
Summary 

 

This dissertation offers a study of the practices and politics of punishment in Norway. It 

inserts itself into ongoing debates on the notion of Nordic penal exceptionalism and develops 

the Bourdieusian concept of the carceral field, with the aim of tracking penal policies, 

carceral practices, and criminological theorizing at three analytical levels. The dissertation 

offers two studies per level of analysis for a total of six distinct yet thematically interlinked 

investigations. 

Briefly stated, the dissertation examines legal punishment in Norway by drawing on a 

wide range of empirical materials – ethnographic field notes, interviews, official documents, 

and archival sources. It offers a triple-tiered analysis of the politics of punishment in one 

society, moving between microscopic analyses of confinement practices in one prison and 

life-course interviews with drug dealers, to a macroscopic study of shifting outcomes in the 

carceral field, before returning the analytical gaze back onto the scientific field itself. In so 

doing, the dissertation moves beyond its selected empirical domain to advance ongoing 

debates about the nexus between political economy and punishment by emphasizing the 

mediating influence of the carceral field, a concept derived from Bourdieu’s sociology of 

social space and symbolic power. While Norway may still be said to be embedded in a regime 

of Nordic penal exceptionalism, a moderate turn toward growing punitiveness and a 

continuous tension between care and coercion, should drive scholars to refine their analyses 

of this carceral outlier. 

First, it offers a microscopic analysis of punishment at ground level. By drawing on 

ethnographic fieldwork in one minimum-security prison in Norway as well as semi-structured 

interviews with inmates residing in the institution, Article 1 maps out novel modes of penal 

subjectivity under so-called open incarceration. It documents what are termed “pains of 

freedom,” derived from Sykes’ (1958) notion of “pains of imprisonment” and Crewe’s (2011) 

“pains of indeterminacy,” to portray new forms of social suffering under modern regimes of 

incarceration. In a second study, Article 2, the dissertation offers a glimpse into the life-

course trajectories of inmates with experience in the illicit drug economy. This part of the 

dissertation illustrates how ongoing processes of criminalization and penalization of drug use 

and distribution have generated zero-tolerance legislation and punitive practices in Norway, 

an apparent deviation from a regime of carcerality that prides itself on relatively lenient 

sentencing standards and liberal confinement practices. It interrogates the triple-tiered 

distinction between street-level, mid-level, and high-level (or “professional”) drug 

distributors—codified in law through Norway’s Penal Code—by showing evidence of the 

flux and fluctuation of fortunes within the space of drug distribution  

Second, the dissertation moves to the macroscopic level. One study, Article 3, 

examines the rise to prominence of political agents promising to tilt the carceral field 

rightwards, offering “tough on crime” rhetoric and “law and order” policy proposals to garner 

electoral favor and political success. It also documents the moderate yet concerted growth in 

incarceration, as evidenced by a growing incarceration rate in recent decades. Increasingly 

heterogeneous populations along socioeconomic and ethnonational lines are discussed as two 

potential drivers of growing punitiveness. Following Bourdieu’s symbolic-material analytical 

framework, both forces—ethnonational and socioeconomic differentiation—have tended to 

undermine the social solidarity underpinning relatively tolerant, non-punitive policies and 

practices. In its place, a process of dualization has been underway, with “penal welfarism” 

(Garland 2001) increasingly being reserved for an ethnonational core citizenry, while a form 

of carceral austerity has come to be assigned to non-citizen “outsiders.” 

In Article 4, the dissertation moves back in time to better understand present-day 

practices. As part of Bourdieu’s epistemological plea for “constructing the empirical object,” 



effected in part through a process of historicization, the study delves into the archives to 

understand how the welfare state and the prison were reformed in tandem over the course of 

the twentieth century and beyond. Between 1900 and 2013, three distinct logics of the welfare 

state are excavated from relevant archival holdings and secondary historical writings. The 

logic of the welfare state is shown to vary in concordance with three distinct modes of legal 

punishment, labeled penality as paternalism, penality as treatment, and penality as 

dualization, respectively. Norway’s penitentiaries were “prisons of labor”—to allude to the 

title of the article—in three interrelated senses: first, throughout the twentieth century, prisons 

were sites of actual, physical labor; second, prisons were shaped by ideas about the 

importance of rehabilitation and self-improvement, that is, a labor directed at the self; finally, 

they were fundamentally formed by the ascendancy of social democracy, associated in large 

part with the Norwegian Labor Party, and the desire of its proponents to ameliorate 

detrimental societal conditions – and thereby combat crime and preemptively counteract the 

social demand for punishment in the first place. Like the previous study, Article 4 presents an 

argument about the value of attending to political economy to understand the shifting 

landscapes of carcerality, but it does so by redeploying archival research methods to conduct 

middle-range sociological theorizing. 

Third, the dissertation examines the scientific field as it relates to issues of crime and 

punishment. It offers a critique of the scholastic gaze vis-à-vis criminological knowledge and 

studies of incarceration. First, Article 5 interrupts ongoing scholarly debates about “penal 

populism,” offering an anatomy of some of their uninspected premises. It criticizes the 

assumption that democratic influence on the politics of punishment necessarily results in 

punitive policies and carceral austerity. The doxic notion of “politicization,” assumed to be 

something that can and should be surmounted, conceals the fact that practices of punishment 

are always the result of ongoing symbolic struggles: they are therefore ineluctably political. It 

offers two illustrative examples of how social elites have been deployed to advance both 

lenient and harsh punishment. Social elites are not necessarily wedded to moderate sentencing 

levels and lenient conditions of confinement: their carceral commitments remain contingent 

and must be the subject of empirical scrutiny. Beyond such pragmatic concerns, a 

commitment to democratic influence on societal outcomes would seem to require the 

admissibility of electoral influence on criminal justice policies. 

Finally, Article 6 introduces Bourdieu’s theoretical framework to the study of crime 

and punishment. It develops the concept of the “street field” as a space of competition over 

dominant positions and scarce resources in the space of illicit practices. Bourdieu’s 

framework is essential to avoiding the dual traps of dehistoricization and decontextualization. 

The concept of the field thinks agonistically, relationally, and historically. It also emphasizes 

the skillful nature of field-bound activities, generating social prestige and subjective self-

worth – and thereby locking agents into the field over time. Furthermore, fields exert an 

invisible social pressure, bending agents to conform with the preferences and dispositions that 

predominate within such spaces. This essentially Bourdieusian turn in scholarly studies of 

crime and punishment is further developed in the Introduction of the dissertation. Five 

pedagogical lessons are extracted from Bourdieu’s writings and applied to criminological 

research. Chief among these lessons is the importance of avoiding “state thought,” that is, 

breaking with categories of perception that emanate from the state, and dissecting symbolic 

categories, that is, interrogating concepts and taken-for-granted research problematics within 

the field of scientific production. 

 


