
The Portable Panopticon: 
morality and mobile technologies

Martin De Saulles
David Horner

CMIS Research Seminar
10 February 2010



Ethical Issues of Emerging ICT 
Applications (ETICA)

ETICA ςa European research project funded under the Science in 
Society 7th Framework programme hosted at CCSR De 
Montfort University:

ïTo explore which technologies are likely to be dominant in 
the medium term future (10 ς15 yrs.)

ïTo investigate ethical issues they are likely to raise;

ïTo provide recommendations for governance 
arrangements suitable to address such issues



1st ETICA International Conference ςRoviraand VirgilliUniversity, 
Catalonia, Spain, 13th April 2010.



Jeremy Bentham



.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΩǎ panopticon

ÅSocial and moral control through architecture:

ΨΧŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅΣ ŀƴ ŀƴƴǳƭŀǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΤ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ŀ ǘƻǿŜǊΤ ǘƘƛǎ 
tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side 
of the ring; the periphericbuilding is divided into cells, each of 
which extends the whole width of the building; they have two 
windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the 
tower; the other, on the outside, allows light to cross the cell from 
one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a 
supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, 
ŀ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΣ ŀ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŜŘ ƳŀƴΣ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƻǊ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƻƭōƻȅΦΩ (Foucault,  

1991, p.200) 



A panopticon



Effects 

ÅPower becomes non-corporeal (a reversal of 
the dungeon)

Å¢ƘŜ ƛƴƳŀǘŜ ΨōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ

ÅPower is 

ïVisible 

ïBut Unverifiable



Benefits of the Panopticon

ΨaƻǊŀƭǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳŜŘ ςhealth preserved ςindustry 
invigorated ςinstruction diffused ςpublick
burthenslightened ςEconomy, as it were, 
upon a rock ςthe gordianknot of the Poor-
Laws not cut, but untied ςall by a simple idea 
ƛƴ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΗΩ ό.ŜƴǘƘŀƳΣ мупоύ



Illinois State Penitentiary



Theorizing the Surveillance Gaze

ÅFoucault ςappropriation of Bentham; - the 
ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ Ψŀ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩΤ 

ÅDiscipline and Punish: the Birth of the Prison (1975)
Å theory of ubiquitous power based on continuous 

observation;
ÅMechanism of social control ςcentralised and localized 
ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǇƛƭƭŀǊȅΩ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴǳǘƛŀŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
life;

ÅThe unseen observer - the state, bureaucracy;
ÅFrom the society of the spectacle to the disciplinary 

society.



Electronic Panopticism

ÅtƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ Ҧ9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ

ÅProliferation of electronic surveillance 
technologies;

ÅThe power of unobtrusive electronic data 
gathering;

ÅFrom police work to database marketing;

ÅSurveillance cameras ςΨǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩ ϧ 
ΨǳƴǾŜǊƛŦƛŀōƭŜΩ



Reworking Panopticism
(Hypothesis)

ÅRevolution in mobile technologies

ÅDecentralized model of surveillance

ÅNon institutional

ÅIndividualized and Privatized

ÅMechanism of self regulation

ÅA decentred disciplinary society



Stages of an Open Technological 
Revolution (Moor, 2008,p.28)

Introduction Permeation Power

Devices Esoteric Standardised Leveraged

Users Few Select Many

Understanding Elite Trained Common

Cost per use High Medium Low

Usefulness Limited Moderate High

Integration into 
society

Minor Moderate Major

Social Impact Marginal Noticeable Significant



Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ

Introduction Permeation Power

Time 1950 ς1960s 1970s ςearly 1980s нлллҌ Ҧ Κ

Devices Main Frames Mainframes/PCs PCs/Internet

Users Few Select Many

Understanding Elite Trained Common

Cost per use High Medium Low

Usefulness Limited Moderate High

Integration into 
Society

Minor Moderate Major

Social Impact Marginal Noticeable Significant



Source: Morgan Stanley



Source: Morgan Stanley
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Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/subcircle/

Source: http://jamblichus.wordpress.com



Source: http://prisonphotography.wordpress.com/2009/04/17/photographers-press-and-the-guardian-vs-uk-law/






