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Imperfect Panopticz’sm: Envisioning the
Construction of Normal Lives

Matt Hannah

The term “panopticism”

. is now c¢
theorists, and much valua ommon currency among critical social

it gl LSl ant;lle S\york has been inspired and informed by Fou-
Punish (1979).' There are t Sy rlvon, degigna 1 itineind
Boenypnians S }:vo related_sen§es in which much of this work ;zln
M t}; owever. First, it has tended to remain preoccu iea;
RS M alie. it; exercise of power in institutional settingS'ind
AR e oes venture beyond institutional walls, it em’ 1
to selecting important que;.more as a motif or mood setter and a vague ;u‘i)c}l, :
Responsibility e ﬂllons tl_lar’l as.a source of particular analytical tool 3
L A i i ise .hmltanons can be laid for the most part0 A
brought the issue c;f dis;u% I UPE padlion “governmentaliry” i lat
Fran:iDStitutional Len a;; ;n:;goiovl::r out into the amorphous spacenc,}i;
A ) : vhole, he never precisely spelle
s fmn\gﬁgfelﬁflc %f vns1b11.1ty had to change tg of)erat(l ce)?f:a;?ifre‘rays
el attesu jects did not suffer continuous conﬁnementy g
e e g mrqpt to show in detail how the basic logic of- h.
e e N i altntam x?ormality among the already normal ]i/[ey
e A hyi 1(:llprovxde more flexible tools of social—geogr;; h‘}
P e ghlight the common patterns linking control c»fl‘3 i
A e Citizengtroéfof the “mainstream.” While I do not mea 5
prisoners and asylum inn?ut er as much under imperfect panopticism a: 50
i e coi :ls under institutional panopticism, I do wish 1
ply i o M et usion, namely that the lives of the institution [10
it COnr:}parablc: to the lives of the free. If we see the t;_
discomfort with some of the :::::i?iii::s foe rn(')rle w1 ) health;
social control looming in the near

1 See especially Felix Dri
; river, Power and P, ism.
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Pre‘:su,P;g;;.) e I
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Figure 15.1 Plan of the Panopticon

future, and also to discern a commonality of interest with the more obviously

oppressed.

I will begin with a brief summary of the panoptic logic and its implications

for the exercise of control within institutions. This will follow Foucault’s
analysis in broad outline, and thus may be familiar to some readers; however,
ILintroduce some differences in interpretation which will turn out to be crucial
in the second part of the essay. Part 2 will present a refitting of the panoptic
logic to demonstrate how it works in a trans-institutional setting, as well as a
brief discussion of the conditions of possibility allowing it to do so. The final
part will consist of a speculative survey of the possibilities for research opened
up by this new perspective on social order, directions in which it still needs to

be elaborated or altered, etc.

Part 1

tham is a multistoried annual building
r inner space (Figs 15.1 and 15.2). The
th a completely open barred front.
from the outside. Thus, from the
11) is backlit in every daytime

The Panopticon as envisioned by Ben
with a tower at the center of the circula
cells in the outer ring each faces the tower wi
The outer end of each cell is open to light
central tower, each prisoner (confined one to a ce

activity.
The tower itself, however, is dark, with venetian blinds over the windows.
hey are being watched, but the threat

The prisoners never know whether ornott
is ever present, and, combined with the capability for immediate punishment,
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Figure 15.2 View from a cell
Source: Foucault, Discipline and Punish

constan i i

e té)c/_dhscourages 1rFegular behavior (for example, cursing

Carceral]) ( t1a y commun!cating with other prisoners). ,
situation embodies the rudiments of a relation b

and autho ect wh y y
a ritative sub Wi lCh thIOWS EVer da llfe mnet

masturbating,
Thus described, the
etween human object
he modern West into

For a fuller appreciation of how the I all.OPUCOH project (and its historical fail ure) lelated
to the context of Interests and struggles in contemporary England, Discipline and Pun;. y’
Sh
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Prisoners as human objects are visible as individuals: each one is distinguish-
able from all others; each irregular activity is assignable to a specific person.
All prisoners are potentially visible in all activities; they are completely limned
by light. None can escape punishment as an automatic consequence of
abnormal behavior, The watchers in the tower have direct control of the means
of punishment through a hierarchical structure of command unifying what I
will call the three “moments” of control: observation, judgement and enforcement
of behavior.? Again, while watching is only sporadic, the threat of being watched
never ceases. Negligence and leniency on the part of the watchers are discour-
aged by their vigilant superiors who, in turn, are watched, and so on up to the
prison director. The whole hierarchy is completely invisible and anonymous to
the prisoners; they themselves are the only identifiable people involved in the
correctional process.

The immediate goal of the panoptic subject/object relation is normalization
of prisoner behavior. The social ends served by normalization may vary
somewhat in their specifics but all basically call for the production of people
capable of functioning economically and socially without threatening other free
citizens. The ideal rehabilitated prisoner is one who reenters society with the
conviction that proportional punishment or censure inevitably follows every
significant behavioral irregularity. Transgressions seem to create and enact their
own punishments through neutral and anonymous institutional mechanisms.

To transform aberrant behavior, the panoptic “normalizing machine” must
first confine each human being in a strictly separate space. This initial condition
allows the three moments of panoptic functioning (observation, judgement,
and enforcement) to proceed infallibly: there is no confusion as to who
perpetrates abnormality, and punishment is meted out onlyto the perpetrator.*
Any mistaken punishment would suddenly throw the prison hierarchy into

should be supplemented with a reading of Michael Ignatieff, A Fust Measure of Pain: the
Penitentiary in the Industrial Revolution, 1750-1850, New York, NY, Penguin, 1978).
Ignatieff places the Panopticon within what might be called a “current affairs of the past,”
while Foucault reads its “internal” logic in order to produce a “history of the present.”

3 This tripartite division is adapted from Foucault’s list of three “instruments” of
disciplinary power: “hierarchical observation, normalizing judgment and their
combination in a procedure that is specific to it the examination” (Foucault, Discipline
and Punish, p. 170). Since Foucault is analyzing a prison, he can assume a tight link
between judgment and enforcement, both of which are subsumed under the category
“normalizing judgment,” as well as the unification of the whole process in the
examination. In a broader social context, judgment and enforcement are not
automatically coordinated, while the examnination plays a less central role.

4 Since at the time, Bentham envisioned the Panopticon more as a manufactory than as an
instrument of moral reform, with prisoners working up to 16 hours a day in separate cells,
he preferred to allow the market and its requirement for a healthy labor force to
determine the nature and severity of punishment for abnormal behavior. Around this
time, the turn of the nineteenth century, no new consensus had been formed as to how
abnormal behavior within prisons should be punished. Although by the late nineteenth
century, the transition from such measures as whipping, putting in irons and
dier-reduction, to more subtle and unobtrusive punishments (e.g., denial of exercise or
visiting privileges), was more or less complete; in Bentham’s time punishments varied
unpredictably from prison to prison (see Ignatieff, A Just Measure of Pain, pp- 109-13).




348 Mait Hannah

sta:rk reh;f, destroying its anonymity and the accom
prisoner is the only component of the system fi
1rr§sp0n§1b1e choices. Only by denying pri i
prison hierarchy achieve its own co A iirn
infallibility.

The power exercised in the h

panying illusion that the
to make responsible or
all anonymity can the
mplete anonymity and the attendant

ol rz;}zoilﬁetica}lllly successful panoptic “community”
at the pri iti
ity el prison authorities do not ex
o reﬂ:l::;n;:; lor blz;me by exercising it. Even when punishme}:t)i:
y only on prisoners; ind on 1
ey T : rs; indeed, reflection is a i
ol 1 an;r}ftl}c;p performed by the dark windows of the central tf:l)ttlng
s hierarchy ceaselessly hold up a mirror to each prisonwer‘
er, a

mirr th t retlects r ty d €V ts a gnment to any
IIrror a efl eSpOnSlblll
an prevents its assi other

On the other hand, punishment is usua

i T lly not even necessary. The more

e ; .
preventive its effect. The ad(l]clelgﬁa:llnlsle ek e e (T
R st ; T expense of punishment (a
A5 ' D01, s a depa
Rl l?Sal rotl;p.ne) is n}lnlmxzed the more constantly prisonp':rls‘mre
e her\:- ility. Punishment, or even just the reporting of irr )
i or,a i 'e _1erarchy to devote inordinate attention to an indivi =
porarily lowering its economic efficiency Secnagel

124
The oal is t0 maintain \% (e} lble IlOIII]allza[lon W]th €
t the most effcctl € poss th

least expenditur ;

Omniscii 0 wi:ho:i enff?rfit, s the hierarchy must strive to uphold its image of

constant watching if the amum (.’f actual observation. There is no need for

i e IhaR prevzprpprlate level of random and sporadic observation

of a rudimentary paranoi nn;)n O_fabnorn}ality_ Beyond conscious promotion

. Ol a, the hlerarf:hy 1s not much interested in the nner
ual psyches. Panoptic control is an external method direz::z:{

at the hOmO eniz tion o rnal V. €rso.

: g a fexze n beha 10r regardless Ofp rsonal pSyChO]Ogical
] - . . 5 . .
quirks. Ihe PIH.ﬂ[e space of motivations 1s left to ]tSelf, but a h() use of mirrors

ust acr i i
et i Onlyjhumar:)ss the border” in the public space of visible activiry, It
el ac};rgsence at work in an otherwise mechanical pov;zer
n. 7 s uires a new fi ibili
sponl Bt 4 reedom/responsibility: the freedom/re-
Panoptic pow i
er, t
e predseg pun;s ;ae;; b;lllrrxrglz toggther a completely visible, distinguishable
n object, and ified, i i i ’
R le h ' 2 a unified, infallible, omniscij
ey Ktmost elclghorltgtlve sub)egt. The latter exercises power’preventiire?t)
e O nomic and pglmcal efficiency, while the human obje. S
el .bz.zl.aloine ;xsrqses the privilege of choice and carri;sths
T bmhp 0181t ility. AT.h1s ‘anonymization” of authority, as Foucault ; g
point out, is in stark contrast to the grisly images and practz'in
1ces

of punishment which los i
; t prestige duri i
disappeared during the nineteenth cerfzzfythe Rl L .

5 Compare my commen i
ts here with James B 1 ]
(New York, NY, Schocken Books, 19745), éhl:;iz; 11)'71”11? D el

Imperfect Panopticism 349

Part 2

Foucault’s analysis of the panoptic situation, slightly different from the fore-
going, has already produced a wealth of insights into the functioning of
institutions devoted to normalization or the confinement of abnormal indi-
viduals. But why are “the rest of us” so normal to begin with? How can we
each feel so unique and at the same time be so uncomfortable when faced with
abnormality or irregularity in our daily lives? Have we each freely chosen this
seemingly magical blend of public normality and private uniqueness? Such
questions have been asked before, of course, but have hardly been addressed
from the perspective of panopticism.® In what follows I will focus on the
concept of visibility as it plays a part in the maintenance of normality among
the already normal.
The idea of a life-path was introduced by Torsten Hégerstrand as a way to
represent, and to some extent understand, peoples’ day-to-day movements
through time and space. As a representational device it is fairly straightforward
(Fig. 15.3). The Earth’s surface is represented (ignoring topography) by two
horizontal dimensions, while time is shown by the third, vertical, dimension.
Movement through time-space is represented by an arrow, the life-path.” The
movements and stases of an individual or group can be represented in this way
at any spatio-temporal scale, from movements within a house during one hour,
to migrations of whole peoples over millennia. Higerstrand’s original life-path
construct was far more than just the perceptual aid described above, and
numerous writers (most notably Derek Gregory and Allan Pred) have critiqued
and extended its concepts and applications over the years. At present, however,
it is necessary to grasp it only as a representational (not an interpretive) tool.’
Consider the life-path of a prisoner in the panopticon: it is largely vertical
and completely visible to the authoritative subject. It does not mingle with the
life-paths of other prisoners (Fig. 15.4). By contrast, our life-paths, the
spatio-temporal movements of “ordinary citizens” are not completely visible to
authorities. Nonetheless, I would like to portray the image and analysis of the
panoptic prisoner as the limit case or hypothetically complete extension of a
set of power relations to which we are at present only imperfectly subjected.
Normal citizens are most reliably normal in the acrivities for which their
Tife-paths_are publicly visible.
Probably the most important difference between modern citizens and
panoptic prisoners is that the former are not strictly confined, but spatially free.
Thus, we may mingle with others and gain a certain anonymity, as for instance

6 See Poster, Critical Theory, and Poststructuralism, pp. 105-23, for the only extended

treatment I have found.

7  While the person whose life-path is being described remains in one place, the arrow is
vertical; any movement over space gives the arrow a finite slope, which decreases with
increasing speed of movement. Projection of the life-path onto to the horizontal X-Y
plane gives an atemporal map of the individual’s movements.

8 See especially Allan Pred, “The Choreography of Existence: Comments on Higerstrand’s
Time Geography and its Usefulness,” Economic Geography, 53, (1977): 207-21.
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Figure 15.4 Life-path of a prisoner
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fect in everyday life. We usua
in the knowledge that the law does not hav
everything technically abnormal as worthy o
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payment of speeding tickets received in other states
the limited coordination of enforcement.

Briefly, as human objects, mainstream citizens are less spatially fixed and
individually distinguishable than the panoptic prisoner. We do not suffer as
constant a threat of observation, and judgment and enforcement are not strictly
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Claus (“He knows when you are sleeping ... ) are unified, omniscient and
adlways capable of punishment, in “real” life we face a variety of normalizing
machines, imperfectly coordinated, and each with imperfect powers. Unlike
the panoptic hierarchy, these vigilant authorities are often fragmented, either
vertically in relation to a particular activity, or horizontally according to
different activities. By “vertical fragmentation” I mean that, for a given activity,

e U f normalizing surveillance (receipt of

the three moments in the process o
information traces, judgment and enforcement of normality) may all take place
fect communication. Use of a credit

in different organizations with only imper
card leaves information that banks can acquire to decide whether to loan money
to the user, but banks may not be able to obrain information about, say,
payment of telephone or utility bills.
«“Horizontal fragmentation” refers to the fact that different activities. may
leave information traces with different organizations, and that these organiza-
tions may not be capable, for legal or technological reasons, of exchanging and
matching information regarding different activities. Government agencies,
employers, financial institutions, etc. collectively hold pictures of our visible
life-paths, but coordination is far from perfect, so it would be misleading to
view authority as singular, unified, and effectively omniscient. The many
authoritative subjects are also not entirely anonymous. In addition to a right
of privacy, we can (at least in dealing with the United States government)
demand to know what information is held about us or take legal action against
misuse of information. We have some leeway to protest, appeal, and complain
about the exercise of normalizing authority. We may demand a certain degree
of balance between our visibility and that of the vigilant authorities.
Fragmented though they are, it is important to note here that vigilant
authorities are becoming more coordinated in horizontal and in vertical
dimensions. Credit card firms now regularly provide information to law
enforcement agencies, for example, and motor vehicle administrations nation-
wide share information with insurance companies. Federal regulations now
require all US banks to microfilm all personal checks paid, and to retain the
films for five years so that federal officials may scrutinize them if they deem it
necessary.!? For the moment, it suffices to reiterate the claim that our public
normality coincides with our public visibility. As human objects we maintain our
individual unities by virtue of our awareness that some of our activities can be
watched and assigned to the same person. We experience our visible life-paths
as unified representations of ourselves which can, in a sense, be used against
us. The unity of the authoritative subject is incomplete at best, but importantly,
complete unity of the authoritative subject is unnecessary for the reasonably successful
enforcement of normality in today’s society. Only the achievement of complete
visibility would require a completely unified authoritative subject. There are
two deterrents to such a goal, however. First, within the Western liberal tradition

Linda Stearns and David Uglow, “Documentary

12 James Rule, Douglas McAdam, » Social Problems, 31 (1983)
octal Problems, :

Identification and Mass Surveillance in the United States,
222-34.
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Figure 15.6 Cycle of social control

remaining ground. More important to the present argument is the ubiquity of
insurance technologies, which protect against and profit from disorder. Panopti-
cism may not achieve perfect coverage of individual lives, but the damages and
instabilities resulting from vestigial disorder can be predicted using aggregate
social statistics, and security sold (at a profit). In a sense, insurance fills the
gaps in knowledge of individual lives by interpolation: the knowledge that is
available (e.g. age, sex, driving record, income bracket, etc.) allows a projection
of risk into those areas about which there is no knowledge (the future, private
habits, etc.).'

Viewing modern social normality as a result of imperfect panopticism SUEESLS
numerous reinterpretations of familiar ideas. To give some formal coherence
to these reinterpretations, it will be helpful to unify the ideas presented so far
through an elaboration of the life-path diagram (Fig. 15.5). Let the solid
segments of the life-path shown in Figure 15.5 represent publicly visible
activities; dashed segments depict activities not subject to authoritative gazes.
Each particular visible activity can be seen to anchor a cycle of social control (Fig.
15.6). A visible activity occupies a specific, finite time-space segment betrayed

Wby~ (e

14 See Francois Ewald, “Insurance and Risk,” translated by Colin Gordon, in Graham
Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller, (eds), The Foucault Effect, (Chicago, IL, Univ.

of Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 197-210.
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numberless ways, as different activities may share the same media of observa-
tion, judgment, or enforcement. Single cycles may involve numerous
organizations, and single organizations may play roles in avariety of cycles. The
sheath of authority is woven together through the exchange of information
vertically between moments of the cycle and horizontally between cycles. The
visible life-path and its woven sheath together paint a picture of normalizing
power, a graphic portrayal of the way normality is maintained among normal
people.

Part 3

Incomplete and provisional though it is, this view of social control can serve
as an interpretive departure point for, or at least an additional window on, a
number of different research projects. Before surveying its uses, however, the
status of the logic of imperfect panopticism needs to be clarified. At the most
fundamental, epistemological level, it is a framework constructed through hu-
man thought and imposed on a social reality which, though possibly
unknowable in the strict sense, does not seem to rule out imperfect panopticism
as a plausible partial explanation. Once the inherent uncertainty encountered
at the epistemological level is bracketed, and the assumption made thata social
ontology is possible,'® the logic of imperfect panopticism can be situated in
more familiar ways.

First, it is a “logic” because the various instances in which it appears embody
in different ways a fairly stable reasoning about how control is to be achieved,
the relative benefits of achieving it through observation, judgment, and en-
forcement as opposed to, say, corporal punishment, etc. The relative
pervasiveness of this logic in “modern” societies is not an intended product of
2 unified, deliberate program, but rather an emergent condition, an aggregate
product of similar, but not very interdependent, developments in various
spheres of life. Second, imperfect panopticism is not the most basic or
fundamental characteristic of modern society (Jirgen Habermas and Charles
Taylor misunderstood Foucault on this point).'¢ It is not even the only form
of social control we live with and throughy; it lies somewhere in the middle of
a continuum running from cooperatively produced social norms and ideology
through the legal system to physical confinement and finally military sources
of control. As Foucault’s work makes clear, panopticism is not entirely separate
from these other types, but it certainly does not serve as their common essence.
Not only do all these mechanisms of control coexist, but many of them

15 It would of course be irresponsible to presume unreflectively that the ways in which
human knowledge is questionable do not apply to logos about onra. See U. Strohmayer and
M. Hannah, “Domesticating Postmodernism,” Antipode, 24:1 (1992), 29-55.
16 J- Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1987), pp- 266-93; Charles Taylor, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” in D. Couzens
Hoy, (ed.), Foucault: A Gritical Reader, (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp. 51-68.
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tary imperfect panopticism in the United States government’s administration
of an American Indian reservation during the 1870s, and have thereby also
been able to clarify some of its spatial prerequisites in modern societies as well.
Robinson and Overton have examined similar systems of control operated by
imperial powers in South Africa and turn-of-the-century Kenya, respectively,
albeit without attempting to pursue the theoretical implications of their “em-
pirical” work. Taken together, these projects barely begin to scratch the surface
of the vast mountain of documentary resources left behind by imperial episodes
worldwide.

A focus on imperfect panopticism could impact two related theoretical
problematics as well: the relationship between state and economic power, and
the general problem of the nature and identification of classes in late capitalism.
The use of refitted life-path diagrams as an instrument of analysis would allow
a much clearer anatomy of the constitutive links between larger social forces
and individuals. It could also bring into sharper outline the distribution of the
tasks of social control between, on the one hand, state institutions and legal
structures, and on the other, economic institutions, the changing forms of
money, and the ownership of private property. The “authoritative sheath,” or
web of connections between cycles of social control discussed above, probably
has fairly stable topographies for large groups of people, so some general
conclusions could be drawn about the relative importance of particular
authorities.

It is no doubt possible to distinguish not only typical topographies of the
authoritative sheath, but also systematic differences in the degree of visibility
between groups of people. There is a stable disparity, for instance, between the
financial visibility of people and organizations who can afford to pay for
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