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PANOPTICISM

Michel Foucault

Bentham'’s Panopticon is the architectural figure
of this composition. We know the principle on
which it was based: at the periphery, an annu-
lar building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is
pierced with wide windows that open onto the
inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is
divided into cells, each of which extends the whole
width of the building; they have two windows,
one on the inside, corresponding to the windows
of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the
light to cross the cell from one end to the other.
All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in
a central tower and to shut up in each cell 2 mad-
man, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a
schoolboy. By the effect of backlighting, one can
observe from the tower, standing out precisely
against the light, the small captive shadows in
the cells of the periphery. They are like so many
cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor
is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly
visible. The panoptic mechanism arranges spa-
tial unities that make it possible to see constantly
and to recognize immediately. In short, it reverses
the principle of the dungeon; or rather of its three
functions—to enclose, to deprive of light and to
hide—it preserves only the first and eliminates
the other two. Full lighting and the eye of a su-
pervisor capture better than darkness, which ulti-
mately protected. Visibility is a trap.

To begin with, this made it possible—as a neg-
ative effect"—to avoid those compact, swarming,
howling masses that were to be found in places of
confinement, those painted by Goya or described

by Howard. Each individual, in his place, is
securely confined to a cell from which he is seen
from the front by the supervisor; bur the side
walls prevent him from coming into contact with
his companions. He is seen, but he does not see;
he is the object of information, never a subject in
communication. The arrangement of his room,
opposite the central tower, imposes on him an
axial visibility; but the divisions of the ring, those
scparated cells, imply a lateral invisibility. And
this invisibility is a guarantee of order. If the in-
mates are convicts, there is no danger of a plot, an
attempt at collective escape, the planning of new
crimes for the future, bad reciprocal influences;
if they are patients, there is no danger of conta-
'gion; if they are madmen there is no risk of their
committing violence upon one another; if they
are schoolchildren, there is no copying, no noise,
no chatter, no waste of time; if they are work-
ers, there are no disorders, no theft, no coalitions,
none of those distractions that slow down the rate
of work, make it less perfect or cause accidents.
The crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple
exchanges, individualities merging together, a
collective effect, is abolished and replaced by a
collection of separated individualities. From the
point of view of the guardian, it is replaced by
a multiplicity that can be numbered and supet-
vised; from the point of view of the inmates, by
a sequestered and observed solitude (Bentham,
60—G4).

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to
induce in the inmate a state of conscious and

permanent visibility that assures the automatic
functioning of power. So to arrange things that
the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even
if it is discontinuous in its action; that. the pet=
fection of power should tend to render. its ac-
tual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural
apparatus should be a machine for creating and
sustzining a power relation independent of the
person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates
should be caught up in a power situation of which
they are themselves the bearers. To achieve this, it
is at once too much and too little that the pris-
oner should be constantly observed by an inspec-
tor: too litde, for what marters is that he knows
himself to be observed; too much, because he has
no need in fact of being so. In view of this, Ben-
tham laid down the principle that power should
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be visible and unverifiable. Visible: the inmare
will constantly have.before his eyes the tall out-
line of the central tower from which he is spied
upon. Unverifiable: the inmate must never know
whether he is being looked at at any one mo-
ment; but he must be sure that he may always be
so. In order to make the presence or absence of
the inspector unverifiable, so that the prisoners,
in their cells, cannot even see a shadow, Bentham
envisaged not only venetian blinds on the win-
dows of the central observation hall, but, on the
inside, partitions that intersected the hall at right
angles and, in order to pass from one quarter to
the other, not doors but zig-zag openings; for the
slightest noise, a gleam of light, a brightness in
a half-opened door would betray the presence
of the guardian.' The Panopticon is a machine

Image 13  Security cameras. Photograph by Tyler McCully.
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for dissociating the see/being seen dyad: in the
peripheric ring, one is totally seen, withour ever
seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything
without ever being seen.?
It is an important mechanism, for it automa-
tizes and disindividualizes power. Power has its
principle not so:much in a person as in a cerrain
concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights,
gazes; in an arrangement-whose internal mecha-
nisms produce the relation in which individuals
are caught up. The ceremonies, the rituals, the
marks by which the sovereign’s surplus power was
manifested are useless. There is a machinery that
assures dissymmetry, disequilibrium, difference.
Consequently, it does not matter who exercises
power. Any individual, taken almost at random,
can operate the machine: in the absence of the
director, his family, his friends, his visitors, even
his servants (Bentham, 45). Similarly, it does not
matter what motive animates him: the curiosity of
the indiscreet, the malice of a child, the thirst for
knowledge of a philosopher who wishes to visit
this museum of human nature, or the perversity
of those who take pleasure in spying and punish-
ing. The more numerous those anonymous and
temporary obsetvers are, the greater the risk for
the inmate of being surprised and the greater his
anxious awareness of being observed. The Panop-
ticon is a marvelous machine which, whatever use
one may wish to put it to, produces homogeneous
effects of power.
A real subjection is born mechanically from
a fictitious relation. So it is not necessary to use
force to constrain the convict to good behav-
iour, the madman to calm, the worker to work,
the schoolboy to application, the patient to the
observation of the regulations. Bentham was sur-
prised that panoptic institutions could be so light:
there were no more bars, no more chains, no
more heavy locks; all that was needed was that the
separations should be clear and the openings well
arranged. The heaviness of the old ‘houses of se-
curity’, with their fortress-like architecrure, could
be replaced by the simple, economic geometry of
a ‘house of certainty’. The efficiency of power, its
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constraining force have, in a sense, passed over to
the other side—to the side of its sutface of appli-
cation: He who is subjected to a field of visibility,
and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the
constraints of power; he makes them play sponta-
neously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the
power relation in which he simultaneously plays
both roles; he becomes the principle of his own
subjection. By this very fact, the external power
may throw offits physical weight; it tends to the
non-corporal; and; the more it approaches this
limit, the more constant, profound and perma-
nent are its effects: it is a perpetual victory that
avoids any physical confrontation and which is
always decided in advance.

Bentham does not say whether he was inspired,
in his project, by Le Vaux's menagerie at Versailles:
the first menagerie in which the different elements
are not, as they traditionally were, distributed ina
park (Loisel, 504-7). At the centre was an octago-
nal pavilion which, on the first floor, consisted
of only a single room, the king’s salon; on every
side large windows looked out onto seven cages
(the eighth side was reserved for the entrance),
containing different species of animals. By Ben-
tham's time, this menagerie had disappeared. But
one finds in the programme of the Panopticon a
similar concern with individualizing observation,
with characterization and classification, with the
analytical arrangement of space. The Panopticon
is a royal menagerie; the animal is replaced by
man, individual distribution by specific group-
ing and the king by the machinery of a furtive
power. With this exception, the Panopticon also
does the work of a naturalist. It makes it possible
to draw up differences: among patients, to ob-
serve the symptoms of each individual, without
the proximity of beds, the circulation of miasmas,
the effects of contagion confusing the clinical ta-
bles; among schoolchildren, it makes it possible
to observe performances {without there being
any imitation or copying), to map aptitudes, to
assess characters, to draw up rigorous classifica-

tions and, in relation to normal development,
to distinguish ‘laziness and stubbornness’ from

‘incurable imbecility’; among workers, it makes
it possible to note the aptitudes of each worker,
compare the time he takes to perform a task, and
if they are paid by the day, to calculate their wages
(Bentham, 60-64).
S0 much for the question of observation. But
the Panopticon was also a laboratory; it could
be used as a machine to carry out experiments,
to alter behaviour, to train or correct individu-
als. To experiment with medicines and moniror
their effects. To try out different punishments on
prisoners, according to their crimes and character,
and ro seek the most effective ones. To teach dif-
ferent techniques simultaneously to the workers,
to decide which is the best. To try out pedagogical
experiments—and in particular to take up once
again the well-debated problem of secluded edu-
cation, by using orphans. One would see what
would happen when, in their sixteenth or eigh-
teenth year, they were presented with other boys
or gitls; one could verify whether, as Helvetius
thought, anyone could learn anything; one would
follow ‘the genealogy of every observable idea’;
one could bring up different children according to
different systems of thought, making certain chil-
dren believe that two and two do not make four or
that the moon is a cheese, then put them togettier
when they are twenty or twenty-five years old; one
would then have discussions that would be worth
a great deal more than the sermons or lectures on
which so much money is spent; one would have
at least an opportunity of making discoveries in
the domain of metaphysics. The Panopticon is 2
privileged place for experiments on men, and for
analysing with complete certainty the transfor-
mations that may be obtained from them. The
Panopticon may even provide an apparatus for
supervising its own mechanisms. In this central
tower, the director may spy on all the employees
that he has under his orders: nurses, docrors, fore-
men, teachers, warders; he will be able to judge
them continuously, alter their behaviour, impose
upon them the methods he thinks best; and it will
even be possible to observe the director himself,
An inspector arriving unexpectedly at the centre

".
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of the Panopticon will be able to judge at a glance,
withouit anything being concealed from him, how
the entire establishment is functioning. And, in
any case, enclosed as he is in the middle of this
architectural mechanism, is not the director’s own
fate entirely bound up with it? ‘The incompetent
physician who has allowed contagion to spread,
the incompetent prison governor or workshop
manager will be the first victims of an epidemic
or a revolt. “By every tie | could devise”, said the
master of the Panopticon, “my own fate had been
bound up by me with theirs” (Bentham, 177).
The Panopticon functions as a kind of laboratory
of power. Thanks to its mechanisms of observa-
tion, it gains in efficiency and in the ability to
penetrate into men’s behaviour; knowledge fol-
lows the advances of power, discovering new ob-
jects of knowledge over all the surfaces on which
power is exercised.

The plague-stricken town, the panoptic
establishment—the differences are important.
They mark, ar a distance of a century and a half,
the transformations of the disciplinary pro-
gramme. In the first case, there is an exceptional
situation: against an extraordinary evil, power is
mobilized; it makes itself everywhere present and
visible; it invents new mechanisms; it separates, it
immobilizes, it partitions; it constructs for a time
what is both a counter-city and the perfect soci-
ety; it imposes an ideal functioning, but one that
is reduced, in the final analysis, like the evil that
it combats, to a simple dualism of life and death:
that which moves brings death, and one kills that
which moves. The Panopticon, on the other hand,
must be understood as a generalizable model of
functioning; a way of defining power relations in
terms of the everyday life of men. No doubt Ben-
tham presents it as a particular institution, closed
in upon itself. Utopias, petfectly closed in upon
themselves, are common enough. As opposed
to the ruined prisons, littered with mechanisms
of torture, to be seen in Piranese’s engravings, the
Panopticon presents a cruel, ingenious cage. The
fact that it should have given rise, even in our own
time, to so many variations, projected or realized,
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to reform prisoners, but also to treat patients,
to instruct schoolchildren, to confine the in-
sane, to supervise workers, to put beggars and
idlers to work. It is a type of location of bodies
in space, of distribution of individuals in relation
to one another, of hierarchical organization, of
disposition of centres and channels of power, of
definition of the instruments and modes of inter-
vention of power, which can.be implemented in
hospitals, workshops, schools, prisons. Whenever
one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals
on whom a task or a particular form of behav-
iour must be imposed, the panoptic schema may
be used. It is—necessary modifications apart—
applicable ‘to all- establishments whatsoever, in
which, within a space not wo large to be-cov-
ered or commanded by buildings, a number of
petsons are meant to be kept under inspection
(Bentham, 40; although Bentham takes the peni-
tentiary house as his prime example, it is because
it has, many different functions to fulfill—safe
custody, confinement, solirude, forced labour and
instruction).

In each of its applications, it makes it possible
to perfect the exercise of power. [t does this in
several ways: because it can reduce the number of
those who exercise it, while increasing the num-
ber of those on whom it is exercised. Because it is
possible to intervene at any moment and because
the constant pressure acts even before the of-
fences, mistakes or crimes have been commirted.
Because, in these conditions, its strength is that
it never intervenes, it is exercised spontaneously
and without noise, it constitutes a mechanism

of government ...; its great excellence, consists in
the great strength it is capable of giving to any
institution it may be thought proper to apply it
to’ {Bentham, 606).

It’s a case of ‘it’s easy once you've thought of
it’ in- the political sphere. It can in fact be in-
tegrated into any function {education, medical
treatment, production, punishment); it can in-
crease the effect of this function, by being linked
closely with it; it can constitute a mixed mecha-
nism in which relations of power (and of knowl-
edge) may be precisely adjusted, in-the smallest
detail, to the processes that are to be supervised;
it can establish a direct proportion between ‘sur-
plus power’ and ‘surplus production’. In short,
it arranges things in such a way thac the exer-
cise of power is not added on from the outside,
like a rigid, heavy constraint, to the functions
it invests, but is so subtly present in them as to
increase their efficiency by itself increasing its
own points of contact. The panoptic mechanism
is .not simply a hinge, a point of exchange be-
tween a mechanism of power and a function; it
is a way of making power relations funcrion.in
a funcrion, and of making a function function
through these power relations. Bentham’s Pref-
ace to Panopticon opens with a list of the ben-
efits to be obtained from his ‘inspection-house”
Morals reformed—bhealth preserved—industry
invigorated—instruction diffused—public bur-
thens lightened—F.conomy seated, as it were,
upon a rock—the gordian knot of the Poor-Laws
not cut, but untied—all by a simple idea in ar-
chitecture!” (Bentham, 39).
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Furthermore, the arrangement of this machine
s such thar its enclosed narure does not pre-
cude a permanent presence from the outside:
we have seen that anyone may come and exer-
cise in the central towet the functions of surveil-
lance, and that, this being the case, he can gain a
clear idea of the way in which the surveillance is
practised. In fact, any panoptic insticution, even
if it is as rigorously closed as a penitentiary, may
without difficulty be subjected to such irregu-
lar and constant inspections: and not only by
the appointed inspectors, but also by the pub-
lic; any member of society will have the sight to
come and see with his own eyes how the schools,
hospitals, factories, prisons function. There is no
risk, therefore, that the increase of power cre-
ated by the panoptic machine may degenerate
into tyranny; the disciplinary mechanism will
be democratically conrolled, since it will be
constantly accessible ‘10 the great tribunal com-
mitcee of the world’.? This Panopticon, subtly
arranged so that an observer may observe, at a
glance, so many different individuals, also en-
ables everyone to come and observe any of the
observers. The seeing machine was once 2 sort of
dark room into which individuals spied; it has
become a transparent building in which the ex-
ercise of power may be supervised by society as
a whole.

The panoptic schema, without disappearing
as such or losing any of its properties, was des-
tined to spread throughout the social body; its
vocation was to become 2 generalized funcrion.
The plague-stricken town provided an excep-
rional disciplinary model: perfect, but absolutely
violent; to the disease that brought death, power
opposed its perpetual chreat of death; life inside
it was reduced to its simplest expression; it Was,
against the power of death, the meticulous exer-
cise of the right of the sword. The Panopticon,
on the other hand, hasa role of amplification; al-
though it arranges powen although it is intended
to make it more economic and’ more effective,
it does so not for power itself, nor for the im-
mediate salvation of 2 'threatened society: its aim
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is to strengthen the social forces—to increase
production, t© develop the economy, spread
education, raise the level of public morality; to
increase and multiply.

How is power to be strengthened in such a way
that, far from impeding progress, far from weigh-
ing upon it with its rules and rcgulations, it actu-
ally facilitates such progress? What intensificator
of power will be able at the same time 1O be a
multiplicator of production? How will power, by
increasing its forces,-be able to increase those of
society instead of confiscating them or impeding,
them? The Panopticon’s solution to ‘thiis problem
is that the productive increase of power can be as-
sured only if, on the one hand, itcan be exercised
continuously in the very foundations of society,
in the subtlest possible way, and if, on the other
hand, it functions outside these sudden, violent,
discontinuous forms that are bound up with the
exercise of sovereignty. The body of the king, with
its strange material and physical presence, with
the force that he himself deploys or transmits (o
some few others, is at the opposite extreme of this
new physics of power represented by panopticism;
the domain of panapticism is, on the contrary,
that whole lower region, that region of irregular
bodies, with their details, their multiple move-
ments, their heterogeneous forces, their spatial

relations; what are required are mechanisms that
analyse distributions, gaps series, combinations,
and which use instruments that fender visible,
record, differentiace and compare: 2 physics of
a relarional and multiple power, which has its
maximum intensity not in the person of the king,
but in the bodies that can be individualized by
these relations. At the theoretical level, Bentham
defines another way of analysing the social body
and the power relations that traverse it; in terms
of practice, he defines a procedure of subordina-
rion of bodies and forces that must increase the

utility of power while practising the economy of
the prince. Panopticism is the general principle of

a pew ‘political anatomy’ whose object and end
are not the relations of sovereignty but the rela-
tions of discipline.

. T}.m celebrated, transparent, circular cage, with
its high tower, powerful and knowing, may have
becn_ fcn.' Bentham a project of a perfect disciplin-
ary institution; but he alsa set out to show how
one may ‘unlock’ the disciplines and get them 1o
function in 2 multiple, polyvalent way throughout
the whole social body. These disciplines, which the
classical age had elaborated in specific, relativel
enclosed places—barracks, schools, w0rkshops——y
and whose total implementation had been imag-
ined only ar the limited and temporary scale oaf'ga
plagu.e—stricken town, Bentham dreamt of trans-
forming into a network of mechanisms that would
be .evcrywhere and always alert, running through
saciety without interruption in space of in time
Tl?e panopticarrangement provides the formula fm:
this generalization. It programmes, at the level of an
:le_rln'lentary and easily transferable mechanism, the
hasic functioning of a socicty penetrated through
and through with disciplinary mechanisms.

NOTES

Extracted from M. Foucault, Discipline and
Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan
Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1977)

pp- 200-209. Originally published in Fren(:};
as Surveiller et Punir. Copyright © 1975 by
Editions Gallimard. Reprinted by permission
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o.f Georges Borchardt, Inc., for Editions Gal-
l{mard. Additionally reproduced by permis-
sion of Penguin Books Ltd.

1. Inthe Postscript to the Panopticon, 1791, Ben-
tham adds dark inspection galleries paiﬁtcd in
.black around the inspector’s lodge, each mak-
ing it possible to observe two storeys of cells

2. Inhis first version of the Panopricon, Bentha;n
had also imagined an acoustic surveillance
operated by means of pipes leading from th;
cells to the central tower. In the Postscript
he abandoned the idea, perhaps because he

c?uld not introduce into jt the principle of
dissymmetry and prevent the prisoners from
hearing the inspector.as well as the inspéz:tor
hearing them. Julius tried to develop a system:
of dissymmetrical listening (Julius, iS).
3. Imagining this continuous flow of visitors en-
tering the central tower, by an unc:lergroun&
passage and then observing the circular land-
scape of the Panopticon, was Bentham aware
?F the Panoramas that Barker Was Construct-
ing at exactly the same period (the first seems
to .have dated from 1787) and in which the
visitors, occupying the central place, saw un-
folding around, them a landscape, a city or a

battle. The visitors eccupied exactly the place
of the sovereign gaze. 7
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