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 Panopticon 
Anyone can achieve 15 minutes of fame, 

but for nearly everyone today, 15 minutes 
of anonymity is an impossible dream.

  English street artist ‘Banksy’

WHILE MANAGEMENT MEETINGS 
aren’t known to be particularly enlivening 
affairs, one guest at a meeting of London’s 
University College Council in 2013 seemed 
particularly bored with the proceedings. His 
lack of interest wasn’t terribly surprising, 
however, as the well-dressed guest in 
question had been dead for 181 years.
   Before his death in 1832, English social 
theorist and philosopher Jeremy Bentham, 
originator of the social science known as 
Utilitarianism, made careful preparations 
for the  preservation of his body in what he 
described as an ‘auto-icon’—a mummified 
version of his body dressed in “one of the 
suits of black occasionally worn by me.”

    

   After being relocated several times, the 
auto-icon eventually ended up in 2020 at the 
main entrance of the UCL student center.
   Why Jeremy Bentham would desire to 
have his body preserved in such a bizarre 
manner is the cause of much speculation, 
with explanations ranging from a parting 
wish to inspire others to donate their 
remains to medical science, to a statement of 
his overweening self-regard as the founder 
of what he modestly called “the greatest 
happiness system of morals and legislation.”
   Some regard Bentham’s macabre wish as 
simply one of his elaborate practical jokes. 
(If so, the joke may be on Bentham: The 
auto-icon has been the target of repeated 
pranks. At one point, a rumor even 
circulated that students had stolen the head 
and, before surreptitiously returning it, used 
it as a makeshift practice football.)



   Bentham is noted, among other things, for 
his invention in 1795 of the ‘Panopticon,’ a 
model penitentiary distinguished by a multi- 
storied, circular design and tall central guard 
tower. (The Utilitarian principle called for 
housing the maximum number of prisoners 
using a minimum number of guards.)
    A key feature of the building’s design, 
from which it derives it’s name (Panopticon 
is Greek for all-seeing) is that the guards 
could see everyone, but the inmates would 
be able to see neither each other nor the 
guards in the tower, due to the installation 
of venetian blinds and light from bright 
lamps being reflected back into their cells.
   Unable to determine if they were being 
watched or not, the inmates would be 
compelled to assume that they were being 
observed at all times, existing in a constant 
state of anxiety and omnipresence. As social 
critic Michel Foucault wrote in his book 
Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison (1975), the prisoner becomes “the 
principle of his own subjection.”
   Not one who could be faulted for thinking 
small, Bentham intended the design 
principles of the Panopticon to be applied 
not only to ‘the ideal penitentiary’ but to 
virtually all social institutions, including 
factories, hospitals, asylums, and schools. 
   In effect, the Panopticon was the model 
for a world in which universal surveillance 
was to be the norm, the means for a system 
of total social control based on the Utilitarian 
goal of the “the greatest happiness for the 
greatest number.” (Bentham coined several 
other neologisms still in use today, among 
them ‘maximize’ and ‘international.’)
   Nothing like the Panopticon was ever 
built, although a few buildings—notably the 
now abandoned Presidio Modelo in Cuba—
incorporate many of its design principles.   

   Various observers have pointed out the 
similarity the Panopticon bears, however, to 
the system of virtually omnipresent 
surveillance George Orwell foresaw in his 
1935 dystopian novel, 1984, and which 
technology has finally made possible today.
   Bentham’s London now has the highest 
concentration of surveillance cameras in the 
world, and with electronic communication 
of all kinds—from email to social media— 
subject to review by anonymous guards 
called ‘moderators,’ the Panopticon 
arguably now encloses entire populations. 
   It is no longer necessary, moreover, to 
incarcerate the inmates or separate them 
from each other, for in large part they have 
volunteered to be put in solitary confinement 
in their miniature walking electronic prisons.
   In fact, since this surveillance is disguised 
largely in the form of news and entertain-
ment, people may find any interruption in 
its delivery intolerable, much like those in 
that other famous 20th century dystopian 
vision, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.
   Ironically, even though the prison he 
designed to showcase it was never built, 
Bentham’s dystopian vision may have 
nonetheless become a reality, in the form of 
an omnipresent ‘digital Panopticon’ that 
extends far beyond what he—or even Huxley 
or Orwell—could possibly have imagined.
   In fairness, Bentham never intended for 
his idea to become a tool for oppression, 
and in fact its failure spurred him to develop 
an ‘anti-Panopticon’ of sorts later in his life, 
in which a judge sitting in an exposed court- 
room engages in a dialogue with the public.
   Still, one is left to wonder—if his 
mummified corpse somehow magically came 
back to life—what Bentham would have to 
say about all that his idea helped bring forth.   
   But alas, he isn’t talking. ◾


