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Abstract

FoucaultOs panoptic metaphas become immensely pervasive in contemporary
literature. In the first argument of its kind, this paper suggests a theoretical approach to
the panoptic literature base eltaluateshree ways of interpreting therpaptic metaphor:
hypetliterally, literally, and norliterally. Assuming the notliteral perspective, a
rereading of FoucaultOs panoptic metaphor which deemphasizes the visual component is
proposed. In what is characterized as a Onew visibility,O th@icohlegibility to power
is offered as a means of rereading the panoptic metafisrrereading challenges not

only the entire panoptic literature base, but also our very understanding of visibility.



Panopticon for the Blind: A Resituating of FoucaultOs Panoptic Metaphor

Ols it surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all
resemble prisons?0 (Foucault 1995:229) Michel FoucaultOs question is a provocative one
Posed in his booBuveiller et Punir: Naissance de la Pris@iscipline & 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, Fouazkdtdbsociety 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 studizatthe chance of sturfibg upon itisinevitable

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 FoucaultOs work?
What are the consequences of the panopticapfdsdissemination? Since the publication of
Discipline & Punishhis metaphor has been used without considering these concerns and their
implications. As a result, through this frequent redeploynteametaphor has been
misinterpreted and incorrectlx@orted It is my project to offer a much needed rereading. |
argue it is essential to rethink FoucaultOs panoptic metaphor and to resituate its application.

In order to evaluatthe panoptic metaphor, | look tioree ways it can be interpreted:
hyperliterally, literally, and norliterally. These categories provide a simple yet systematic way
to explore its use. Ultimately, | contend the metaphor should be interpreted using the third
distinction: nosliterally. Specifically, | demonstrate why the visuageient of FoucaultOs work
should be deemphasized and instead considered in terms of Olegibility.O This concept will later

be explained as a way to reread Folt€¥s metaphor in a mangensistent with his work and



his intent. However, before discussimgw the panopticorshouldbeinterpreted, it is necessary
to define key termd.et us begin with a thougleixperiment taonsiderthe first termpower.

Imagine it & four oOclock in the morning and you find yourself driving in a small town. It
is still darkoutside 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 $iglyiou slondown 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 andyou do. Moreover, not only do you stoptlyou wait,you hesitate. Something keeps
you at thastoplightwhile thoughts pass through your mind: Is it reakgessary for me to stop?
There 8 no one around, should | just go ahead? Time drags on as these questions go through
your mind. Maybe yogo before the light turns green. Maybe you stay.

There is nthing about thetoplightthat physically forced you to stop. It is not an
impenetrable wall in your path. & a symbol, one of many we encounter everyday, to which we
have been taught to resmgb 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 dhere 8§ the chance the intersection has cameras which monifar. traf
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 coggsteface 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.



In this simple commonplace event, we are able to see a way we become objects of
scruiny. We livein 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 ceviays. 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 theabsence of a verifiable form s€rutiny 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 fores which makgou 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 & Punishand what he means by powEpucault is interested the complex forces
that make you stop, the forces that make you aware of surveillance and of punishment: power.

Foucault is often unclear abt his concept of powePerhaps one of the most explicit
places a definition of power can be found is in FoucaultOs sixtiHigioky of Sexuality,

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

By power, | do not mean OPowerQ as a group of institutions and mechanisms that ensure

the subservience of the citizens of a given state. By power, | do not @itean a mode

of subjugation whichEhas the form of the rule. Finallydo not have in mind a general

system of domination exerted by one group owvetlzer, a system whose effectskE

pervade the entire social body. The analysis, matknms of power, mustot assume

that thesovereignty of the state, them of the law, or th overall unity of a domination

are given at the outset, rather, these are t@yerminal forms power takéSoucault

1990, 93).

FoucaultOs definition of power is distinct frormagon notions of poweRower is not limited to

institutions or mechanisms which enforce the rule of a state over its citizensthisnegative

conception of power, W@ok to a positive understanding.



Foucault defines power:
Power must be understoodE#se 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 wth these force relations find in one anotherEand 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 lawndhd various social
hegemoies (Foucault 1990, 93)
Power is made up of a complex multiplicity of forces. It is a network of intertwining forces with
OinnumerableO souredsays moving and pulsing through sociefthough power can assume
the form of laws and institutions withthe state apparatusis not limited to them.
Due to its very nature, we are not able to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of
FoucaultOs concept of power. Nonetheless, there are sésteral characteristics we can
identify. All of these chaxderistics 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 pow&isgipline & Punish | bring
this understanding of the term to the panoptic mbéelowledge of two more terms,
Gurveillanc®andQlisciplinary poweQis also necessary to proceed.
Surveillance is a technique or mechanism of power. It is a means of monitoring and
scrutinizingindividuals. 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 OholdsO the whole together and$es/en its entirety with effects of power that
derive from one another: supesors, perpetually supervis@doucault 1995, 17877).

Surveillance is a network of relations which has no hierarchy or directionality of organit#ation.

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

! Deleuze also offers an interesting discussion of FoucaultOs notion of power Wwbibhfasr and illuminating to
FoucaultOs work: Gilles, Deleugeucault Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000.



supervisor and the supervised. Survedkis not purely visible. It is nanerely someoneQOs
ability to see and be seen. Through complex fields of forces, surveillance attempt#ao timen
way one acts, hears, moves, or is understboid.surveillance is a mechanism of power which
monitors vsually and nosvisually. Last we look to the final tern@lisciplinary powe©Q
Disciplinary power is a particular power which works to icEoucault 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
powerEit is a modest, suspicious power, which functions eacalated, but permanent
economy(Foucault 1995, 170)
Disciplineis a consequence of surveillance, makidjvidualsby inciting them to selegulate
and orient their behavior in a specific way to institutions. Moreover, disciplinary power is
everywhere and always alertEit leaves no zone of shade and constantly supervises the
very individuals who are entrusted with the task of supervising; and absolutely Odiscreet,O
for it functions pemanently and largely in silen¢Boucault 1995, 177)
Disciplinary power is not visible or tangible, yet it is alwgyesentThe stoplight thought
experimentand the panopticon exemplify disciplinary power.
Interestingly, these last two tern@urveillanc®andQlisciplineOhighlight a distinction
between the Freeh and English titles of the book. The original work in Fnemas published
with the titleSuveiller et Punirliterally translating to OSurveillance and Punish.O Upon
FoucaultOs insistence, surveillance was changed to @ui€xipl the English publidan
(Foucault 1995, ix)OSurveillanceO is more literal and about visibility. ODiscipline,O however,
shifts away from a literal translation and better captures the meaning and complexity of forces
throughout the work. FoucaultOs title change is consigiténtny rereading. He encourages a

more complex interpretation of the techniques of power which deemphasizes vigeiiting

these term#& mind, we turn to a description of Foucaufi@rsopticon



Foucault borrows the panoptic prison model from Ehglian Jeremy Bentham.
Bentham was a jurist, philosopher, and amateur aathitho lived from 1748 to 1832
(Fairweather 1975, 18MHe originally proposed the panopticon as an architectural design in his
work The Panopticon Writingublished 1791Bentham®model is a circular formatiogells
are situated around a central tower which has the potential to see every prisoner due to the cellsO
transparent walls which face the towél cells face inward and prisoners are able to see only
the tower, unableotcommunicatevith or see other prisoners. Most importantly, the prisoners
can never tell ithey are being observed because the tower is designed with Venetian blinds,
enabling guards tlmok out but no one to look iffroucault 1995, 201'hus
The bacHighting 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, wiiet affor
after all a sort of protectioftGordon 1980, 147)
Since prisoners can be observed at any time, thareoisstant threat of surveillance. As a
result, prisoners discipline themselves. Even if there was never a guard in the tower, the
prisoners wou still regulate their behavior because of the pa@ktd be caught at any moment.
Finally, Othe Panopticon may even provide an apparatssgervising its own mechanists
(Foucault 1995, 204At any given momensupervisors, those operating the towean also be
observed. Everyone, regardless of their role, enters into a constant field of visibility.
At first glanceat the panopticonOs presentatiddigtipline & Punishit operates on a
literal or historical level. It isliscusseas a step in therogression 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 didgram o

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 belskt from
any spedic use(Foucault 1995, 205)

The panopticon is not to lmeerely understood as the ideal for an architectural scheme. Riather
represents the functioning of power in its ideal form and must be Odetached from any specific
use.O As asult of this detachment, tipanopticon becomes a generalieaprinciple
With this understandg of the panopticonwve are left with a pressing concern: If the panopticon
is a metaphor which should be generalized, a metaphor which explains the eligegialy
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 atjtmcture that | insert myself into
the debate. | present and evaluate three ways of interpreting the panoptic metaphor: hyper
literally, literally, and noHliterally. Ultimately, | argue for the third interprétan, nonliterally.
Before looking at eaclbategory and its proponents, | must make a few notes of clarification.
These three categories are not meant to be a formalized presentation of a new
terminology. | wish to establish three points of view with simple and clear demarcations. The
value liesnot in the categories themselves but in the systematic way of evaluating FoucaultOs
metaphor. Also, as | discuss the three interpretatlon#l explore authors whanterpret the
panoptic metaphor in a manner consistent with each interpretation. éxpidye what someone
who supports this interpretation wowddyue if we had these categori#ss notmy claim that
they do subscribe to my categories. Lastly, | only address thosdisdusshe panopticon as it
was presented by Foucault. All examplesté make specific and explicit reference to Foucault.
Clarifications aside, we turn to three ways of interpreting the panopticon, beginning with the
hypetliteral interpretation. For each interpretation we will look to its definition supported by

example, evaluate its consistenagth FoucaultOs work, angigh implications of the view.



Those ascribing an overly literal or hypieeral interpretation believe the panopticon
should be understood as the literal architectural figure presented by Bengbdnm he context
Foucault presentsiitprisons. The metaphor is only about the prisoners, their calshartower
which imposes theriminent threat of scrutiny. This view resists FoucaultOs use of the figure as
generalizable model. As a result, theiptetation is primarily concerned with spatial and
architectural elements. To better understand this,wvienturn to a example

Themost extreme case | encountered bf/perliteral interpretation of the panoptic
metaphomwas an article written by Fredford. Alford is a criminologist and takes great issue
with FoucaultOs interpretation of the panoptideh From his perspective, he argues Foucault
fundamentally misrepresents how prisons and their modes of surveillance function. Denying the
presence oflisciplinary 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 donOt look because theyQtdrave to. If you have to look, you have already

ceded a measure of power, the powot to look and not to ca¢Alford 2000, 127)

Alford disregard the panopticonOs central tenetvSillance operates not through actual
observation but through therdfatit may be exercised at anytime. Even if guards never looked,
which is unlikely, the merthreat of their lookeads prisoners to discipline themsel\@sntrol

of entrances and exits is a complimentaigt contraryvisual element of panoptic survathce.

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 ideagshtdenth

century prison reformers, most of which were never realized, as though they were the

actual reforms of the eitgenth and nineteenth centur{édford 2000, 134)

He adds, OFoucault is mistaken about more than the details of prison life.Sylstérastically

mistaken an ideology for a practice. This affects not jssview of prison, but of powér



(Alford 2000, 134)Both statements reflect AlfordOs misunderstanding and misreading of
Discipline & Punish Foucault agrees the panopticon wasenéwiplemented. 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 relationstgpards exercise over prisoners, but a constant network of forces
not centered on any institution or individual.

There are numerous reasons ViAoycault does not intend this vieloucault makes
explicitly clear it is not his intertb accurately depict hoprisons operate:

The panoptic arrangement provides the formula for this generalization. It

programmesEthe basic functioning of a society penetrated through and through with

disciplinary mechasims(Foucault 1995, 209)

Certainly, Foucault intends thaopticon to be a broader waytbinking about power relations.
Moreover, Foucault renounces that he ever presented the panopticon in a functionalist manner:
In fact, if | show that the panopticon was a utopiaElt is also true that | immediately

showed thewhat 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 pisterealityN
consists precisely of having come near this modelElt is thus necessary to be in absolute
badfaith in order to say that | presented a functionalist conception of the transparency of
power (Lotringer 1989, 257)
Contrary to AlfordOs claims, Foucault is welhge the panopticon was never fully implemented.
Foucault is interested in the conditiafgossibiity in which an idea or a modappear.
In addition to blatant inconsistency with FoucaultOs intent, this view has many
consequences which merit its rejection. This interpretation wotddr power on institutions,
arguing a metaphor intead to explain power relations generally can only describe institutions.

A hyperliteral interpretation also reduces FoucaultOs notion of power to spatial and materialistic

concerns. This interpretati@montradictsFoucaultOs diffused notion of powarthe end a
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hypetliteral interpretation would not be consistent with FoucaultOs interpreNiinwe
move to the second viewteral interpretation.
Falling under the literal interpretation are those who believe thgopamaetaphor
should be usegrimarily to explain institutional practice3 his viewapplies the model to other
institutions or institutionalized relationships sumht does noattempt to export the model to
everydayevents like the stoplight example. Tla@proachalso has a less lit@rinterpretation of
how power is exercised. Compared to the pemal interpretationwhich focuses on spatial
and architectural modes of surveillance, the literal interpretation focuses on visibility. An
emphasis on visibility stems from a literaldrpretation because on the surface, the panopticonOs
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
observedNow we turn to an example of a contemporary author who holds this view.
Ken Moffatt extends FoucaultOs 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 workerOs deskich divides the room in hafMoffatt 1999, 225)
Moffat exports the model literally, emphasizing spatial and tactural elements. He continues:
Metaphorically, the clients within the social assistance office are fortted position
within the perpheric zone, while the worker exercises a power from the tower that is both
visible and inscrutable. (Moffatt 1999, 22326)
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 inteipredf how power is

exercised usingisibility. The office is like a panopticon because clients and workers can
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constantly be watched from a central location. Moffatt intertwinesisual and spatial
elementspnly focusing orthosetwo literalwaysin which power is manifested.

MoffatOs view raises an interestammcern: Does Foucault privilege the visual? To
evaluate this concern we look to those who believe he does. Tpegers coincides with the
literal interpretation. Individualho find the panopticon usefas a visual modeare likely to
view it as suchConversely, those who believe the panopticon expresses other components of
power such as corporality or compresibility are less likely to find an overly visual element.

Let us explorehose who take the visual perspective.

Michel de Certeau and Martin Jage the two most notable proponents of this view. They
find Foucault to be overly visual and situate himnroatical epistemology. De Certeau writes:

How do we explain the privileged development of the particular series constituted by

FoucaultOs panoptical apparatuses? It is perhaps not so surprising when we recall that

optical epistemology is fundamental sirthe sixteenth century in the elaboration of

modern sciences, arts, and philosophy. In this case, the panoptical machinery is only an

historical effect of thisEphilosophical optical traditiofde Certeau 1994, 332)

De Certeau allies himself with thosebsaribing 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 OopticalO or OocularO epistemology. In his
bookIn the Empire of the Gaze: Foucault and the Denigration of Vision in Twentieth Century
French ThoughtJay argues ﬁbcentury French intellectuals we@extraordinarily sensitive to
the importance of the visual and no less suspicious of its implicaticheugh definitions of
visuality vary from thinker to thinker, it is clear that ocularcenterisnsedEa widely shared
distrustQJay 1993, 588)ay discusses many thinkers including: MerdPaaty, Lacan, Derrida,

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

vision which forms a traditionf Oantiocularcentric discou@éJay 1993, 15Although Jay
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presents an attractive argument, it is interesting to consider how scholars could avoid this ocular
dismourse. How is it possible to formulada 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 characterizeabie5®0 years as uniquely
susceptible to this discourse? | believe Jay unsurprisingly finds what he sets out to look for.

In regard to FoucaultOs work, Jay says, OFoucault, like so many other French thinkers in
this century, was unquestionably fascinatgadszisual issues and relatively indifferent to auditory
one® (Jay 1993, 385)Jay concludes that FoucaultOs privileging of the visual is a product of a
larger discourse: Olt has been the prose of this paper to demonstrate that Foucault was
particularly gnsitive to the putative dangers of ocularcentrism because of his embeddedness in a
larger discourse whiche never himself problematizédJay 1986, 195ituating Foucault in a
larger discourse suggests this in not a problem unique to Foucault. Beareifer
problematizes the visual, a readinghef panoptic metaphor which deemphasizes visibility, as
we will shortly partake in, accomplishes thask. Furthermorelay isclearlyindicative of this
interpretation. He situates himself amongst a grainly interested in but actively looking for
visual elements in various works. Jay serves as a powerful reminder of smwathshould bear
mind: if you searclior a visual component of FoucaultOs work, there is no doubt you will find it.

In sum, whetbr they attempt to export the visual element of FoucaultOs model, or
condemn it for being overly visual, it is clear many riptet the panopticon literally.HEre are
many reasons this inconsistent with FoucaultOs intent.

Foucault writes:

Our soci¢y 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 powers; it is not that the beautiful totality of the individual is amputated,
repressed, altered by our social order, it is rather that the indivsdeedefully fabricated
in it, according to a whole technique of forces and bodiesEWe are neither in the
amphitheatre, nor on the stage, but in the panoptic machussted by its effects of
power(Foucault 1995, 217)
Consistent with FoucaultOs coexptoncept of power, he explaitmatthe 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 onlyone. 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 avatknowledge of man as an
individual. So that panopticism could, | 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 vetaf the fact that weue within a
disciplinary systenfFoucault 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 functons
disciplinary society. It is clear tbugh these quotations that Foucault intends for the panopticon
to encompass more than visibilityn addition to being inconsistent with FoucaultOs intent, there
are numerous reasons this interpretation shoatléhe preferred.
The literal interpretation undermines FoucaultOs notion of power. If power is only about
videocameras andight then are ndhe other factors which shape subjectivity missed?
Reducing FoucaultOs metaphor to the visual misrepreseotsitpkexities 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

nortliteral reading. Even if FoucétOs model is dominated bgibility, | propose a rereading

resultingfrom the noditeral interpretation to which we turn.
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A nortliteral interpretation gives a sense of malleability to the understanding of the
panoptic metapdr, suggesting surveillanig na necessarily oriented around visibility. This
interpretation looks to deemphasize spatial and visual components of the panoptic métaphor.
encourages us to thirdbouthow the panopticon explains other wapsvpr and surveillance
affect ourbodies,our knowledge, and our behavior. Moreover, theliteral interpretation
extends the metaphor beyond ingtins to events experienced every.ddgre extreme
proponents of this interpretation might separate the panopticon from all reference taoinstitut
However, this separation is not a requirement of the interpretation, and one might question if
such a separation is even possible. Rathproitidesa wayto think abouthow power could be
generalizedo everyday activities, apart from specifictingional settings. Letsturn to
examples of what a nditeral interpretation might look like.

Mary Schmelzeuses the panopticioto explainpower relations in pedagogical practices.
Although her example refers to educational institutions, she caradigps power in a manner
unspecific to the institution. She claims a professor is positioned ir€3aipus fulcrum in the
networkD (Schmelzer 1993, 13This position is made possible by

the normalizing function of panopticism through which bodiesdiiduals 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 pourean endlessly
tangled mobius strip that defines, confirms, supports, and policasithelaims of an

institution (Schmelzer 1993, 131)

Schmelzer highlights a complex network of power relations. By encouraging Ointellectual
productivity,O the prafsse molds the cognitivédased practices of individuals while reinforcing

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

universityOs goatghile forming individuasOknowledge in a certain way. Schmelzer cnnis
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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 carefusedtion in the nexus of power
relations is crucial to her survival. She must be seen to be doing whegestseto do in
order to garner the neghe needs from every obser{(@&chmelzer 1993, 133)
Here Schmelzemotesthe productive nature of power. A tearOs want to be perceived as
good educator leads her to form herself in a certain way. Teacherthtanselves not because
they can be seen but because they want to be comprehensible, perceived as successful and
intelligent. Lastly, Schmelzer writes of a teacher, OPanoptic gazes underscore her marginality.
She cannot profess certainty, so studentsgundy illprepared or incompetent. When she covers
for a colleague, she might muddy the waters with inappropriate questionsO (Schmelzer 1993,
133) It is important to note Schmelzer is not using OgazeO in a literal sense. A teacher is not
afraid of beig s2en but of being understoothe teacher conveysgns to students and to other
faculty members which are readable as a signs of his or her intelligence and competency.
John Rajchman suggests Foucault af§ersa Ohilosophical exercise in seeidg
At the end of the analysis of the passage fbefiore to after, one is led to ObeO
depicted events in a new light, or in a different Waiy the light of their underlying,
unseen concepts. This, after readscipline and Punishit is hard not to OseefDudar
prison construction in a new light, hard not to be surprised that Oprisons resemble
factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, which all resemble prisons.O (Rajchman 1994, 225)
Rajchman interestingly proposes the panoptic model is a philosophpeairagnt in
visibility. This is a new and neliteral type of Ovisibility.O It is not about changing the way we
see with our eyes, but-oonceptualizing power relations and our relationship to them.
There are several reasons a-iteral interpretatioris consistent with Foucaultdtent.
Foucault does riantendmetaphors to have the same function they ditere for other authars
Bentham thought and said that his optical systentwegreat innovation needed for the
easy and effective exercise ofwmrEBut 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 powedusince the nineteenth
century(Gordon 1980, 148)
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This makes clear that Foucault doesintend for the panoptiecoto be an exemplary or all
encompassing modeéloreover, vsibility does not exhaust the significance of the panopticon
itself. The power at work is too Onumerous, diverse, and rich@xplaamed 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-hi@nal way.
A nortliteral interpretation helps us understand power morstloallly. Foucault
outlines the many dimensions of power found in the panoptic model:
A Physicsof 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 thef tinee
development of state structures. A naptics 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 filesjablishment of a
panopticism A newmechanicsisolation 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 whotisciplineof life, time,and energies. A nephysiology
definition of standards, exclusion and rejection of everything that does not meet them,
mechanism otheir therapeutic and punitif€oucault 1994, 35)
The panopticon is a model for a new physigsjcs,mechanicsand ghysiology of power. As
Foucault stateshe optical isassuredlyne aspectUntil this point, it has been the predimant
dimension considered liiose who write about the panoptic metaphor. Perhaps the metaphor
best lends itself to the optical dimensionjs even overly reliant up in it. Nonetheless, Foucault
makes clear that the panopticon also entails a new phgschanics, and physiology. These
three dimensions have been neglected by the contempiteeaturebase A nortliteral
interpretation alls needed attention to these often ignored, yet valuadpect of power.

Fittingly, let us consider how a nditeral interpretation enables us to conceive of the panoptic

metaphor as a model for a new type of vigipi a visibility which extends ly@nd the realm of
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sight. Shifting away fronvisibility providesan interesting way to conceptualize power.
Controversially, | claim even if the world was blind, power would still be potent and pervasive.
Foucaultpoints us in the right direction:
| 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 awayeroemtiér of
decisionmaking, fran the power of the stateto show how this panopticism atg, at
the simplest level and in the daily operation of institutions that envelop the lives and
bodies of individuals: the panopticisthen, of individual existendg&oucault 1994, 73)
In my rereading, | too wish to take panopticism and surveillance rasayplaces like
institutions where it happens most clearly, to consider how panopticism functions in even the
simplest activities, the stoplights, of everyday lifelight of the forgotten components of power
and in search of a way to conceptualizegaropticism of individual existenceextend the
metaphor to a new visibility, a new form of setfrrecting scrutiny, which | call Olegibility.O
Legibility implies capabilityof being read or deciphered, capabilifybeing discovered
or understood. Thpanopticon seems to produce a-selfrecting 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. T¢espbself
correction does nidiave to be confined to the visible. There are other ways one can make
themselves legible to potential scrutiny. Exaraélegibility include the desir® be
understood, comprehensibility, or orienting oneOs bodily comgartmbehavior in relation to
another who could assess or judge oneQOs intelligibility. These are all potential scrutinies which do
not require sight. Essentialliegibility is a new intelligibility, an intelligibility to power. It is the
signs subjectsrpduce which make themore visiblg in a nonliteral senseto power.

Notably, legibility is just ae example of avay to read the model. Another approach

could be to reread the panopticon as Ogovernmentality.O Legilpitityidsilarlypersuasive
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however, because it bridges the visual element in FoucaultOs work and his complex conception of
power.Althoughl do not derive my definibn of legibility from Foucaultlet us look to a few
statement$&oucaultmakesabout legibility to ground the term in thext.

In Discipline & Punish Foucault writesOThe 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 ceremoniegniit sigrsO (Foucault 1995, 25foucault
does nomention legibility express|ybut the idea of entihg signs fits our definition.
Mannerisms, behavior, and speach examples of signs power can use to undergtatgg, or
study the individualThroudh these signs, Othe offender becomesdividual to knowEthe
offender ha constituted himself asefobject of possible knowled@g(Foucault 1995, 251)
Legibility is a way individuals make themselves objects of possible knowledge and ways they
self-correct in relation to that objectifitan. Expressly speaking of legibility, Foucault says,
OThis legible lesson, this ritual recoding, must be repeated as often as possible; the punishments
must be a school rather than a festival; an-epen book rathehan a ceremory (Foucault
1995, 111)Legibility is a constanpractice, where individualsrient 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 papon the assigned final topic. While the student writes,
she is concerned at all timegth whether or not she wilbe understood by the professor. She
asks herseltWhat will the professor think? Will the professor understand wivaité? Does
this poirt make sense; is it persuasive? Is my academic ability reflected through my writing?
Should | employ a c&in vocabulary so | seemtelligent? Most importantly, will the professor
give me a good grade? Perhaps her bodily comportment becomes tenseppdatith the

concern of what the professor thinks. Sentences are written and rewritten, arguments are
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changed, and more impressive d®are substituted. In terms of actual distarieeptofessor is
far from the individual. Literally seeing or observingr would be an impossibility. The student
is not at all afraid that the professor will appear in her room, that she will be caudpetsmach.
Nonetheless, the studentites toward the professorOs view, wanting to be unders$toihis
way, the gudert is constantly aware gotential scrutinyeven though that scrutiny istnosible.
This awareness leads the individual to relate to that scrutmgatcorrectingmanner

The example of a student writing for a professor illustrates legibilityusedhe student
constantly makes herself intelligible to power. Her behavior, thoughts, work, aredsetsment
are oriented to a constant and uifiele scrutiny: judgment afomprehensibility. As such,
theseorientationsare signs of the individual@sbjectivity which areeadablgo power.
Legibility also applies to this example because the individual is in no way concerned about being
seen. There is no threat of viso@lservatiorfrom a figure she wishes be understood bystill,
she orients heelf to a norvisual 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, yiétcannot be explained lifie visual.

In addition,there are many characteristics of this model which remind us of the panoptic
metaphor. An individual orientser behavior her thoughts, anther bodily comportment in
relation to a particular locus of scrutimichis constant and unverifiablalways cacerned
with bang understood or comprehendelde $ias become her own professor, her own discipline.
Her subjectivity is formed in relan to a scrutiny which does hbave to be acalized, just as
the tower does rianeed a supervisor for it to exercgawver effectively. Through use of the
panoptic model, we can conceptualimv an individual orients him or heelf toward this form

of surveillancewhose power lies in potentiality, niotactuality. Any judge of comprehensibility
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could Ooccupy the tow® Insert a parent, a religious authority, or a coactharstudent will

form him or her selin responseThe student wants to be understood, to be an exemplary model,
and to meet expectations. As in the panoptitas,not jus the ability to be seebut it s the

way subjectsorient their behawrs, thoughts, and bodily compment. Undoubtedly, a student
writing for a professor strikes @s something which exemplifies legibility atie panoptic

model. Beyond this specific example, all writingansistentvith 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 myneading is the most immediateedibility enhances our
ability to graspthe panoptic metaphor and FoucaultOs 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 cems.Focusing on the visuabmponent 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. Surelytithie nase that as
long as one cannot be seen he or she is resistant to power.

Furthermoremy rereading helps the panoptic metaphor make selssdipline &

Punishand in context of FoucaultOs notion of po@enfining the metaphor to prisons,
ingtitutions, or to visibility is nbconsistent with FoucaultOs 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 paangtom the context ddiscipline

& Punishand from greater ideas like power makes it an exemplary model in the way Foucault
expressly speaks against. Disproportionate focus on this naodiedbn the visual element in
particular, encourages readwigibility into FoucaultOs workoreover, he idea that dominance
of visibility hides or ignores other dimensions of powe ieryFoucauldian notion.

Finally, my approach is valubbto the literaturdoase. In my months of study both in the
United Statesurd atthe Foucault Archives in France, | 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-seffexive about the irdrpretation which
informs their position. | hope my approach begins the discussion for considering how different
interpretations of the metaphor operate withindbmentaryas a whole. Legibilityroubles
those who think the panopticon is famdentally vsual, suggestintheir reading of the panoptic
metaphor is superficiaMoreover, he notion ®a new visibilitypresents readers with a way to
reread all secondary literaturentainingthis visual focus.

Some might claim my reading of legibility, whictaims to be a Onew visibilj§y 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 thougtavoking to suggest
visibility could have nothg 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 dement
reinforced to some degree. However, legibitibhallenges visibility at the same time it evokes it.
Once readers consider visibility in terms of legibjlityey will ask themselves if there is more to

visibility than the optical element, even aparnirthe panoptic metaphor. Furthermore, if close
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attention is paid to my explanation of legibilityis clearl explicitly encourage a shift away
from the visual. To an extent, it is impossible to separate visibdypletely from its pervasive
role in aur literatue and discourse.hiEre will always be a visual element present in this and
most texts. That does not mean | uniquely reemphasize the visual.

My suggestion that the panopticon is actually a model for a new visibility is the juncture
at which | nsert myself into the contemporary debate. If the panoptic metaptatrabout 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 explainetidemre afraid of
being seen is uninteresting and-compelling. Howeverto claim individuals can become visible
or legible to power with no chance of being seen is a challenge to our ocular didéourse.
visibility does na require sight, not only doentrouble 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 metaphysiand epistemology.

It is alsoa 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 complicitytiviconsidering a model out of the larger context
of the work as a whole, or the crucial ideas and elements expressedtaulf®s work, such as
power.Many authors do not explicitly acknowledge that the way they export the panoptic model
is reflective oftheir understanding of the status of thetaphor 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 whalexpo

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 phoneviewsnternet searches,
andplace security cameras and moniteverywhere, many are tempted to be preoccupith
visibility. Perhaps the forces one should be most concerned about are théheyeal 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 thiel@iOn face, saying power is more than
visibility might not be that startling. Despite this, why is our first instinct to be concernat abo
being seen or caught? Why de need to look to a model to encourage us to consider the
complexity of power? Whatoes it say about our want to understand our own subjectivity that
makes us want to findraetaphotto explain how we relate to others @andources of power? Is
it notinteresting in the first placdatwe want to look to éigure and say, OThat figuexplains
the forces which work on m&hat figure explains my societ?

In this sense hie idea of a scrutiny which is thasible is troublingVisibility can be
limited to subjects with eyes and dezgdike cameras. Howevef scrutinyis not opticakhen it
is not something we can knotaybe we want power to be visible so we can touch and
understandt, so we can tangibly exercise and control it. If the panopticon is about legibility then
power could be everywhere and in everything. Everything iallgquisible 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, barraakghospitals, which all resemble our own self

discipline. We live in a societyhere even the blind can see.
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