
Panopticon for the Blind: A Resituating of FoucaultÕs Panoptic Metaphor 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

Sarah Whitney 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Advisors: 

 
Dr. Penelope Lisa Deutscher 

Dr. Souleymane Bachir Diagne 

 
 
 

 
 

Department of Philosophy 
 

Northwestern University 
Evanston, Illinois 

 
February 2008 



Abstract 
 
 

FoucaultÕs panoptic metaphor has become immensely pervasive in contemporary 

literature. In the first argument of its kind, this paper suggests a theoretical approach to 

the panoptic literature base. It evaluates three ways of interpreting the panoptic metaphor: 

hyper-literally, literally, and non-literally. Assuming the non-literal perspective, a 

rereading of FoucaultÕs panoptic metaphor which deemphasizes the visual component is 

proposed. In what is characterized as a Ònew visibility,Ó the concept of legibility to power 

is offered as a means of rereading the panoptic metaphor. This rereading challenges not 

only the entire panoptic literature base, but also our very understanding of visibility. 
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Panopticon for the Blind: A Resituating of FoucaultÕs Panoptic Metaphor 
 

 ÒIs it surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all 

resemble prisons?Ó (Foucault 1995, 227-228) Michel FoucaultÕs question is a provocative one. 

Posed in his book Suveiller et Punir: Naissance de la Prison (Discipline & Punish: Birth of the 

Prison) published 1975, it has caught the attention of scholars and readers alike. In his work, 

offered as a genealogy of the modern penal system, Foucault looks at society through the lens of 

penality and punishment. To do so he evokes the model his work quickly popularized: the 

panopticon. This Foucauldian metaphor, borrowed from Jeremy Bentham, has become so 

prevalent in recent study that the chance of stumbling upon it is inevitable.  

Despite these high stakes and the significance of the panoptic model, rarely does one 

pause and ask: Is it fair to use the metaphor this way? Is it consistent with FoucaultÕs work? 

What are the consequences of the panopticonÕs rapid dissemination? Since the publication of 

Discipline & Punish, his metaphor has been used without considering these concerns and their 

implications. As a result, through this frequent redeployment, the metaphor has been 

misinterpreted and incorrectly exported. It is my project to offer a much needed rereading. I 

argue it is essential to rethink FoucaultÕs panoptic metaphor and to resituate its application. 

In order to evaluate the panoptic metaphor, I look to three ways it can be interpreted: 

hyper-literally, literally, and non-literally. These categories provide a simple yet systematic way 

to explore its use. Ultimately, I contend the metaphor should be interpreted using the third 

distinction: non-literally. Specifically, I demonstrate why the visual element of FoucaultÕs work 

should be deemphasized and instead considered in terms of Òlegibility.Ó This concept will later 

be explained as a way to reread FoucaultÕs metaphor in a manner consistent with his work and 
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his intent. However, before discussing how the panopticon should be interpreted, it is necessary 

to define key terms. Let us begin with a thought experiment to consider the first term: power. 

Imagine it is four oÕclock in the morning and you find yourself driving in a small town. It 

is still dark outside and there is no one in the car with you, nor is there another car in sight. You 

are completely alone on the road and you have been for the entirety of your journey. As you 

approach an intersection, you notice you have the red light, so you slow down and come to a 

stop. Even though there are no cars for miles in any direction, you stop. Perhaps you do so 

grudgingly or your mind momentarily considers not stopping. Yet, your first physical impulse is 

to stop and you do. Moreover, not only do you stop but you wait, you hesitate. Something keeps 

you at that stoplight while thoughts pass through your mind: Is it really necessary for me to stop? 

There is no one around, should I just go ahead? Time drags on as these questions go through 

your mind. Maybe you go before the light turns green. Maybe you stay. 

 There is nothing about the stoplight that physically forced you to stop. It is not an 

impenetrable wall in your path. It is a symbol, one of many we encounter everyday, to which we 

have been taught to respond. We stop without thinking. Everyone stops, not only because they 

fear getting in an accident but also because they fear getting caught. At any moment a police 

officer could catch you or there is the chance the intersection has cameras which monitor traffic. 

Maybe you listen for the sound of sirens or an approaching car. What is more, you experience a 

physical reaction. Your mind tells your body to stop and hit the brakes with the appropriate 

posture and pressure. Possibly, subconscious notions of competence surface in your mind: good 

drivers are supposed to stop. As one is taught in driving school, to be a safe driver one must 

come to a complete stop and look both ways.   
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In this simple commonplace event, we are able to see a way we become objects of 

scrutiny. We live in a field of surveillance, always aware of the potential to be watched and to be 

caught, even if no one is actually watching. More importantly, surveillance stems beyond the 

visible. Our body is trained to sit, respond, and react in certain ways. Our mind has been 

educated with a corpus of knowledge about what the rules are and how to play by them. It is that 

awareness which makes us stop at a stoplight at four in the morning when no one is around. Even 

in the absence of a verifiable form of scrutiny or the actual presence of an individual, we are 

constantly aware of the potential to be observed, heard, or comprehended. This fear seems to be 

something we have internalized. We have become our own police, our own discipline. 

Questioning the forces which make you stop at a stoplight at four in the morning when no 

one is around is one way to begin thinking about central the questions Foucault explores in 

Discipline & Punish and what he means by power. Foucault is interested in the complex forces 

that make you stop, the forces that make you aware of surveillance and of punishment: power.  

Foucault is often unclear about his concept of power. Perhaps one of the most explicit 

places a definition of power can be found is in FoucaultÕs sixth work History of Sexuality, 

Volume 1, published in 1976. Here, Foucault first defines what power is not: 

By power, I do not mean ÔPowerÕ as a group of institutions and mechanisms that ensure 
the subservience of the citizens of a given state. By power, I do not mean, either, a mode 
of subjugation whichÉhas the form of the rule. Finally, I do not have in mind a general 
system of domination exerted by one group over another, a system whose effectsÉ 
pervade the entire social body. The analysis, made in terms of power, must not assume 
that the sovereignty of the state, the form of the law, or the overall unity of a domination 
are given at the outset, rather, these are only  the terminal forms power takes (Foucault 
1990, 93). 
 

FoucaultÕs definition of power is distinct from common notions of power. Power is not limited to 

institutions or mechanisms which enforce the rule of a state over its citizens. From this negative 

conception of power, we look to a positive understanding. 
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 Foucault defines power: 

Power must be understoodÉas the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere 
in which they operate and which constitute their own organization; as the process which 
through ceaseless struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them; 
as the support which these force relations find in one anotherÉand lastly as the strategies 
in which they take effect, whose general design or institutional crystallization is 
embodied in the state apparatus, in the formulation of the law, and in the various social 
hegemonies (Foucault 1990, 93). 

 
Power is made up of a complex multiplicity of forces. It is a network of intertwining forces with 

ÒinnumerableÓ sources always moving and pulsing through society. Although, power can assume 

the form of laws and institutions within the state apparatus, it is not limited to them.  

Due to its very nature, we are not able to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of 

FoucaultÕs concept of power. Nonetheless, there are several distinct characteristics we can 

identify. All of these characteristics generally refer to power as an omnipresent, highly diffused, 

and complex field of forces: always present, always inescapable, and always inciting. Even 

though Foucault does not provide an explicit definition of power in Discipline & Punish, I bring 

this understanding of the term to the panoptic model.1 Knowledge of two more terms, 

ÒsurveillanceÓ and Òdisciplinary power,Ó is also necessary to proceed. 

Surveillance is a technique or mechanism of power. It is a means of monitoring and 

scrutinizing individuals. Foucault explains: 

Although surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations 
from top to bottom but also to a certain extent from bottom to top and laterally; this 
network ÔholdsÕ the whole together and traverses in its entirety with effects of power that 
derive from one another: supervisors, perpetually supervised (Foucault 1995, 176-177). 
 

Surveillance is a network of relations which has no hierarchy or directionality of organization. It 

is a field of observation which no one lies outside. Every individual is simultaneously the 

                                                
1 Deleuze also offers an interesting discussion of FoucaultÕs notion of power which is both fair and illuminating to 
FoucaultÕs work: Gilles, Deleuze. Foucault. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000. 
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supervisor and the supervised. Surveillance is not purely visible. It is not merely someoneÕs 

ability to see and be seen. Through complex fields of forces, surveillance attempts to monitor the 

way one acts, hears, moves, or is understood. This surveillance is a mechanism of power which 

monitors visually and non-visually. Last, we look to the final term: Òdisciplinary power.Ó  

Disciplinary power is a particular power which works to incite. Foucault elaborates,  

Discipline makes individuals; it is the specific techniques of a power that regards 
individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise. It is not a triumphant 
powerÉit is a modest, suspicious power, which functions as a calculated, but permanent 
economy (Foucault 1995, 170). 
 

Discipline is a consequence of surveillance, making individuals by inciting them to self-regulate 

and orient their behavior in a specific way to institutions.  Moreover, disciplinary power is 

everywhere and always alertÉit leaves no zone of shade and constantly supervises the 
very individuals who are entrusted with the task of supervising; and absolutely Ôdiscreet,Õ 
for it functions permanently and largely in silence (Foucault 1995, 177). 
 

Disciplinary power is not visible or tangible, yet it is always present. The stoplight thought 

experiment and the panopticon exemplify disciplinary power.  

 Interestingly, these last two terms, ÒsurveillanceÓ and Òdiscipline,Ó highlight a distinction 

between the French and English titles of the book. The original work in French was published 

with the title Suveiller et Punir, literally translating to ÒSurveillance and Punish.Ó Upon 

FoucaultÕs insistence, surveillance was changed to ÒdisciplineÓ in the English publication 

(Foucault 1995, ix). ÒSurveillanceÓ is more literal and about visibility. ÒDiscipline,Ó however, 

shifts away from a literal translation and better captures the meaning and complexity of forces 

throughout the work. FoucaultÕs title change is consistent with my rereading. He encourages a 

more complex interpretation of the techniques of power which deemphasizes visibility. Bearing 

these terms in mind, we turn to a description of FoucaultÕs panopticon. 
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Foucault borrows the panoptic prison model from Englishman Jeremy Bentham. 

Bentham was a jurist, philosopher, and amateur architect who lived from 1748 to 1832 

(Fairweather 1975, 18). He originally proposed the panopticon as an architectural design in his 

work The Panopticon Writings, published 1791. BenthamÕs model is a circular formation. Cells 

are situated around a central tower which has the potential to see every prisoner due to the cellsÕ 

transparent walls which face the tower.  All cells face inward and prisoners are able to see only 

the tower, unable to communicate with or see other prisoners. Most importantly, the prisoners 

can never tell if they are being observed because the tower is designed with Venetian blinds, 

enabling guards to look out but no one to look in (Foucault 1995, 201). Thus: 

The back lighting enables one to pick out from the central tower the little captive 
silhouettes in the ring of cells. In short, the principle of the dungeon is reversed; daylight 
and the overseer's gaze capture the inmate more effectively than darkness, which afforded 
after all a sort of protection (Gordon 1980, 147). 

 
Since prisoners can be observed at any time, there is a constant threat of surveillance.  As a 

result, prisoners discipline themselves. Even if there was never a guard in the tower, the 

prisoners would still regulate their behavior because of the potential to be caught at any moment. 

Finally, Òthe Panopticon may even provide an apparatus for supervising its own mechanismsÓ 

(Foucault 1995, 204). At any given moment, supervisors, those operating the tower, can also be 

observed. Everyone, regardless of their role, enters into a constant field of visibility. 

At first glance at the panopticonÕs presentation in Discipline & Punish, it operates on a 

literal or historical level. It is discussed as a step in the progression of modern penal 

technologies. However, the role the panopticon plays in the work stems far beyond a mere event 

in a genealogy. Foucault makes this explicitly clear: 

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 
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system: it is in fact a figure of political technology that may and must be detached from 
any specific use (Foucault 1995, 205). 
 

The panopticon is not to be merely understood as the ideal for an architectural scheme. Rather, it 

represents the functioning of power in its ideal form and must be Òdetached from any specific 

use.Ó As a result of this detachment, the panopticon becomes a generalizable principle.  

With this understanding of the panopticon, we are left with a pressing concern: If the panopticon 

is a metaphor which should be generalized, a metaphor which explains the everyday lives of 

individuals, then what? How far can and should the metaphor go? What can still be gathered 

from the metaphor and its use today? Foucault presents us with an intriguing figure but 

unfortunately no clear guidelines for its exportation. It is at this juncture that I insert myself into 

the debate. I present and evaluate three ways of interpreting the panoptic metaphor: hyper-

literally, literally, and non-literally. Ultimately, I argue for the third interpretation, non-literally. 

Before looking at each category and its proponents, I must make a few notes of clarification. 

 These three categories are not meant to be a formalized presentation of a new 

terminology. I wish to establish three points of view with simple and clear demarcations. The 

value lies not in the categories themselves but in the systematic way of evaluating FoucaultÕs 

metaphor. Also, as I discuss the three interpretations, I will explore authors who interpret the 

panoptic metaphor in a manner consistent with each interpretation. I only explore what someone 

who supports this interpretation would argue if we had these categories. It is not my claim that 

they do subscribe to my categories. Lastly, I only address those who discuss the panopticon as it 

was presented by Foucault. All examples I cite make specific and explicit reference to Foucault. 

Clarifications aside, we turn to three ways of interpreting the panopticon, beginning with the 

hyper-literal interpretation. For each interpretation we will look to its definition supported by 

examples, evaluate its consistency with FoucaultÕs work, and weigh implications of the view. 
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Those ascribing an overly literal or hyper-literal interpretation believe the panopticon 

should be understood as the literal architectural figure presented by Bentham, used in the context 

Foucault presents itÑ prisons. The metaphor is only about the prisoners, their cells, and the tower 

which imposes the imminent threat of scrutiny. This view resists FoucaultÕs use of the figure as 

generalizable model. As a result, the interpretation is primarily concerned with spatial and 

architectural elements. To better understand this view, we turn to an example. 

The most extreme case I encountered of a hyper-literal interpretation of the panoptic 

metaphor was an article written by Fred Alford. Alford is a criminologist and takes great issue 

with FoucaultÕs interpretation of the panoptic model. From his perspective, he argues Foucault 

fundamentally misrepresents how prisons and their modes of surveillance function. Denying the 

presence of disciplinary mechanisms, Alford writes:  

Not only are these disciplinary practices absent, but what is in effect the opposite 
principle reigns: if you control the entrances and exits, you do not have to look. Prison 
authorities donÕt look because they donÕt have to. If you have to look, you have already 
ceded a measure of power, the power not to look and not to care (Alford 2000, 127). 

 
Alford disregards the panopticonÕs central tenet. Surveillance operates not through actual 

observation but through the threat it may be exercised at anytime. Even if guards never looked, 

which is unlikely, the mere threat of their look leads prisoners to discipline themselves. Control 

of entrances and exits is a complimentary, not contrary, visual element of panoptic surveillance.  

Alford ultimately concludes, speaking in specific reference to the panopticon: 

Foucault has mistaken the idea of prison, as reflected in the discourse of criminologists, 
for its practice. More precisely put, Foucault presents the utopian ideals of eighteenth-
century prison reformers, most of which were never realized, as though they were the 
actual reforms of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Alford 2000, 134). 

 
He adds, ÒFoucault is mistaken about more than the details of prison life. He has systematically 

mistaken an ideology for a practice. This affects not just his view of prison, but of powerÓ 
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(Alford 2000, 134). Both statements reflect AlfordÕs misunderstanding and misreading of 

Discipline & Punish. Foucault agrees the panopticon was never implemented. Regardless of 

whether or not Foucault described how prisons function in practice is not the point. For Foucault, 

the panopticon is a thought experiment to help us think about how power operates in society. 

Power is not a clear relationship guards exercise over prisoners, but a constant network of forces 

not centered on any institution or individual. 

There are numerous reasons why Foucault does not intend this view. Foucault makes 

explicitly clear it is not his intent to accurately depict how prisons operate: 

The panoptic arrangement provides the formula for this generalization. It 
programmesÉthe basic functioning of a society penetrated through and through with 
disciplinary mechanisms (Foucault 1995, 209).   
 

Certainly, Foucault intends the panopticon to be a broader way of thinking about power relations. 

Moreover, Foucault renounces that he ever presented the panopticon in a functionalist manner: 

In fact, if I show that the panopticon was a utopiaÉIt is also true that I immediately 
showed that what we are talking about is precisely a utopia which had never functioned 
in the form in which it existed, and that the whole history of the prisonÑ its realityÑ
consists precisely of having come near this modelÉIt is thus necessary to be in absolute 
bad faith in order to say that I presented a functionalist conception of the transparency of 
power (Lotringer 1989, 257). 

 
Contrary to AlfordÕs claims, Foucault is well aware the panopticon was never fully implemented. 

Foucault is interested in the conditions of possibility in which an idea or a model appear. 

 In addition to blatant inconsistency with FoucaultÕs intent, this view has many 

consequences which merit its rejection. This interpretation would re-center power on institutions, 

arguing a metaphor intended to explain power relations generally can only describe institutions. 

A hyper-literal interpretation also reduces FoucaultÕs notion of power to spatial and materialistic 

concerns. This interpretation contradicts FoucaultÕs diffused notion of power. In the end, a 
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hyper-literal interpretation would not be consistent with FoucaultÕs interpretation. Next, we 

move to the second view, literal interpretation.  

Falling under the literal interpretation are those who believe the panoptic metaphor 

should be used primarily to explain institutional practices. This view applies the model to other 

institutions or institutionalized relationships such but does not attempt to export the model to 

everyday events, like the stoplight example. The approach also has a less literal interpretation of 

how power is exercised. Compared to the hyper-literal interpretation, which focuses on spatial 

and architectural modes of surveillance, the literal interpretation focuses on visibility. An 

emphasis on visibility stems from a literal interpretation because on the surface, the panopticonÕs 

primary function is to create a constant and unverifiable way to be seen. For this view, power is 

primarily an optical phenomenon which works on bodies because they have the potential to be 

observed. Now we turn to an example of a contemporary author who holds this view. 

Ken Moffatt extends FoucaultÕs use of the panoptic metaphor to social assistance offices: 

In the contemporary social assistance office the client is supervised within the panoptic 
device. Indeed, the design of the interview rooms within the social assistance office is 
suggestive of the panopticon. Within the office the interaction between the worker and 
the client is almost exclusively restricted to the interview room. Many rooms are only 
wide as the workerÕs desk, which divides the room in half (Moffatt 1999, 225).  

 
Moffat exports the model literally, emphasizing spatial and architectural elements. He continues:  

Metaphorically, the clients within the social assistance office are forced into a position 
within the perpheric zone, while the worker exercises a power from the tower that is both 
visible and inscrutable. (Moffatt 1999, 225-226). 
 

Again, Moffatt is concerned with the spatial element, using the architectural language of a tower 

when discussing the office. He is also concerned with the literal interpretation of how power is 

exercised using visibility. The office is like a panopticon because clients and workers can 
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constantly be watched from a central location. Moffatt intertwines the visual and spatial 

elements, only focusing on those two literal ways in which power is manifested.  

MoffatÕs view raises an interesting concern: Does Foucault privilege the visual? To 

evaluate this concern we look to those who believe he does. This perspective coincides with the 

literal interpretation. Individuals who find the panopticon useful as a visual model are likely to 

view it as such. Conversely, those who believe the panopticon expresses other components of 

power such as corporality or comprehensibility are less likely to find an overly visual element. 

Let us explore those who take the visual perspective. 

 Michel de Certeau and Martin Jay are the two most notable proponents of this view. They 

find Foucault to be overly visual and situate him in an optical epistemology. De Certeau writes: 

How do we explain the privileged development of the particular series constituted by 
FoucaultÕs panoptical apparatuses? It is perhaps not so surprising when we recall that 
optical epistemology is fundamental since the sixteenth century in the elaboration of 
modern sciences, arts, and philosophy. In this case, the panoptical machinery is only an 
historical effect of thisÉphilosophical optical tradition (de Certeau 1994, 332). 

 
De Certeau allies himself with those subscribing to the literal interpretation. He maintains the 

panopticon is about visibility both on its own merits and as a product of an optical epistemology.   

Martin Jay further clarifies this notion of an ÒopticalÓ or ÒocularÓ epistemology. In his 

book In the Empire of the Gaze: Foucault and the Denigration of Vision in Twentieth Century 

French Thought, Jay argues 20th century French intellectuals were Òextraordinarily sensitive to 

the importance of the visual and no less suspicious of its implications. Although definitions of 

visuality vary from thinker to thinker, it is clear that ocularcenterism arousedÉa widely shared 

distrustÓ (Jay 1993, 588). Jay discusses many thinkers including: Merleau-Ponty, Lacan, Derrida, 

Irigaray, Sartre and Foucault. According to Jay's thesis, they contribute to a sustained attack on 

vision which forms a tradition of Òantiocularcentric discourseÓ (Jay 1993, 15). Although Jay 
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presents an attractive argument, it is interesting to consider how scholars could avoid this ocular 

discourse. How is it possible to formulate an epistemology, a metaphysical system, or even talk 

about subjective experience independent of visibility? Visibility has always heavily dominated 

thought, philosophic or otherwise. Is it useful to characterize the past 500 years as uniquely 

susceptible to this discourse? I believe Jay unsurprisingly finds what he sets out to look for.  

 In regard to FoucaultÕs work, Jay says, ÒFoucault, like so many other French thinkers in 

this century, was unquestionably fascinated by visual issues and relatively indifferent to auditory 

onesÓ (Jay 1993, 385). Jay concludes that FoucaultÕs privileging of the visual is a product of a 

larger discourse: ÒIt has been the prose of this paper to demonstrate that Foucault was 

particularly sensitive to the putative dangers of ocularcentrism because of his embeddedness in a 

larger discourse which he never himself problematizedÓ (Jay 1986, 195). Situating Foucault in a 

larger discourse suggests this in not a problem unique to Foucault. Even if he never 

problematizes the visual, a reading of his panoptic metaphor which deemphasizes visibility, as 

we will shortly partake in, accomplishes this task. Furthermore, Jay is clearly indicative of this 

interpretation. He situates himself amongst a group not only interested in but actively looking for 

visual elements in various works. Jay serves as a powerful reminder of something we should bear 

mind: if you search for a visual component of FoucaultÕs work, there is no doubt you will find it.  

In sum, whether they attempt to export the visual element of FoucaultÕs model, or 

condemn it for being overly visual, it is clear many interpret the panopticon literally. There are 

many reasons this is inconsistent with FoucaultÕs intent.  

  Foucault writes: 
 

Our society is one not of spectacle, but of surveillance; under the surface of images, one 
invests bodies in depth; behind the great abstraction of exchange, there continues the 
meticulous, concrete training of useful forces; the circuits of communication are the 
supports of an accumulation and a centralization of knowledge; the play of signs defines 
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the anchorages of power; it is not that the beautiful totality of the individual is amputated, 
repressed, altered by our social order, it is rather that the individual is carefully fabricated 
in it, according to a whole technique of forces and bodiesÉWe are neither in the 
amphitheatre, nor on the stage, but in the panoptic machine, invested by its effects of 
power (Foucault 1995, 217).   

 
Consistent with FoucaultÕs complex concept of power, he explains that the individual is 

fabricated by techniques of forces and bodies. These forces are part of a complex network of 

communication, knowledge, and forces which train. Visibility is one element of power but it is 

not the only one. Foucault also intends his metaphor to extend beyond the explanation of 

institutions. We see this when he says: 

It seems to me that the panoptic mechanism provides the common thread to what could 
be called the power exercised on man as a force of work and knowledge of man as an 
individual. So that panopticism could, I think, appear and function within our society as a 
general form; we could speak equally of a disciplinary society or of a panoptic society. 
We live within generalized panopticism by virtue of the fact that we live within a 
disciplinary system (Foucault 2006, 79). 

 
Here Foucault explicitly states the panopticon should be used to explore how power works on 

individuals. The panopticon is a lens through which we can analyze how power functions in our 

disciplinary society. It is clear through these quotations that Foucault intends for the panopticon 

to encompass more than visibility. In addition to being inconsistent with FoucaultÕs intent, there 

are numerous reasons this interpretation should not be preferred. 

 The literal interpretation undermines FoucaultÕs notion of power. If power is only about 

video cameras and sight then are not the other factors which shape subjectivity missed? 

Reducing FoucaultÕs metaphor to the visual misrepresents the complexities of human experience. 

Those who emphasize the visual element also reinforce the optical discourse they attempt to 

challenge. If one feels the visual element should be deemphasized, it is accomplished through a 

non-literal reading. Even if FoucaultÕs model is dominated by visibility, I propose a rereading 

resulting from the non-literal interpretation to which we turn. 
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A non-literal interpretation gives a sense of malleability to the understanding of the 

panoptic metaphor, suggesting surveillance is not necessarily oriented around visibility. This 

interpretation looks to deemphasize spatial and visual components of the panoptic metaphor. It 

encourages us to think about how the panopticon explains other ways power and surveillance 

affect our bodies, our knowledge, and our behavior. Moreover, the non-literal interpretation 

extends the metaphor beyond institutions to events experienced every day. More extreme 

proponents of this interpretation might separate the panopticon from all reference to institutions. 

However, this separation is not a requirement of the interpretation, and one might question if 

such a separation is even possible. Rather, it provides a way to think about how power could be 

generalized to everyday activities, apart from specific institutional settings. Let us turn to 

examples of what a non-literal interpretation might look like. 

Mary Schmelzer uses the panopticion to explain power relations in pedagogical practices. 

Although her example refers to educational institutions, she conceptualizes power in a manner 

unspecific to the institution. She claims a professor is positioned in Òa precarious fulcrum in the 

networkÓ (Schmelzer 1993, 131). This position is made possible by 

the normalizing function of panopticism through which bodies of individuals are 
distributed along a determined norm. Authority derives from the a priori notions 
institutionalized power relations create and cede to it. The individual is a carefully 
monitored creation of these relations. That is to say, networks of power form an endlessly 
tangled mobius strip that defines, confirms, supports, and polices the truth claims of an 
institution (Schmelzer 1993, 131). 
 

Schmelzer highlights a complex network of power relations. By encouraging Òintellectual 

productivity,Ó the professor molds the cognitive-based practices of individuals while reinforcing 

and signifying truth claims of the institution. The professor is a symbol which affirms the 

universityÕs goals while forming individualsÕ knowledge in a certain way. Schmelzer continues: 
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Tenure, promotion, and merit compensation are the staff of life. So far as they depend on 
what a person does in a classroom, her careful self-situation in the nexus of power 
relations is crucial to her survival. She must be seen to be doing what she needs to do in 
order to garner the nods she needs from every observer (Schmelzer 1993, 133). 

 
Here Schmelzer notes the productive nature of power. A teacherÕs want to be perceived as a 

good educator leads her to form herself in a certain way. Teachers form themselves not because 

they can be seen but because they want to be comprehensible, perceived as successful and 

intelligent.  Lastly, Schmelzer writes of a teacher, ÒPanoptic gazes underscore her marginality. 

She cannot profess certainty, so students judge her ill-prepared or incompetent. When she covers 

for a colleague, she might muddy the waters with inappropriate questionsÓ (Schmelzer 1993, 

133). It is important to note Schmelzer is not using ÒgazeÓ in a literal sense. A teacher is not 

afraid of being seen but of being understood. The teacher conveys signs to students and to other 

faculty members which are readable as a signs of his or her intelligence and competency. 

John Rajchman suggests Foucault also offers a Òphilosophical exercise in seeingÓ: 

At the end of the analysis of the passage from before to after, one is led to ÔseeÕ the 
depicted events in a new light, or in a different wayÑ in the light of their underlying, 
unseen concepts. This, after reading Discipline and Punish, it is hard not to ÔseeÕ annular 
prison construction in a new light, hard not to be surprised that Ôprisons resemble 
factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all resemble prisons.Õ (Rajchman 1994, 225)  
 
Rajchman interestingly proposes the panoptic model is a philosophical experiment in 

visibility. This is a new and non-literal type of Òvisibility.Ó It is not about changing the way we 

see with our eyes, but re-conceptualizing power relations and our relationship to them.  

There are several reasons a non-literal interpretation is consistent with FoucaultÕs intent. 

Foucault does not intend metaphors to have the same function they often have for other authors: 

Bentham thought and said that his optical system was the great innovation needed for the 
easy and effective exercise of powerÉBut the procedures of power that are at work in 
modern societies are much more numerous, diverse and rich. It would be wrong to say 
that the principle of visibility governs all technologies of power used since the nineteenth 
century (Gordon 1980, 148). 
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This makes clear that Foucault does not intend for the panopticon to be an exemplary or all-

encompassing model. Moreover, visibility does not exhaust the significance of the panopticon 

itself. The power at work is too Ònumerous, diverse, and richÓ to be explained by visibility alone. 

As a result, we are encouraged to use the panopticon as a tool to understand power relations in a 

way that stretches beyond the visible, in a non-literal way.    

A non-literal interpretation helps us understand power more holistically. Foucault 

outlines the many dimensions of power found in the panoptic model: 

A Physics of power would need to be written, showing how that physics was modified 
relative to its earlier forms at the beginning of the nineteenth century, at the time of the 
development of state structures. A new optics, first of all: an organ of generalized and 
constant oversight; everything must be observed, seen, transmitted: organization of a 
police force; instituting of a system of records (with individual files), establishment of a 
panopticism. A new mechanics: isolation and regrouping of individuals, localization of 
bodies; optimal utilization of forces; monitoring and improvement of the output; in short, 
the putting into place of a whole discipline of life, time, and energies. A new physiology: 
definition of standards, exclusion and rejection of everything that does not meet them, 
mechanism of their therapeutic and punitive (Foucault 1994, 35). 
 

The panopticon is a model for a new physics, optics, mechanics, and physiology of power. As 

Foucault states, the optical is assuredly one aspect. Until this point, it has been the predominant 

dimension considered by those who write about the panoptic metaphor. Perhaps the metaphor 

best lends itself to the optical dimension, or is even overly reliant up in it. Nonetheless, Foucault 

makes clear that the panopticon also entails a new physics, mechanics, and physiology. These 

three dimensions have been neglected by the contemporary literature-base. A non-literal 

interpretation calls needed attention to these often ignored, yet valuable, aspects of power. 

Fittingly, let us consider how a non-literal interpretation enables us to conceive of the panoptic 

metaphor as a model for a new type of visibility, a visibility which extends beyond the realm of 
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sight. Shifting away from visibility provides an interesting way to conceptualize power. 

Controversially, I claim even if the world was blind, power would still be potent and pervasive.   

Foucault points us in the right direction:  

I would simply like to take hold of this panopticism, this surveillance, at the base, at the 
place where it appears perhaps less clearly, where it is farthest away from the center of 
decision-making, from the power of the stateÑ to show how this panopticism exists, at 
the simplest level and in the daily operation of institutions that envelop the lives and 
bodies of individuals: the panopticism, then, of individual existence (Foucault 1994, 73). 

 
In my rereading, I too wish to take panopticism and surveillance away from places like 

institutions where it happens most clearly, to consider how panopticism functions in even the 

simplest activities, the stoplights, of everyday life. In light of the forgotten components of power 

and in search of a way to conceptualize the panopticism of individual existence, I extend the 

metaphor to a new visibility, a new form of self-correcting scrutiny, which I call Òlegibility.Ó 

Legibility implies capability of being read or deciphered, capability of being discovered 

or understood. The panopticon seems to produce a self-correcting individual through a process 

where the individual orients himself or herself to a constant potential scrutiny of another. 

Individual characteristics or actions can be read as signs of subjectivity. This process of self- 

correction does not have to be confined to the visible. There are other ways one can make 

themselves legible to potential scrutiny. Examples of legibility include the desire to be 

understood, comprehensibility, or orienting oneÕs bodily comportment or behavior in relation to 

another who could assess or judge oneÕs intelligibility. These are all potential scrutinies which do 

not require sight. Essentially, legibility is a new intelligibility, an intelligibility to power. It is the 

signs subjects produce which make them more visible, in a non-literal sense, to power.  

Notably, legibility is just one example of a way to read the model. Another approach 

could be to reread the panopticon as Ògovernmentality.Ó Legibility is particularly persuasive, 
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however, because it bridges the visual element in FoucaultÕs work and his complex conception of 

power. Although I do not derive my definition of legibility from Foucault, let us look to a few 

statements Foucault makes about legibility to ground the term in the text.  

In Discipline & Punish, Foucault writes, ÒThe body is also directly involved in a political 

field; power relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, 

force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signsÓ (Foucault 1995, 25). Foucault 

does not mention legibility expressly, but the idea of emitting signs fits our definition. 

Mannerisms, behavior, and speech are examples of signs power can use to understand, judge, or 

study the individual. Through these signs, Òthe offender becomes an individual to knowÉthe 

offender has constituted himself as the object of possible knowledgeÓ (Foucault 1995, 251). 

Legibility is a way individuals make themselves objects of possible knowledge and ways they 

self-correct in relation to that objectification. Expressly speaking of legibility, Foucault says, 

ÒThis legible lesson, this ritual recoding, must be repeated as often as possible; the punishments 

must be a school rather than a festival; an ever-open book rather than a ceremonyÓ (Foucault 

1995, 111). Legibility is a constant practice, where individuals orient themselves to be read.  

Consider the exercise of writing a paper for a professor. The student sits at her desk in the 

early hours of the morning writing a paper on the assigned final topic. While the student writes, 

she is concerned at all times with whether or not she will be understood by the professor. She 

asks herself: What will the professor think? Will the professor understand what I write? Does 

this point make sense; is it persuasive? Is my academic ability reflected through my writing? 

Should I employ a certain vocabulary so I seem intelligent? Most importantly, will the professor 

give me a good grade? Perhaps her bodily comportment becomes tense, preoccupied with the 

concern of what the professor thinks. Sentences are written and rewritten, arguments are 
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changed, and more impressive words are substituted. In terms of actual distance, the professor is 

far from the individual. Literally seeing or observing her would be an impossibility. The student 

is not at all afraid that the professor will appear in her room, that she will be caught and be seen. 

Nonetheless, the student writes toward the professorÕs view, wanting to be understood. In this 

way, the student is constantly aware of potential scrutiny, even though that scrutiny is not visible. 

This awareness leads the individual to relate to that scrutiny in a self-correcting manner.  

The example of a student writing for a professor illustrates legibility because the student 

constantly makes herself intelligible to power. Her behavior, thoughts, work, and self-assessment 

are oriented to a constant and unverifiable scrutiny: judgment of comprehensibility. As such, 

these orientations are signs of the individualÕs subjectivity which are readable to power. 

Legibility also applies to this example because the individual is in no way concerned about being 

seen. There is no threat of visual observation from a figure she wishes to be understood by. Still, 

she orients herself to a non-visual scrutiny in the same way and with the same effects. Herein lies 

the persuasiveness of legibility. There is a power relationship characteristic of the panoptic 

model in every sense, yet it cannot be explained by the visual. 

In addition, there are many characteristics of this model which remind us of the panoptic 

metaphor. An individual orients her behavior, her thoughts, and her bodily comportment in 

relation to a particular locus of scrutiny which is constant and unverifiable. Always concerned 

with being understood or comprehended, she has become her own professor, her own discipline. 

Her subjectivity is formed in relation to a scrutiny which does not have to be actualized, just as 

the tower does not need a supervisor for it to exercise power effectively. Through use of the 

panoptic model, we can conceptualize how an individual orients him or her self toward this form 

of surveillance, whose power lies in potentiality, not in actuality. Any judge of comprehensibility 
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could Òoccupy the tower.Ó Insert a parent, a religious authority, or a coach and the student will 

form him or her self in response. The student wants to be understood, to be an exemplary model, 

and to meet expectations. As in the panopticon, it is not just the ability to be seen but it is the 

way subjects orient their behaviors, thoughts, and bodily comportment. Undoubtedly, a student 

writing for a professor strikes us as something which exemplifies legibility and the panoptic 

model. Beyond this specific example, all writing is consistent with this understanding. Even 

many years later, one writes with a specific professor, advisor, or audience in mind, and 

scrutinizes themselves accordingly. 

 The first advantage of my rereading is the most immediate. Legibility enhances our 

ability to grasp the panoptic metaphor and FoucaultÕs notion of power. Since the optical element 

is understandably pervasive in thought and in literature, it is difficult to conceive of how power 

operates independent of visual concerns. Focusing on the visual component of power encourages 

a superficial understanding of subjectivity and cannot answer questions about why we behave, 

talk, or form our bodies in a certain way.  

With this richer understanding of the complexity of subjects and their interaction with 

power comes the ability to consider possible modes of resistance. If one attempts to avoid 

influence from power relations or to consider how power affects their subjectivity, an 

understanding of power extending beyond the visible is necessary. Surely it is not the case that as 

long as one cannot be seen he or she is resistant to power.  

 Furthermore, my rereading helps the panoptic metaphor make sense in Discipline & 

Punish and in context of FoucaultÕs notion of power. Confining the metaphor to prisons, 

institutions, or to visibility is not consistent with FoucaultÕs attempt to generalize from prisons to 

society as a whole. The panopticon is situated in a larger understanding of power and is not used 
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to place undue emphasis on the visible. Removing the panopticon from the context of Discipline 

& Punish and from greater ideas like power makes it an exemplary model in the way Foucault 

expressly speaks against. Disproportionate focus on this model, and on the visual element in 

particular, encourages reading visibility  into FoucaultÕs work. Moreover, the idea that dominance 

of visibility hides or ignores other dimensions of power is a very Foucauldian notion.  

Finally, my approach is valuable to the literature-base. In my months of study both in the 

United States and at the Foucault Archives in France, I have not encountered a work which takes 

a step back from panoptic literature and considers what the range of possible interpretations do to 

the work as a whole. Many are not forthright or self-reflexive about the interpretation which 

informs their position. I hope my approach begins the discussion for considering how different 

interpretations of the metaphor operate within the commentary as a whole. Legibility troubles 

those who think the panopticon is fundamentally visual, suggesting their reading of the panoptic 

metaphor is superficial. Moreover, the notion of a new visibility presents readers with a way to 

reread all secondary literature containing this visual focus. 

Some might claim my reading of legibility, which claims to be a Ònew visibility,Ó only 

reemphasizes the visual element it claims to resist. My characterization of legibility as a new 

form of visibility is meant to be rhetorically provocative. It is thought-provoking to suggest 

visibility could have nothing to do with sight. Redeploying the term in this new context, being 

visible to power, challenges traditional conceptions of visibility. Certainly, it is impossible to 

avoid reinforcing the visual element. Every time optical discourse is used, the element is 

reinforced to some degree. However, legibility challenges visibility at the same time it evokes it. 

Once readers consider visibility in terms of legibility, they will ask themselves if there is more to 

visibility than the optical element, even apart from the panoptic metaphor. Furthermore, if close 
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attention is paid to my explanation of legibility, it is clear I explicitly encourage a shift away 

from the visual. To an extent, it is impossible to separate visibility completely from its pervasive 

role in our literature and discourse. There will always be a visual element present in this and 

most texts. That does not mean I uniquely reemphasize the visual. 

My suggestion that the panopticon is actually a model for a new visibility is the juncture 

at which I insert myself into the contemporary debate. If the panoptic metaphor is not about the 

literal ability to be seen then innumerable articles are left exporting a metaphor in a manner 

which misses the objective. A panoptic metaphor which merely explains that people are afraid of 

being seen is uninteresting and un-compelling. However, to claim individuals can become visible 

or legible to power with no chance of being seen is a challenge to our ocular discourse. If 

visibility does not require sight, not only do we trouble literature which makes this assumption, 

but we trouble our discourse and the relationship between signifier and signified. A deeper 

reading of visibility calls into question our understanding of subjective experience and perhaps 

even metaphysics and epistemology.  

  It is also a theoretical experiment in the value of models and what is required before they 

can be extended and applied. Allowing authors focused on the visual to repeatedly export the 

model reflects complicity. This is a complicity with considering a model out of the larger context 

of the work as a whole, or the crucial ideas and elements expressed in FoucaultÕs work, such as 

power. Many authors do not explicitly acknowledge that the way they export the panoptic model 

is reflective of their understanding of the status of the metaphor. Before exporting the 

panopticon, the degree of its literality must be determined. Often this determination is assumed. 

This leads us to question if a logical step was missed by a majority of those who export the 

model without determining its status. To do so is theoretically unsound.   
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In a post 9/11 society where the government can tap phone lines, view internet searches, 

and place security cameras and monitors everywhere, many are tempted to be preoccupied with 

visibility. Perhaps the forces one should be most concerned about are the forces they will never 

see. My notion of legibility suggests the techniques of power which most affect our subjectivity 

are too pervasive and complex to be confined to the visible. On face, saying power is more than 

visibility might not be that startling. Despite this, why is our first instinct to be concerned about 

being seen or caught? Why do we need to look to a model to encourage us to consider the 

complexity of power? What does it say about our want to understand our own subjectivity that 

makes us want to find a metaphor to explain how we relate to others and to sources of power? Is 

it not interesting in the first place that we want to look to a figure and say, ÒThat figure explains 

the forces which work on me. That figure explains my society?Ó 

In this sense, the idea of a scrutiny which is not visible is troubling. Visibility can be 

limited to subjects with eyes and devices like cameras. However, if scrutiny is not optical then it 

is not something we can know. Maybe we want power to be visible so we can touch and 

understand it, so we can tangibly exercise and control it. If the panopticon is about legibility then 

power could be everywhere and in everything. Everything is equally visible to power. In this 

respect, our subjectivities and institutions are one in the same. Thus, we live in a society where 

prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, and hospitals, which all resemble our own self-

discipline. We live in a society where even the blind can see. 
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