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division between the normal and the abnormal, to which every individual is
subjected, brings us back to our own time, by applying the binary branding and
exile of the leper to quite different objects; the existence of a whole set of tech
niques and institutions for measuring, supervising and correcting the abnormal
brings into play the disciplinary mechanisms to which the fear of the plague
gave rise. All the mechanisms of power which, even today, are disposed around
the abnormal individual, to brand him and to alter him, are composed of those
two forms from which they distantly derive.
Bentham's Panopticon is the architectural figure of this composition. We
know the principle on which it was based: at the periphery an annular 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, aUows the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is
needed, then, is to place a supervisor in the central tower and to shut up in each
cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the

Figure 2 Bentham's Panopticon (1791)
Source:
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Bentham, Panopticon; Postscript, London, 1791
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effect of backlighting, one can observe from the tower, standing our precisely Foucault
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 spatial 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 supervisor
capture better than darkness, which ultimately proteered. Visibiliry is a trap.
To begin with, this made it possible - as a negative effect - to avoid those
compact, swarming, howling masses that were to be found in places of confine
ment, 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
sup_ervisor; but 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 in rmation,
never a subject In communication. T e arrangement of his room, opposite t e
central (Ower, imposes on him an axial visibiliryj but the divisions of the ring,
rhose separated cells, imply a lateral invisibility. And this invisibility is a
guaranree of order. If the inmates are convicts, there is no danger of a plor, an
attempr at collective escape, the planning of new crimes for the future, bad
reciprocal influences; if they are patients, there is no danger of contagionj if
they are madmen, there is no risk of rheir committing violence upon one
another; if they are schoolchildren, there is no copying, no noise, no charrer, no
waste of rime; if they are workers, there are no disorders, no theft, no
coalitions, none of those disrractions tnar slow down the rate of work, make it
less perfect or cause accidents. The crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple
exchanges, individualiries merging rogerher, a collective effeer, 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 super
vised; from the point of view of the inmates, by a sequestered and observed
solitude. 2
Hence the major effecr of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmare a state of
conscious and ermanent visibili rhat assures rhe auromatic funcrionin of
power.~o ro arrange rhings that the surveil ance is permanent In irs effects, even
if ir is discontinuous in its acrion; tnat rhe perfection of power should tend to
render irs acrua I exe rcise unnecessary; rhal th is a reh irectu ra I appara rus sho u Id
be a machine for crearing and sustaining a power relation independent of the
person who exercises it; in shorr, that the inmates should be caughr up in a
power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. To achieve rhis, it is
at once too much and roo little that rhe prisoner should be constantly observed
by an inspector: roo little, for what matters is that he knows himself ro be
observed; too much, because he has no need in fact of being so. In view of this,
Bentham laid down the principle that power should be visible and unverifiable.
Visible: the inmate will constantly have before his eyes the tall outline of the
central tower from which he is spied upon. Unverifiable: the inmate must never
know whether he is being looked at at anyone moment; but he must be sure
that he may always be so. In order to make the presence or absence of the
in'spector unverifiable, so that tne prisoners, in rheir cells, cannot even see a
shadow, Bentham envisaged not only venetian blinds on the windows of the
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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. 3 The Panopticon is a
machine for dissociating the see/being seen dyad: in the peripherrc ring, one is
totally seen, without ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything with
out ever being seen. 4
It is an important mechanism, for it automatizes and disindjvidualizes
power. Power has its principle not so much in a person as in a certain concerted
distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose internal
mechanisms 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 a1J:nost at random, can operate the machine: in
the absence of the director, his family, his friends, his visitors, even his
servants. s 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 punishing. The more numerous those anony
mous and temporary observers are, the greater the risk for the inmate of being
surprised and the greater his anxious awareness of being observed. The
Panopticon is a marvellous 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 behaviour, the madman
to calm, the worker to work, the schoolboy to application, the patient to the
observation of the regulations. Bentham was surprised that panoptic institu
tions 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 security' with
their fortress-like architecture, could be replaced by the simple, economic
geometry of a 'house of certainty'. The efficiency of power, its constraining
force have, in a sense, passed over to the other side - to the side of its surface of
application. He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it,
assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play
spontaneously 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 off its physical
weight; it tends to the non-corporal; and, the more it approaches this limit, the
more constant, profound and permanent 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 in a park. 6 At the centre was an
octagonal 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 Bentham's time, this menagerie had disappeared. But one finds in
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the programme of the Panopticon a similar concern with i~divjd\1ali,?-ing
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 grolJpmg 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 observe the symptoms of each individual, without the proximity of
beds, the circulation of miasmas, the effects of contagion confusing the clinical
tables; 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 classifications 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
worke!, compare the time he takes to perform a task and, if they are paid by the
day, to calculate their wages.?
So 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 individuals. To experiment with medicines and
monitor their effects. To try out different punishments on prisoners, according
to their crimes and character, and to seek the most effective ones. To teach
different techniques simultaneously to the workers, to decide which is the best.
To tryout pedagogical experiments - and in particular to take up once again
the well-debated problem of secluded education, by using orphans. One would
see what would happen when, in their sixteenth or eighteenth year, they were
presented with other boys or girls; one could verify whether, as Helverius
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 children believe that two and two
do not make four or that the moon is a cheese, then put them together 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 lecrures 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 a privileged place
for experiments on men, and for analysing with complete certainty the trans
formations 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 eroployees that he has under his orders: nurses,
doctors, foremen, teachers, warders; he will be able to judge them con
tinuously, aller 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 cenne of the Panopticon will be able to judge at a
glance, without 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 vierims of
an epidemic or a revolt. "By every rie 1 could devise', said the master of the
Panopticon, 'my own fate had been bound up by me with theirs" '.8 The
Panopticon functions as a kind of laboratory of power. Thanks to its
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mechanisms of observation, it gains in efficiency and in the ability to penetrate
into men's behaviour; knowledge follows the advances of power, discovering
new objects of knowledge over all the surfaces on which power is exercised.
The plague-stricken town, the panoptic establishment - the differences are
important. They mark, at a distance of a century and a half, the
transformations of the disciplinary programme. 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 society; 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 kiUs 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 Bentham presents it as a particular
institution, closed in upon itself. Utopias, perfectly closed in upon themselves,
are common enough. As opposed to the ruined prisons, littered with
mechanisms of torture, to be seen in Piranesi'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, is evidence of the
imaginary intensity that it has possessed for almost two hundred years. But the
Panopticon must not be understood as a dream building: it is the diagram of a
mechanism of power reduced to its ideal form; its functioning, abstracted from
any obstacle, resistance or friction, must be represented as a pure architectural
and optical system: it is in fact a figure of political technology that may and
must be detached from any specific use.
It is polyvalent in its applications; it serves to reform prisoners, but also to
treat patients, to instruct schoolchildren, to confine the insane, 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 intervention of power, which can be implemented
in hospitals, workshops, schools, prisons. Whenever one is dealing with a
multipli6ty of individuals on whom a task or a particular form of behaviour
must be imposed, the panoptic schema may be used. It is ~ necessary.modifica
tions apart - applicable 'to aU establishments whatsoever, in which, within a
space not too large to be covered or commanded by buildings, a number of
persons are meant to be kept under inspection';9 (although Bentham takes the
penitentiary house as his prime example, it is because it has many different
functions to fulfil - safe custody, confinement, solitude, forced labour and
instruction).
In each of its applications, it makes it possible to perfect the exercise of
power. It does this in several ways: because it can reduce the number of those
who exercise it, while increasing the number 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 offences, mistakes or crimes have been committed.
Because, in these conditions, its strength is that it never intervenes, it is
exercised spontaneously and without noise, it constitutes a mechanism whose
effects follow from one another. Because, without any physical instrument
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PANOPTICISM

other than architecture and geometry, it acts directly on individuals; it gives Foucault
'power of mind over mind'. The panoptic schema makes any apparatus of
power more intense: it assures its economy (in material, in personnel, in time);
it assures its efficacity by its preventative character, its continuous functioning
and its automatic mechanisms. It is a way of obtaining from power 'in hitherto
unexampled quantity', 'a great and new instrument of governmem ... ; 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' .10
It's a case of 'it's easy once you've thought of it' in the political sphere. It can
in fact be integrated into any function (education, medical treatment, produc
tion, punishment); it can increase the effect of this function, by being linked
closely with it; it can constitute a mixed mechanism in which relations of power
(and of knowledge) may be precisely adjusted, in the smallest detail, to the
processes that are to be supervised; it can establish a direct proportion bet\veen
'surplus power' and 'surplus production', ]n short, it arranges things in such a
way that the exercise of power is not added on from the outside, like a rigid" LJ
heavy constraim, to the functions it invests, but is so subtly present in them aV /
to increase their efficiency by itself increasing its own points of contace. The
panoptic mechanism is nor simply a hinge, a point of exchange between a
mechanism of power and a function; it is a way of making power relations
function in a function, and of making a function function through these power
relations. Bentham's Preface to Panopticon opens with a list of the benefits to
be obtained from his 'inspection-house': 'Morals reformed - health preserved
industry invigorated - instruction diffused - public burthens lightened 
Economy seated, as it were, upon a rock - the gordian knot of the Poor-Laws
not cut, but untied - all by a simple idea in architecture!' ,II
Furthermore, the arrangement of this machine is such that its enclosed
nature does not re
e a ermanent resence from the outside: we have seen
that
one may come and exercise in t e central tower t e functions of
surveillance, 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 institution, even if it is
as rigorously closed as a penitentiary, may without difficulty be subjected to
such irregular and constant inspections: and not only by the appointed
inspectors, but also by the public; any member of society will have the right 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 created by the
panoptic machine may degenerate into tyranny; the disciplinary mechanism
will be democratically controlled, since it will be constantly accessible 'to the
great tribunal committee of the world'.12 This Panopticon, subtly arranged so
that an observer may observe, at a glance, so many different individuals, also
enables everyone to come and observe any of the observers. The seeing machine
was once a sort of dark room into which individuals spied; it has become a
transparent building in which the exercise of power may be supervised by
society as a whole.
The panoptic schema, without disappearing as such or losing any of its
properties, was destined to spread throughout the social body; its vocation was
to become a generalized function, The plague-stricken town provided an
exceptional disciplinary model: perfect, but absolutely violent; to the disease
that brought death, power opposed its perpetual threat of death; life inside it
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was reduced to its simplest expression; it was, against the power of death, the
meticulous exercise of the right of the sword. The Panopticon, on the other
hand, has a role of amplification; although it arranges power, although it is
intended to make it more economic and more effective, it does so not for power
itself, nor for the immediate salvation of a threatened society: its aim is to
strengthen the social forces  to increase production, to 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 weighing upon it with its rules and regulations, it actuaUy
facilitates such progress? What intensificator of power will be able at the same
time to 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 this problem is that the
productive increase of power can be assured only if, on the one hand, it can 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,
........--_vi_olent, 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 to some few
others, is at the opposite extreme of this new physics of power represented by
panopticism; the domain of panopticism 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 render visible, record, differentiate and compare: a physics
of a relational 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 subordination of bodies and forces that must increase
the utility of power while dispensing with the need for the prince. Panopticism
is the general principle of a new 'political anatomy' whose object and end are
not the relations of sovereignty but the relations of discipline.
The celebrated, transparent, circular cage, with its high tower, powerful and
knowing, may have been for Bentham a project of a perfect disciplinary
institution; but he also set out to show how one may 'unlock' the disciplines
and get them to function in a diffused, multiple, polyvalent way throughout the
whole social body. These disciplines, which the classical age had elaborated in
specific,_relatively enclosed places - barracks, schools, workshops - and whose
total implementation had been imagined only at the limited and temporary
scale of a plague-stricken town, Bentham dreamt of transforming into a net
work of mechanisms that would be everywhere and always alert, running
through society without interruption in space or in time. The panoptic arrange
ment provides the formula for this generalization. It programmes, at the level
of an elementary and easily transferable mechanism, the basic functioning of a
society penetrated through and through with disciplinary mechanisms.
There are two images, then, of discipline. At one extreme, the discip'line
blockade, the enclosed institution, established on the edges of society, turned
inwards towards negative functions: arresting evil, breaking communications,
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suspending time. At the other extreme, with panOptlCISm, is the disciplinemechanism: a functional mechanism that must improve the exercise of power
by making it lighter., more rapid, more effective, a design of subtle coercion for
a society to come. The movement from one project to the other, from a schema
of exceptional discipline to one of a generalized surveillance, rests on a
historical transformation: the gradual extension of the mechanisms of dis
cipline throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, their spread
throughout the whole social body, the formation of what might be called in
general the disciplinary society.
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Jul ius tril"<l 10 devdop a syslem o( d issymelrical hSlening. (N. H. J uhus, LerollJ sur les
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the panoramas lhat Barker was produdng a I exactly lhe same period (lbe firsl seems 10 da te
from 1787) and In which ehe visicors, occupying lhe cemral place,!>:lw unfolding around them
a landsc.ape, a cif)' or a banlc? The visilOrs occupied exa\:t1y the place of llle sovereign g3Z<:.
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In your interview with geographers at Herodote, you said that architecture
becomes! political at the end of the eighteenth century. Obviously, it was
political in earlier periods, too, such as during the Roman Empire. What is
particular about the eighteenth century?

MF

My statement was awkward in that form. Of course I did not mean to say
that architecture was not political before, becoming so only at that time. I
only meant to say that in the eighteenth century one sees the development
of reflection upon architecture as a function of the aims and techniques of
the govemment of societies. One begins to see a form of political literature
that addresses what the order of a society should be, what a city should be,
given the requirements of the maintenance of order; given that one should
avoid epidemiCS, avoid revolts, permit a decent and moral family [jfe, and
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