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The panopticon was created by Jeremy Bentham as a model prison.   It was 

desig ned in a way to g iv e max imu m power to the prison wards.   The panopticon was 

architected as so:   

at the periphery,  an annu lar bu ilding ;  at the centre,  a tower;  this tower is 
pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of  the ring ;  the 
peripheric bu ilding  is div ided into cells,  each of  which ex tends the whole 
width of  the bu ilding ;  they hav e two windows,  one on the inside,  
corresponding  to the windows of  the tower;  the other,  on the ou tside,  
allows the lig ht to cross the cell f rom one end to the other ( F ou cau lt,  2 0 0 ) .  
 

A  su perv isor,  a prison g u ard,  wou ld reside in the central tower with the ability to watch 

all of  the inmates.   A ll of  those lock ed u p wou ld be v isible in their cells,  their cag es,  bu t 

the su perv isor wou ld not be v isible to them.   [ T] his inv isibility is a g u arantee of  order  ! "

( F ou cau lt,  2 0 0 ) .   The captiv e nev er k nows when he or she is being  watched,  bu t k nows 

that it is a possibility at all times.   The su perv isor has g reat power ov er the inmates.   The 

inmates are aware of  the eyes watching  the,  thu s they mu st behav e.   In the panopticon,   

the indiv idu als are inserted in a f ix ed place,  in which the slig htest 
mov ements are su perv ised,  in which all ev ents recorded  in which each #

indiv idu al is constantly located,  ex amined and distribu ted among  the 
liv ing  being s  all this constitu tes a compact model of  the disciplinary #

mechanism ( F ou cau lt,  1 9 7 ) .  
 

The panopticon is a necessary f u nction of  society.   W ithou t the power to control 

indiv idu als,  there wou ld be chaos and anarchy.   I f  there was no threat of  

pu nishment f or wrong f u l  acts,  if  there was no threat of  su rv eillance,  the maj ority 

of  people wou ld hav e nothing  to lose and thu s there wou ld be no reason to abide 

by the ru les.   The power of  the panopticon is also ref lex iv e.   A  panoptic society 
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produ ces panoptic institu tions.   S ociety f ollows the model which already work s 

and people tu rn panopticism arou nd to f u nction in their best interest.    

The panopticon is v isible in f ictional representations,  su ch as the mov ie 

! "The M atrix  and the nov el,  1 9 8 4 ,  by G eorg e O rwell.   It also f u nctions in ou r 

dramatiz ed reality as seen in reality telev ision shows lik e M TV s The R e$ ! al 

W orld"  and C BS s Big  Brother.   $ ! " F inally,  the panopticism ex ists in many f orms 

throu g hou t ou r liv es and is a necessary element f or ou r society to f u nction.  

 

! T h e  M a t r i x "  

The 1 9 9 9  f ilm,  The M atrix ,  has many panoptic elements.   The entire world ! "

inside the matrix  is controlled by those who hav e the power to see.   The ag ents,  the 

su perv isors of  the matrix ,  are ev erywhere,  watching  ev eryone.   I f  anyone acts ou t of  line 

and doesn t conf orm to the reality  of  the matrix ,  he or she is remov ed f rom the world.  $ ! "  

In f act,  most people liv e their liv es,  u nassu ming ly,  in the matrix .   They liv e their liv es 

u naware,  and f or the most part content with,  the panoptic world they liv e in.   The people 

don t see  how they are being  watched or track ed becau se it is done with $ ! " hidden 

cameras and they are track ed throu g h inv isible compu ter codes.   A ll the people k now is 

that they liv e in a 2 0
� �
 centu ry society with the police ex isting  to serv e and protect.   In 

the matrix ,  the ag ents hav e the ability to appear anywhere at anytime.   A n illu sion is 

created where it seems as if  there are ag ents ev erywhere,  when in reality there are f ar 

f ewer.   This g iv es a g reat deal of  power to the ag ents becau se the people will be more 

lik ely to behav e if  they believ e there are many ag ents watching  them.   The panopticon is 

f u nctioning  as a disciplinary mechanism.   The f ear of  discov ery and pu nishment is 

enou g h to deter bad behav ior.   P anopticism is preemptiv e discipline.  

 The protag onist in the mov ie,  N eo,  is also watched and su rv eilled by another 

g rou p of  people.   Those who hav e been remov ed f rom the matrix  and f ig ht ag ainst it,  

specif ically M orpheu s,  hav e watched N eo since he was born in hopes that he is the one  ! "

who can f ig ht the matrix .   Those ou tside of  the matrix  are aware that the ag ents receiv e 

their power f rom their ability to see ev erything .   K nowing  this,  they dev ise ways to hide 

f rom the ag ents and control their own env ironment.   They also beg in watching  and 
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monitoring  the world inside the matrix ;  it s the only way f or them to su rv iv e.   In$  essence,  

in order to escape the panopticon of  the matrix ,  the ou tsiders mu st also f u nction u nder 

panopticism and adopt the roles of  the su perv isors.  

G e o r g e  O r w e l l s  $ 1 9 8 4  

G eorg e O rwell s nov el,  $ 1 9 8 4 ,  represents the controlling  ex treme of  panopticism.   

The g ov ernment in the f ictional world of  O ceania u ses the panopticon to create a 

totalitarian society.   The g ov ernment,  Big  Brother,  watches ev ery member of  society,  

ev eryday.   Big  Brother,  specif ically the Thou g ht P olice,  ev en su rv eils people s thou g hts.   $

C ameras,  microphones and telescreens are ev erywhere g iv ing  Big  Brother the ability to 

see and k now all.   N eig hbors and co-work ers watch each other as well,  tu rning  in those 

who misbehav e.   O u t of  f ear and discipline,  the watchees become the watchers.  

A nyone who dares to step ou t ag ainst the controlling  elite is immediately 

targ eted.   The Thou g ht P olice k now what someone is g oing  to do bef ore that particu lar 

person ev en k nows.   The pu blic is notif ied when someone misbehav es and ev eryone 

witnesses as this person is remov ed f rom society,  ev en thou g h no one is allowed to talk  

abou t it.   By v isibly pu nishing  some,  others believ e the power of  the panopticon and the 

power of  Big  Brother.   By mak ing  an ex ample with a f ew,  Big  Brother is able to control 

the masses.  

 

M T V $ s  ! "T h e  R e a l  W o r l d  

M TV s The R eal W orld  is an ex ample of  panopticism in ou r society.   S ev en $ ! "

strang ers are pu t tog ether and hav e their liv es v ideotaped.   E v ery aspect of  their liv es is 

cau g ht on tape,  f rom work  to play,  while they are eating  and while they are sleeping .   

The hou se members can nev er escape the g az e.   They are f u lly aware of  all the cameras 

which are positioned arou nd their home and are f u lly aware of  the cameramen and 

sou nd technicians whom f ollow them arou nd wherev er they g o.   The cast members 

k now that anything  they do or say can be aired on telev ision.   W hat they do not k now is 

what specif ic instances of  their liv es will be compiled into episodes.   The R eal W orlders 

are the inmates of  the panopticon.   They k now they are being  watched at all times,  bu t 
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they do not k now for sure  specif ically when they are being  watched by millions on 

telev ision.    

The power of  this u nv erif iable v isibility f orces the cast members to behav e,  at 

least to the ex tent that they want to.   They alter their actions becau se they k now the eyes 

are watching  them.   I f  they don t want something  seen or heard by others,  then they $

mu st restrict their behav ior.   H owev er,  being  aware of  the panopticon f orces the cast 

members to alter their behav ior in other ways.   They k now what type of  actions will g et 

them the most air time,  and what will not.   The R eal W orlders act ou t,  cau se f ig hts,  and 

f ill their liv es with drama if  they want to be prominently f eatu red on the show.   O thers 

will av oid f ig hts and try to hide their priv ate conv ersations and actions they do not want 

v isible to the entire world.   This self -ex clu sion may back f ire if  produ cers,  the 

! "su perv isors,  f eel a cast member is trying  to hide something  so they hav e the 

cameramen pay more attention to the particu lar person to try and catch him or her 

doing  something  he or she does not want f ilmed.  

O u r desire to watch The R eal W orld  is also a manif estation of  panopticism.   ! "

O u r cu riosity driv es people to become inv olv ed with the show.   P eople beg in to identif y 

themselv es with one or more of  the cast members,  or throu g h ex clu sion realiz e who they 

don t identif y with$  and thu s determine their indiv idu alism.  

 

C B S s  B i g  B r o t h e r$ ! "  

 In C BS s reality show,  Big  Brother,  a g rou p of  people is seq u estered inside a $ ! "

hou se with no contact with the ou tside world.   They are pu t throu g h v ariou s challeng es 

f or f ood and su rv iv al in the g ame,  with the last person remaining  in the hou se being  

awarded a half  million dollars.   This hou se and a small ou tdoor area are f illed with 

cameras and microphones,  lik e The R eal W orld.   The main dif f erence between the two ! "

shows is that those on Big  Brother  only hav e each other to talk  to and the show itself  is ! "

a contest.   The show adapts the notions of  G eorg e O rwell s $ 1 9 8 4 ,  most specif ically the 

title.   Instead of  the g ov ernment,  Big  Brother is the produ cers of  the show and the 

A merican pu blic which watches.   The show is also link ed with a website where there is 

streaming  v ideo which captu res the activ ities of  the contestants 2 4 / 7 .   E v ery element of  
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lif e inside the hou se is watched and controlled.   The show is an ex periment is hu man 

behav ior.   It ex amines how people act and interact with each other when they hav e no 

escape and are made f u lly aware of  the panopticon in which they liv e.   W hile the 

contestants are hyper-sensitiv e to the cameras when they f irst enter the hou se,  af ter a 

while they beg in to ex cept it as normal.   O u r society work s the same way.   W e f u nction 

ceaselessly with the presence of  panopticism.   W e recog niz e its ex istence bu t tend to 

ig nore it f or the most part.   The power and control of  the panopticon is so eng rained into 

ou r liv es that we f org et abou t it.  

 

P a n o p t i c i s m  a n d  V o y e u r i s m  

R eality telev ision has tau g ht u s one thing :  we lik e to watch ou rselv es and others.   

R eality telev ision f lou rishes becau se we are cu riou s as to how other people liv e.   Today 

people are tu rning  the panopticon on themselv es by willing ly setting  u p web-cams 

which broadcast their daily activ ities ov er the internet,  allowing  anyone to watch.   O n 

the internet,  people also k eep liv ej ou rnals and create nu merou s online prof iles,  su ch as 

those on TheF acebook .   P eople who partak e in su ch activ ities control how mu ch 

inf ormation is released,  thu s g iv ing  them the power to determine what others can k now 

abou t their lif e.    

TheF acebook  is the newest online commu nity meant to link  stu dents in hig h 

school and colleg e.   M embers can search f or old f riends by name or school,  f ind people 

in their classes,  and f ind those with similar interests.   It is v ery common f or people to 

! "stalk  others on TheF acebook  or be stalk ed  themselv es.   S talk ing  ref ers to repeatedly ! "

check ing  the prof iles of  others to see what they are doing  at any g iv en time.   P eople also 

su rv eil each others behav iors by check ing  the prof iles and away messag es of  f riends on 

instant messeng er.   In mere seconds,  one has the ability to peak  into the lif e of  another,  

withou t that person ev er k nowing .   Technolog y has g iv en u s the ability to su rv eil anyone 

and to be su rv eilled by anyone.   A s F ou cau lt stated,  any indiv idu al can operat! e the 

machine.  ( F ou cau lt,  2 0 2 ) .   The watchers are empowered by their inv isibility.   They can "

watch and su rv eil anyone withou t their k nowledg e.   This f reedom and power only 
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prov ok es people to watch more.   The A merican pu blic has become obsessed with 

watching  each other.   W e hav e become a v oyeu ristic society.  

 

T h e  A m e r i c a n  B i g  B r o t h e r! "  

 The A merican pu blic liv es in the panopticon with the U nited S tates g ov ernment 

playing  the role of  the u ltimate su perv isors.   A t any g iv en time,  the g ov ernment k nows 

ev erything  abou t you .   F rom the moment of  birth,  a record of  you r lif e is created.   

H ospital records,  criminal records,  credit reports,  the tax es you  pay,  the thing s you  

bu y%ev erything  is recorded and su rv eilled.   F or ex ample,  at any g iv en time,  the 

g ov ernment can order an I R S  au dit of  you r f inances.   The possibility of  su ch an action 

k eeps most people disciplined and honest.   The g ov ernment also has the ability to 

monitor you r online activ ities and read you r email.   The police track  sex u al predators 

throu g h email correspondence and also targ et people who illeg ally download mov ies 

and mu sic.   The compu ter leav es a record of  all activ ity which can at any moment be 

traced.    O ther hig h-tech eq u ipment allows the police to tap phone calls and heat sensors 

can alert illeg al behav ior.    

 W alk  into any store,  and you ll see at camera.   E v en if  the camera is a f ak e or has $

no tape inside,  we are aware of  the possibility that all of  ou r actions while inside the 

store are being  watched.   The u nv erif iable v isibility controls ou r behav ior.   W e don t $

steal becau se we k now it mig ht be cau g ht on tape.   C ameras of ten serv e as the best 

witness f or the prosecu tion.   F or ex ample,  when a f ig ht eru pted between f ans and 

bask etball players at a D etroit P istons- Indiana P acers bask etball g ame,  many cameras 

recorded all of  the action.   The police were then able to watch the tapes ov er and ov er 

ag ain to determine who was at f au lt and who wou ld f ace criminal charg es.   W hat is seen 

on the cameras cannot be dispu ted,  thu s g iv ing  ev en g reater power to the panopticon- it 

is accu rate.    

 

T h e  R o l e  o f  P a n o p t i c i s m  T o d a y  

O u r society wou ld not f u nction withou t panopticism.   S ociety cannot f u nction 

withou t control.   P eople of ten tak e the order of  ou r society and the discipline that 
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controls u s f or g ranted.   The imag inary eyes that k eep u s in check  protect u s f rom 

dang ers.  It can also be arg u ed that the U nited S tates g ov ernment tak es ou r acceptance 

of  the panopticon as reason to f u rther tak e away ou r priv acy and rig hts.   A mericans are 

not ev en aware of  the cou ntless ways in which the g ov ernment is able to watch ou r liv es,  

bu t we do hav e a g reat deal of  f reedom in comparison to complete,  totalitarian control.    

Ju st as the ou tsiders do in The M atrix ,  A mericans hav e f ou nd the best way to ! "

f u nction in the panopticon is to try and control as mu ch as possible.   By switching  sides 

and watching  each other and by willing ly letting  others watch ou r liv es,  we tak e control 

of  ou r liv es.   W e recog niz e that we are the obj ects of  the g az e as well as the watchers.    

The panopticon is u ndispu tedly ex istent in society today,  and I  don t believ e that $

is a bad thing .   A mericans may be naï v e,  bu t the order and control of  lif e creates a 

f eeling  of  saf ety.   It work s to serv e ou r best interests by mak ing  u s f eel saf e and letting  u s 

continu e on with ou r liv es as we see f it.   W e come to ig nore the panopticon becau se 

there tends to be f ew neg ativ e elements drawing  ou r attention.   W e come to internaliz e 

panopticism.   W e are watchers and watchees withou t k nowing  it.   P anopticism work s,  so 

we ig nore it.  


