
Panopticon
The Panopticon is an idealized architectural form designed by British philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832)
in the 18th century. Originally put forward as a design for a range of institutions, including schools, factories, and
military barracks, the Panopticon has been particularly influential in prison architecture, theory, and
management.

OVERVIEW

In 1787, Jeremy Bentham visited Russia to see his brother, Samuel, who was working as an engineer for Prince
Potemkin, Prime Minister of Catherine the Great. At the time, Samuel Bentham was constructing a circular textile
mill designed so that overseers could monitor their workers without being seen. Jeremy Bentham found this
design intriguing and thought it would work well for other types of buildings, including prisons. He wrote several
letters to a friend, in which he described his ideas for what he came to call the “Panopticon,” based on what he
had seen in Russia. Printed in 1791, though never sold in bookstores, Bentham's letters and two postscripts
written in 1790 and 1791 describe the architectural design and its possible application in detail.

Despite years of planning and lobbying by Bentham, a Panopticon prison was never been built in his home
country of England. However, Panopticon-style prisons were built in Spain, Holland, the United States, and other
parts of the world, including Cuba. Additionally, many of Bentham's ideas about the need for constant
surveillance exist in corrections today, including video cameras or in-home confinement with electronic
monitoring systems that control and monitor an inmate's whereabouts.

THEORY

The Panopticon, as planned by Bentham, is a prison in which the jailer or a guard can view all the inmates in
their cells without being seen himself. Ideally, inmates would be watched at all times. However, Bentham
recognized that constant surveillance was not possible. Instead, the Panopticon would make each inmate unsure
of whether he or she was being viewed. Such ambiguity would make prisoners feel as if they were always being
watched.

Bentham believed that constant surveillance would both punish and reform inmates. It would also make them
efficient workers. Each person would behave in a way that he or she thought acceptable to the prison guard
simply because the guard might be watching. Prisoners would also work hard at whatever task they were set, to
avoid reprimand and punishment. Gradually, they would become better citizens, because they would be more
aware of others and learn and have practice in behaving in socially acceptable ways. Furthermore, the solitary
situation of each prisoner would help the inmate consider his or her wrongdoing and repent.

ARCHITECTURE

The omnipresence of the guard in the Panopticon is created through its architecture. The Panopticon was to be a
circular building of several stories. The cells would be placed along the circumference of the building, and the
prison guard or inspector would occupy the center of the prison, allowing him to view each of the cells around
and above him.

In the Panopticon, each cell would be shaped like a pie wedge with the point cut off. Each cell would be
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partitioned from the one next to it by a wall protruding from the outer wall of the prison toward the center, in the
form of radii. The outer edge of the cell, the one along the outer edge of the prison building, would have a
window. According to Bentham, this window would be large enough to provide light to the inmate's cell and to
the guard's area in the center of the prison. As a result, the Panopticon would reverse the principles of the
dungeon, because the prisoners would be kept in the light instead of the dark. However, since the prisoners
would never know whether they were being watched, they would be in the dark in another sense.

The narrower end of the cell, across from the window, would have a grate so as to allow the all-seeing guard to
view the inmate at all times and to allow the lighting to come through from the inmate's cell to the guard area.
Within the grating or bars on the door, there would be a door to allow prisoners entry into the cell when he or
she arrived and to allow the prison keepers in as they saw fit. Bentham was careful to plan the building so
inmates would be kept separate. He thus included what he called “protracted partitions” on each cell. These
partitions were extensions of the walls separating each cell from the one next to it that went beyond the grating
into the open area to prevent the inmates from viewing one another.

The guard or prison keeper would work in the center of the prison, where he or she could view each of the cells
and thus each of the inmates. However, it was important that the inmates were not able to see the guard if they
were to believe that they were under surveillance at all times. Thus the windows of the guard area would have
blinds as high as needed to prevent the inmates from seeing the guard. Furthermore, the guard area, or lodge,
would have four quarters divided by removable partitions of thin material to prevent the inmates from seeing
shadows and determining where the guards were or exactly what they might be looking at. Additionally,
Bentham planned for small lamps, backed by reflectors, to be placed outside of each window of the guard area,
which would make it impossible again for the inmate to see where the guard was in the light of the day or in the
night. These lamps would allow the guard to see into the inmates' cells at all hours of the day and night.

Bentham believed that if inmates were to hear the guard talking to a specific inmate, they would realize they
were not being viewed at that time, and thus the goal of the all-seeing and all-knowing Panopticon would be
undermined. Thus, Bentham suggested that a small tube made of tin could be stretched from each cell to the
guard area, allowing the guard and an inmate to talk to one another without the other inmates hearing.

Bentham did not spare any detail in his plans for the Panopticon. He suggested that the cells and the guard area
could be warmed by flues surrounding them, yet they would all be housed on the inside of the building, thus
preventing the wasting of warming air. And, somewhat apologetically, Bentham also noted that a plan for the
removal of human waste was also important, and thus he suggested an earthen pipe much smaller than a
human be attached to each cell that would allow excrement to flow downward and away. Further, he suggested
that a water pipe be included in each cell as well, for cleanliness.

PANOPTICON INSTITUTIONS

Unfortunately for Bentham, his Panopticon was never built in England, though he spent many years lobbying for
it. Panopticon prisons were planned in France and Ireland but were never built there either. The Western State
Penitentiary, which opened in Pittsburgh in 1825, was modeled on Bentham's ideas, but it was ordered rebuilt
after Bentham's death in 1833 due to its unsuitability. Other circular prisons resembling Bentham's design were
built too late for Bentham to see, including several in Spain in 1852 and three in Holland during the 1880s.

More than a century after Bentham fought so diligently for his Panopticon, two prisons were built that closely
followed the Panopticon design, though on a larger scale. The first, built on the Isle of Pines in Cuba in 1926, was
designed to hold 5,000 inmates. A circular dining area was surrounded by five tiers of cells that opened onto
balconies on each level, allowing the inmates to be seen at all times. The second was Stateville Penitentiary in
Joliet, Illinois, built between 1916 and 1924.

Joliet was built originally with four circular cell houses. Each cell house was four stories high, with cells lining the
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outer wall of the building and a domelike top with several panels of windows in the ceiling to let light from the
outside help light the inside of the building. The guard house in the center had an elevated platform where the
guard could view all of the cells. However, the guard area did not have an intricate system of blinds that kept the
inmates from seeing the guard, as in Bentham's original design. It is important to note that the circular
Panopticon buildings were not well received, and because of budgetary concerns the final cell-block built at Joliet
was built as a long, rectangle-shaped building.

THE PANOPTICON AS A PHILOSOPHICAL METAPHOR

Though more than 200 years old and never built exactly to Bentham's specifications, Bentham's idea of the
Panopticon is still a guiding concept in the field of punishment, particularly as it is explored in the writings of
French philosopher Michel Foucault. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995 [1977]) argues that today's society
is very much like Bentham's Panopticon, since citizens are under constant surveillance. Like prisoners in the
Panopticon prison who self-police their own behavior because the guard may be watching, we too discipline
ourselves, keeping society ordered and calm.

Foucault's philosophical expansion of the idea of the Panopticon as a metaphor for society has become
increasingly apt in the computer age. With the Internet, we see Bentham's ideas linked to the invasion of our
privacy, as noted by Docker (2002):

The Internet is the most sophisticated and insidious surveillance system yet invented. Cookies and web bugs
allow marketing companies, political organizations, governments and cyber stalkers to find out everything they
want to know about users from their height and weight to their political, religious and breakfast cereal
preferences. Every time a user logs on, an electronic trace of their activities can be recorded, collated, assessed
and manipulated to create profiles and databases. We don't know precisely who may be doing it or for what
purpose, but we know that it's happening or could be happening. It makes the least paranoid of us disconcerted.
(p. 1)
Within contemporary prisons, discipline is frequently maintained through surveillance. Rather than relying on
architectural design alone, however, modern institutions utilize closed circuit television cameras throughout.
Prisoners are constantly monitored, both physically and through complex classification systems in which
information about them is regularly entered.

CONCLUSION

The Panopticon as originally designed by Jeremy Bentham in the 18th century was a circular design with a guard
house constructed in the center that permitted a prison guard to view all inmates at all times. Under Bentham's
scheme, the inmates could not see the guard and thus would never be sure when they were under surveillance.
To avoid the risk of punishment they would behave at all times. Several such prisons were built in Holland,
Spain, Cuba, and at Joliet, Illinois, in the United States, although none functioned as seamlessly as Bentham had
hoped. Some people, even if they are monitored, will always resist. Others will find sophisticated ways of
avoiding the penal gaze.

Despite the practical inadequacies of the Panopticon, as Michel Foucault has demonstrated, the ideas behind its
design provide a rich source of analysis for modern society. By arguing that there are significant commonalities
between prison and the community, Foucault suggests we may all, on some level, be imprisoned. In turn, this
idea provides an intriguing way to analyze the distribution of power throughout society and its many institutions,
of which the prison is just one.

—Kim Davies

 

Further Reading

3



Brought to you by:  SAGE

Bentham, J. (1995). The Panopticon writings. Ed. and intro. M. Bozovic. London: Verso.

Clear, T., & Cole, J. (1997). American corrections. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Docker, L. (2002). The greatest happiness—Watson Mangioni. Mondaq Ltd. Retrieved July 25, 2002, from http:/
www.mondaq.com

Foucault, M. (1995 [1977]). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. New York: Vintage.

Johnston, N. (1973). The human cage: A brief history of prison architecture. New York: Walker & Company.

Johnston, N. (2000). Forms of constraint: A history of prison architecture. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

Staples, W. (1997). The culture of surveillance: Discipline and social control in the United States. New York: St.
Martin's.

Entry Citation:
Davies, Kim. "Panopticon." Encyclopedia of Prisons & Correctional Facilities. Ed. . Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2004. 664-67. SAGE
Reference Online. Web. 1 Aug. 2012.

© SAGE Publications, Inc.

4




