the text exposes systems of power, normalization, and
subject formation within the social and political structures of modern
America. Disciplinary power, according to Foucault, operates through a
network of institutions, schools, police, courts, and reformatories that
collectively produce obedient, homogeneous subjects. The novel’s
representation of the Nickel Academy exemplifies the same logic; that is,
under the guise of reform, the institution functions as a force that erases
individuality and suppresses agency. The present research aims to show that
Whitehead’s novel moves beyond a fictional account of personal experiences
to uncover the deeper, intertwined workings of power and discipline in
American society. By situating the characters’ lived experiences within the
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framework of panopticon, the novel reveals how modern institutions
collaborate in the continuous reproduction of obedience and conformity.

2. Method

Understanding Foucault’s notion of normalization requires understanding
disciplinary power because the relationship between knowledge and power is
inseparable from the processes of normalization. In works such as Madness
and Civilization (1961) and The Birth of the Clinic (1963), Foucault analyzes
how modern social institutions intervene in individuals’ lives from day one,
and categorizing, normalizing, and controlling individuals become their main
goals. For Foucault, power in the modern era is no longer primarily linked to
death, but to life, and rather operates through institutions and techniques
designed for normalization, rationalization, institutionalization, control,
subjectivation, and obedience. Foucault argues that legal, educational, and
disciplinary structures operate in a complex networks that not only frame
behavioral structures but also employ a wide range of techniques for
discipline, surveillance, and administration. In Power/Knowledge (1980), he
opines that blending legal, moral, and educational norms produces “normal”
subjects, who are unconsciously integrated into circuits of power and
governance, thus helping maintain the status quo without recognizing their
role.

For Foucault, power and knowledge are mutually reinforcing and work
continuously through institutions that aim at shaping individuals through
subtle and pervasive normalization. Classification allows societies to mold
people into specific forms, bring about homogeneity, and create subjects who
participate in their own surveillance. This research adopts Foucault’s
framework to examine how institutions shape characters’ lives,
unconsciously direct them towards conformity, and reinforce social order and
institutional control.

4. Results

Colson Whitehead’s The Nickel Boys is set in 1960s Tallahassee, during the
height of the Civil Rights Movement. Elwood Curtis, an idealistic Black high
school student who is inspired by the philosophy of Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. is arrested after a legal misunderstanding and sent to the Nickel Academy,
which is apparently a reform school. The institution subjects boys to hard
work, inadequate education, beatings, sexual abuse, and, in some cases,
arbitrary killings followed by secret burials. Elwood makes friends with Jack
Turner, a pragmatic inmate. While Turner tries not to make trouble, Elwood’s
moral convictions repeatedly expose him to violence. The novel details their
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daily lives in the academy, the systematic brutality, small acts of resistance,
and the occasional but often doomed escape attempts. Ultimately, when
Turner learns that Elwood is to be killed, they attempt to flee. Elwood is
Killed, and Turner escapes, but he assumes Elwood’s identity.

Within Foucault’s framework, Nickel functions not as a school but as a
prison masquerading under the rhetoric of “care,” “rehabilitation,” and
“education.” The institution demonstrates how disciplinary societies
normalize individuals by producing obedient subjects. Nickel exemplifies the
paradox Foucault identifies, which is institutions' claim to reform but, in
reality, reproduce control, surveillance, and domination. The rhetoric of
education conceals structural violence. New arrivals are told that they are
there because they cannot “behave like proper citizens”. The school’s purpose
IS not academic instruction but the molding of “normal”, “useful”, and
compliant citizens. Nickel, like all prisons, schools, armies, and factories in
Foucault’s analysis, intervenes deeply in individual lives to internalize norms
of discipline. Elwood initially views Nickel as an educational space, but he
quickly realizes that surveillance and punishment, symbolized by the dreaded
White House building, replace actual learning. The absence of walls or barbed
wire masks deeper panoptic control: boys internalize constant visibility and
regulate themselves even in the absence of direct coercion. Fear becomes an
internalized discipline and shapes their identity. Over time, Elwood and the
other students stop resisting and instead conform, which reflects Foucault’s
insight that disciplinary power produces subjects who control themselves.

Foucault relates the modern police system to Bentham’s panopticon and
maintains that there is continuous surveillance where individuals never know
when they are being watched, resulting in a society in which citizens
discipline themselves. In the novel, police power is everywhere present;
Elwood is constantly haunted by images of police brutality, which he had
witnessed firsthand, against Black protesters: batons, water hoses, and
arbitrary arrests. Yet policing extends beyond uniformed officers.
Supervisors at Nickel, like Spencer or the abusive Freddie Rich, perform
police functions by monitoring, disciplining, and instilling fear. Sexual
violence, beatings, and threats are all techniques of bodily and psychological
control that are regularly exercised at Nickel. Ordinary citizens also act as
“informal police”: for example, a local man returns the escaping Clayton
Smith to Nickel, which can also reinforce the regime’s control and
administration. In this sense, society at large participates in creating a police
state where all differences are suppressed, and every individual can act as an
agent of surveillance.
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While law is supposed to protect humans and their lives, in Foucault’s
analysis, it also functions as a disciplinary tool that shapes individuals to
conform to dominant norms. In the same vein, at Nickel, law is not a means
for justice but a framework for enforcing obedience. On arrival, boys are
categorized into a hierarchy of ranks: “Grub,” “Explorer”, “Pioneer”, and
“Ace”. Advancement depends entirely on obedience and conformity, not on
learning or moral growth. Law here is stripped of its protective function and
rather used to create docile subjects. Importantly, most boys at Nickel are not
real criminals: Elwood’s only “crime” was unknowingly riding in a stolen
car. Others are punished for trivial offenses such as truancy or petty mischief.
However, they are treated like dangerous offenders, which highlights the
broader American reality that the state criminalizes minor deviations to
enforce homogeneity.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Colson Whitehead’s The Nickel Boys offers a powerful critique of power,
surveillance, and normalization in modern U.S. society. The novel reveals
how institutions that claim to rehabilitate instead function as state apparatuses
of control in erasing individuality and enforcing conformity. Through
characters like Elwood Curtis and Jack Turner, Whitehead depicts how
families, schools, police, and law gradually discipline subjects into obedient,
alienated subjects. The narrative becomes a metaphor for the broader
American matrix of power, where disciplinary institutions collectively
reproduce obedience, suppress difference and freedom, and limit agency.
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