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“Full light and the eye of the supervisor capture better than darkness, which ultimately 

protected. Visibility is a trap.” – pg. 200; Discipline and Punish; Michel Foucault. 

Michel Foucault, in his influential study of the modern penal system of the time discusses 

the importance of surveillance as a primary means of exercising power and control in 

various forms of institutions as the most effective way of its functioning in the society. 

He begins with the analysis of two different situations that demand the employment of 

control in a town. In the first he discusses separation which is presented as a solution to the 

problem of leprosy. The second aspect he discusses the spreading of plague in a town and 

the role played by surveillance in controlling it. He describes a hierarchical system created 

that periodically surveys and records the observations on various levels as a means of 

monitoring its spread. Foucault uses these as rudimentary examples of surveillance to 

establish the introduction of a superior design solution by Jeremy Bentham - The 

Panopticon. 

He describes the Panopticon as a central device for surveillance that fulfils both objectives 

of separation and observation simultaneously. The outer ring divided along the thickness 

creates partitions separating the inmates. It has transparent windows on both the interior 

and the exterior of the ring allowing light to pass through it and facilitating the observation 

from the central tower. 



He stresses upon the importance of light to help gain control by making surveillance easier 

as opposed to the idea of creating a dark dungeon that actually ends up providing 

protection from the policing gaze. 

 

“Safety on the streets by surveillance and mutual policing of one another sounds grim, but 

in real life it is not grim. The safety of the street works best, most casually, and with least 

frequent taint of hostility or suspicion precisely where people are using and most enjoying 

the city streets voluntarily and are lesser conscious, normally, that they are policing.” – pg. 

36; The Death and life of great American cities; Jane Jacobs 

Jane Jacobs, on the other hand, in her challenging study of the urban condition of American 

cities and towns discusses surveillance as the fundamental means of ensuring safety for the 

people living in those areas. 

 

She begins by discussing a number of first hand experiences of different parts of Boston and 

New York. She describes certain suburban areas of Boston as being unsafe due to the lack of 

the usage of the streets and sidewalks in those areas. By providing a series of examples she 

establishes certain essential aspects of a city that drive the safety and the reduction of the 

crime rate in those areas. 

 

She discusses the importance of streets and sidewalks as being the parts of the city that are 

most vulnerable to the occurrence of crime if not monitored sufficiently. She proposes the 

solution of having constant surveillance on these streets for the safety of the people, by the 

people itself. Deriving from a series incidents she states that there are a number of ways 

this can be done. Firstly to provide for a number of shops along the street that are 

functional during the day and the night. Secondly to have houses that face the street. 

Thirdly to generate enough other programs to draw people on to the streets.  

 

She discusses the necessity of keeping the streets of the city safe in the dark by creating 

programs that function during the night as opposed to just providing a lot of lights along the 

streets. She argues that while the lights increase visibility, the presence and usage of streets 

by the people is crucial to keeping the streets safe. 



 

 

“These is a machinery that assures dissymmetry, disequilibrium, difference. Consequently it 

does not matter who exercises power. Any individual taken almost at random can operate 

the machine: in the absence of the director, his family, his friends, his visitors, even his 

servants” - – pg. 202; Discipline and Punish; Michel Foucault. 

 

“He is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information but never a subject in 

communication.” – pg. 200 

 

Panopticon, for Foucault is the most efficient means of exercising power for the purpose of 

ensuring discipline in society. He describes this mechanism as being applicable to any 

institution typology and thus need not be used only for the purpose of controlling inmates. 

This can be used to maintain and instil discipline in children, it can be used at hospitals for 

monitoring the patients and various other institutes. He highlights its efficiency in its ability 

to exponentially increase the number of people being controlled, possibly, by just one 

person.  

 

This efficacy of this system of surveillance lies in the fact that the person who is being 

surveyed is always aware of the gaze on him but the gaze always stays invisible to him. 

 

To Foucault this model of surveillance functions in a hierarchical manor, with one person of 

authority monitoring the masses. Or a chain of authoritative figures operating at different 

levels of monitoring. There is no exchange of surveillance between the masses and the 

authority or even amongst the masses. This is a mode of deployment of power for the 

purpose of discipline. 

 

“call it the art form of the city and liken it to dance- not to a simple minded precision dance 

with everyone kicking up at the same time, twirling in unison and bowing off en masse, but 

to an intricate ballet in which the individual dancers and ensembles all have distinctive parts 

which miraculously reinforce each other and compose an orderly whole.” - pg. 50; The 

Death and life of great American cities; Jane Jacobs 



 

On the contrary, Jane Jacobs, while predominantly discussing the idea of having eyes on the 

street as the most vital means of providing security for the people, discusses surveillance as 

a mutually beneficial relationship of the masses amongst themselves. She points out that 

despite being strangers to one another they are responsible for each other’s safety from 

other outsiders that could possibly be harmful.  Her system of surveillance forms a network 

of observers each having equal authority over the users of these streets while 

simultaneously being the observed by the others.  

 

“Under the seeming disorder of the old city, wherever the old city is working successfully, is 

a marvellous order for maintaining the safety of the streets and the freedom of the city. It’s 

a complex order.” - pg. 50; The Death and life of great American cities; Jane Jacobs 

 

In these two schemes of surveillance one can notice that while Foucault’s idea is very 

structured and organized in its functioning, Jane Jacob’s provides a very complex, haphazard 

application of the same concept in the urban context.  

 

Foucault presents surveillance and panopticism as an alternate solution to the problem of 

physical punishment by force. He structures his book along the evolution of various forms of 

penal system over the 17th and the 18th century to make his case.  Foucault explains the uses 

of this model of surveillance as a means to creating a better society, population and 

economic growth by enforcing discipline in the masses.  

 

Alternatively Jane Jacobs uses the her idea of surveillance as primarily in defence of the 

condition of the old urban environment in opposition to the proposed urban planning 

schemes that do not address the notion of safety of the users on a much smaller scale of the 

project. She writes primarily from a sociological standpoint.  

 

The two texts share an underlying similarity in use of the psychological effects of 

surveillance. Both systems stem from the fact that knowledge of being observed by the 

subjects leads them to fulfil the desired results- being disciplined in case of Foucault and 

feeling secure in case of Jane Jacob’s text. 



The two books, although published in the 1960’s and the 1970’s, highlight the two facets of 

surveillance present, probably at a greater degree, even today. With advent of new 

technological products such as CCTV cameras, phone trackers, location trackers, and various 

applications that serve our multiple interests we do feel better connected to one another as 

a result safer. But in this age of the internet we are being constantly observed by producers 

and fed with advertisements and products that are generated based on their readings of 

tracking our daily activity. We are being surveyed more than ever before. 

 

 

  Foucault's Surveillance Jane Jacobs's  Surveillance 

1 Primary use was to exercise power for the 
purpose of imbibing more discpline in the 
people 

Primary use to make the people feel safer in 
the cities 

2 He uses Panopticon as a device to describe his 
central idea of surveillance  

She uses the sidewalks, streets and the 
inhabitants of the city as the central devices 
for surveillance 

3 The approach to the concept of surveillance is 
more heirarchical. It forms a subject object 
relationship between the observer (person of 
authority) and the masses observed. 

The approach to the concept of surveillance is 
that of a network of mutual observation. 
Every Observer is in turn observed. 

4 The system of surveillance is very structured 
and organized 

The system of surveillance is haphazard and 
unpredictable. 

 


