PanopTicism IN THE UTtopPiaN Visions oF LEpoux AND LE CORBUSIER:
A Comparison of Chaux, Ville Contemporaine, and Ville Radieuse.

Le Panopticon de Jeremy Ben-
tham a marqué un tournant dans la con-
ception des institutions. Cynthia Chung
montre comment ce modéle se refléte
dans deux projets utopiques wrbains:
celui de Claude-Nicolas Ledoux a
Chaux, et ceux de Le Corbusier.

““Morals reformed, health preserved, in-
dustry invigorated, instruction diffused,
public burdens lightened ... all by a

simple idea in architecture!”’

J. Beatham, 1791.

The Panopticon, as first developed
by Jeremy Bentham in 1791, was essen-
tially a new architectural scheme for a
penitentiary, formulated in response to
the penal reform movement occurring in
France and England at the time. The
Panopticon however, was not merely an
exercise in prison design. In addition to
the obvious applicability of the model to
schools, asylums and hospitals, the work-
ing principles of the Panopticon ad-
dressed a more pressing issue of late
eighteenth century society, that is, the
maintenance of power and surveillance
of a population during a period of emerg-
ing democracies, increased populations,
burgeoning industrialization and ram-
pant desire for social reform. In the
absence of a single, identifiable power
structure, the problem of governing and
disciplining an increasing population
seemed even more critical. Needed was
ameansof social control which would act
effectively towards a humanitarian, if
somewhat idealized, end. As articulated
by Foucault, in Power and Knowledge,
Bentham’s Panopticon functioned as
such a technical device of social control
and surveillance. Indeed, Bentham
thought of his Panopticon as ‘‘the great
innovation needed for the easy and effec-
tive exercise of power’’.! Because the
Panopticon characteristically functioned
as an enclosed, self-contained unit, and
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its existence was based on an idealized
vision of social reform, the panoptic plan
was utopian in both form and intent. The
following is an attempt to demonstrate
the applicability of Bentham’s panoptic
model at the city scale by comparing the
utopian schemes of Ledoux at Chaux,
and Le Corbusier with La Ville Contem-
poraineand La Ville Radieuse. Although
Ledoux’s plans antedate Bentham’s
model, Ledoux and Bentham were none-
theless social contemporaries. The pres-
ence of Panopticism in Le Corbusier’s
plans reflects an underlying continuity,
from the end of the eighteenth century to
the middle of the twentieth, in the utopian

belief of social engineering through the
deliberate manipulation of space.

The physical layout of the Panopti-
con consists of a central observation
tower surrounded by a perimeter building
which encircles the central tower like a
ring. This outer ring is divided into cells,
each cell extending the thickness of the
perimeter building. Each cell has two
windows, one opening towards the in-
side, thus allowing fora view of and from
the observation tower, and, an outer
window which allows day light to pass
through the entirety of the cell.*”

Surveillance in such a system is

easy, efficient, and effective. An over-
seer of the Panopticon is positioned in the
central tower. In each cell is placed a
convict. With the effect of backlighting,
one can observe from the tower, standing
out precisely against the light, small
captive shadowsin the cells of the periph-
ery.3 Surveillance is easy because it
eliminates the need to patrol individual
cells (as required in traditionally organ-
ized penitentiaries). The system is effi-
cient in that only one overseer is needed
to overlook many more penitents. Fur-
thermore, the observation tower is ar-
ranged such that the penitents never
know when they are being waiched. A
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system of venetian blinds and staggered
doorways installed in the central obser-
vation tower ensures a sense of surveil-
lance that is at once visible and unverifi-
able. The Panopticon is effective in that
the penitent simply comes to assume that
surveillance is constant. In short, the
principle of the dungeon is reversed;
daylight and the overseer’s gaze capture
the inmate more effectively than dark-
““which afforded after all a sort of
protection”".*

Three working principles of the
Panopticon contribute to its effective-
ness. First, the Panopticon relies on the
principle of the Gaze. Bentham writes
“It is necessary for the inmate to be
ceaselessly under the eyes of an inspec-
tor’’. Such an inspecting gaze because,
of its consistency and continuity, eventu-
ally becomes internalised. At this point,
the individual is his own overseer, each
individual thus exercising surveillance
over and against himself. Fuarthermore,
the sense of being watched is so im-
pressed upon the prisoner that it stays
with him after his release into society.’
Second, the Panopticon allows an uncon-
ditional access of the overseer to the
individual inmate. Prisoners placed in
each cell become objects whose actions
are inspected, registered and classified.
Each prisoner in effect becomes a speci-
men of Enlightenment inquiry, contrib-
uting to knowledge upon which the exer-
cise and maintenance of power depends.®
Foucault elaborates on this theme by
demonstrating the importance of opinion
among enlightened society. Opinion
represented a ‘““mode of operation
through which power would be exercised
by virtue of the mere fact of things being
known’'.” Hence, the axiom ‘‘knowl-
edge is power”’, and vice versa, summa-
rized well the importance of gaining
access to the bodies of individuals, to
their acts, attitudes, and modes of every-
day behavior.® Third, the Panopticon
worked on the idea of an ordered and
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clearly legible space. The observation
tower is centrally placed within the Pan-
opticon, accentuating its status and func-
tion. Thus it occupies a singular and
unique position. In contrast, the individ-
ual cell is merely arepetition of its neigh-
boring cells. Thecirculararrangement of
the prison cells does not allow even an
“‘end” or ‘‘beginning’’ cell to be de-
fined. In addition, the ordering of the
space functions to define the limits of
possible human interactions. The solid
walls seperating cells prevents commu-
nication between inmates. Inmate and
overseer, however, are intimately en-
gaged as directed by the strategic placing
of windows. In summary, the working
principles of the Panopticon adhered to
the formula of power through transpar-
ency, and subjection by illumination.®

Ledoux at Chaux

Cité Idéale at Chaux was conceived
by Clande-Nicholas Ledoux during his
imprisonment in 1793 after the fall of the
Bastille. Cité Idéale was largely an ex-
pansion of the Royal Saltworks built in
1773 and 1779 while Ledoux served as
architect to the King under Louis XV and
Louis XXI. The Royal Saltworks, the
Arc-et-Senans at Chaux, was semi-circu-
lar in plan. The entrance to the site was
through a building containing the admin-
istrative offices and the guard house.
This was flanked on either side by two
curving wings of dormitories for workers
and were divided into separate pavillions
by craft. On axis with the entry building
was the Director’s house, which served as
the focal point of the plan, occupying a
central position along the diameter of the
semi-circular plan. The salt sheds were
also along this axis, extending laterally
from either side of the Director’s house.
When Ledoux later expanded the
Saltworks into a Cité Idéale, he com-
pleted the circular plan with the addition
of various civic buildings. These in-
cluded a church, stock exchange, houses
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of culture, and the Oikema, a phallus-
shaped building whose purpose was to
instill virtue through sexual satiety. A
““green belt”’ of trees replaced the more
traditional city wall to mark the town
boundaries.

Beyond the obvious symbolism of
the Enlightenment found in Ledoux’s
plan, that is, the pure geometry and the
images of sun and light the town’s circu-
lar arrangement evoked, the spatial con-
figuration served well the working prin-
ciples of Panopticism. The focal point of
Chaux was the Director’s house. Here,
knowledge of individual workers was
registered, activities regulated; the
Director’s house was no less conspicuous
than Bentham's central observation
tower.

Ledoux’s Arc-et-Senansand Chaux
is often noted as the first attempt at
industrial architecture which con-
sciously links and integrates production
facilities with workers” housing.’® The
comparison of Ledoux’s workers to
Bentham’s prisonersis apparent; surveil-
lance and management of this group
depended on their constant visibility at
work and, for full effectiveness, at home
as well.

Environmental legibility at Chaux
extended beyond the elaborate site plan
which emphasized the physical separa-
tion of functions. Ledoux also used the
ideaofarchitectural physiognomy, that is
the use of symbolic or isomorphic im-
agery in the buildings themselves to
convey their function. The Director’s
house, articulated with traditional sym-
bols of respectability, was low-roofed,
pedimented, embellished with classical
porticos and rusticated columns. The
courthouse included fascias, symboliz-
ing justice and unity. The Oikema was
penis-shaped, an overt and blatant indi-
cation of the building’s association with
sexual pleasure. Accordingly, worker
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Le Corbusier’ s Ville Contemporaine en-

visioned a central complex inhabited by

members of society conferred with great

administrative powers.

housing was of plain flush ashlar ma-
sonry built in a simple vernacular style."
The open belt of green space is analogous
in function to the outer open windows of
Bentham'’s cells. As the outer window
serves to silhouette each penitent in his
cell, so the open greenbelt serves to sil-
houette persons coming to or leaving
Chaux. More solid boundaries, such as
the city walls of medieval towns, indicate
a specific boundary over and beyond
which oneisno longer subjectto therules
and surveillance of the town’s jurisdic-
tion. In such a physical setting, one can
escape the town’s boundary and subse-
quently be free from observation. The
elimination of these definite city bounda-
ries and their replacement with the open
greenbelt parallels the replacement of
solid stone walls of a penal dungeon with
Bentham’s glass windows. Both the open
greenbelt and the glass windows serve to
extend the overseer’s visibility. Both
subvert as well the protection offered by
solid boundaries.

The application of the Panoplic
model in Le Corbusier’'s work is less
obvious. Indeed, the physical layout of
La Ville Contemporaine and Ville
Radieuse is neither circular, norisits size
conducive to a close surveillance of the
population. Furthermore, procedures of
power that are at work in more modern
societies are numerous and diverse.'?
The principle of visibility evident in the
work of Ledoux and Bentham was clearly
a reflection of the desire during the En-
lightenment to replace the intrigue of
royal power with anew openness. None-
theless, Panopticism in the twentieth
century still functioned to serve discipli-
nary ends.

Le Corbusier

Although not a planner by training,
the Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier
was nevertheless a prolific and influen-
tial urbanist, designing several plans for
volume
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cities in and outside of France. Le
Corbusier’s most articulate utopian
schemes, however, were found in “‘a
contemporary city for three million”’, or
Ville Contemporaine. Proposed in 1922,
it contained most of the ideas he later
developed in Ville Radieuse, 1930.

The rectangular plan of Ville Con-
temporaine emphasized two cross-axial
major streets intersecting in a central
commercial district. This central district
included twenty-four identical cruciform
skyscrapers which would “‘contain the
city’s brains, the brains of the whole
nation. They are symbolic of the careful
planning and organization of all activity
in the city. Everything is concentrated in
the towers: apparatus for abolishing time
and space, telephones, cables, and wire-
less; the banks and business affairs and
the control of industry; finance, com-
merce, specialization’’.!® As in
Bentham’s Panopticon and Ledoux’s
Chaux, Le Corbusier’s Ville Contempo-
raine envisioned a central complex in-
habited by members of society conferred
with great administrative powers. In fact,
Le Corbusier extends the centrality of
this “‘seat of power”’ upwards. Whereas
the observation tower and the Director’s
house secured a lateral direction of obser-
vation, Le Corbusier’s sixty-story cruci-
form skyscrapers allowed an aerial sur-
veillance of the city’s inhabitants living
below in the twelve-story apartment
houses surrounding the central district.

To the left of the business district
would lie a civic and cultural center,
beyond which would extend a rectilinear
landscaped park. A large-scale grid in-
corporating the central cross-axis was
superimposed on the city and served as a
highly efficient, strictly vehicular street
network. A smaller grid pattern was used
for the residential superblocks, with
buildings set up either along the perime-
ter of the superblocks or as continuous
slab apartments sited within the block.
The industrial district would be sited
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outside the city and separated from it by
a greenbelt.

Evidently, Le Corbusier saw no ad-
vantages in mixed-use areas. Every
function within a working city, residen-
tial, commercial or administrative, was
carefully assigned a defined space. The
geometric ordering and symmetry of the
city, from the extensive grid network to
the “‘Cartesian’’ skyscrapers, further
contributed to order and environmental
legibility. It was precisely the lack of
order which Le Corbusier found in the
cities of his time that he felt contributed
to the squalor and blight of the congested
industrial city. With order, the individual
within the city could function with in-
creased productivity and efficiency. He
or she would know (as would everyone
else in the city) exactly where to go for
certain activities. Furthermore, one
would not waste time meandering
through city paths or streets. The grid
network effectively connects any two
origin-destination points of the city with
straight lines. The individual moves
about in the city as a well-disciplined
subject, restrained from any randomness
in activity by the strict ordering of his
environment. Such a definitive environ-
ment left little to chance, emphasizing
instead a certain degree of “‘truth-tell-
ing”’ toone'sbehavior in the city.* Once
finished their daily activities, one would
retire to the home, a standardized unit in
mass housing complexes.

The productivity and efficiency of
Le Corbusier’s city evolved from his
application of Taylorism to social prob-
lems of the city. This philosophy was
introduced by the American Frederick
W. Taylor (1856-1915). It described a
system of labour discipline and workshop
organization intended to instill human
efficiency.”® Applied to the city, and in
particular to Le Corbusier's Ville
Radieuse, Taylorism was an wurban
equivalent of factory production. In the
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La Ville Contemporaine, LeCorbusier, 1922

factory, the stages of manufacturing are
separated and rationalized. In the city,
the activities of life would be segregated
into discrete parts. As such, housing was
in one place, work in another, and leisure
somewhere else. In turn, these separate
parts were standardized; administration
was conferred to anonymous skyscraper
towers, with a “‘universal standard and
complete uniformity in detail”’.!* Ra-
tionalized units of city space contributed
toanenvironmental legibility with which
discipline of citizens could surely be
maintained. Indeed, Taylorization was
the ‘‘Benthamization’’ of the modemn
period.“

Ville Radieuse was also character-
ized by ahighly developed, multi-leveled
transport system. In order to insure rapid
movement of wheeled transport through
the city, Le Corbusier sought a total
separation of motor freeways from build-
ing lines and pedestrian ways. The free-
ways were characteristically linear, and
were set in a grid of superblocks, 400 by
600 meters in area. Linearity and expan-
sivity ensured speed. Le Corbusier
claimed “‘a city made for speed is a city
made for success’’. The city’s transpor-
tation system would be additionally
served by a subway and an underground
commuter rail system linking the various
outlying components of the city to the
city center. The city center of the Ville
Radieuse was no longer dominated by an
administrative core as in La Ville Con-
temporaine, but instead with a multi-
level traffic interchange, containing
motorways, railway stations, bus stations
and, above and between skyscrapers, an
airport.

It is clear that the urbanity and
animation of the traditional city street is
severely compromised in such a plan.
The street served merely as an element in
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a system of vehicular transportation, and
nolonger promoted the chance orrandom
encounter of strolling pedestrians.
However, Le Corbusier’s transportation
system ultimately functioned as more
than justan efficient circulation network.
It was in fact a highly developed commu-
nication system which allowed
Benthams principle of the Gaze to func-
tion despite the physical incongruity of
La Ville Radieuse and the Panopticon.

LA VILLE RADIEUSES

I.
(Z0X1Y6)

The principle of the Gaze is based
essentially on an imposed relationship
between two subjects, the overseer and
the observed individual. Initially, the
Gaze requires the actual physical pres-
ence of an overseer within the physical
proximity of the observed. The distance
between overseer and observed is deter-
mined by that minimum distance needed
for visual (or audio) exchange to take
place. The overseer is eliminated when
the processisinternalised. Whatisessen-
tially exchanged or communicated be-
tween the overseer and observed individ-
ual is information that *‘I, the overseer,
am within inspecting distance of you, the
penitent’’. Itis precisely the possibility
of such aconfrontation, whether visual or
physical, between overseer and penitent,
which perpetuates the power of the Gaze.
The spatial configuration of Bentham's
Panopticon and Ledoux’s Chaux was
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pias are further revealed in the oft-cited
division between Prison and Garden.
Every garden is a reminder that man was
banished from paradise when he lost his
innocence, and every prison is a testa-
ment to that fall and the loss of freedom
associated with guilt.'® As presented by
Bell, these two institutions, while not
dictating any specific form of Utopia,
nonetheless present themselves as two
opposing directions for utopian program-
mes. The Prison motf manifests as
Panopticism, that is Utopias which func-
tion ultimately as tools for knowledge
and power. The relationship with Nature
is marked, at best, with disregard and,
more often, with exploitation. Nature is
viewed as an element to be ordered,
structured, used and studied. The Gar-
den, however, as designed by disciplesof
the English Garden movement demon-
strates a deep appreciation of Nature.
Landscaped gardens of England and Italy
were prudent in allowing views to un-
tamed nature, and the garden itself was
often “‘a collection of objects and stimu-
lating sensations, rare and exotic plant
materials, sculpture’’.’ The utopian
Garden thus is both a place for and a
recepiacle of knowledge. In contrast, the
Panopticon is a tool or machine for the
extraction of knowledge. Nature playsa
secondary role within the panoptic
scheme, not exalted but exploited. In-
deed, the raison d’étre of Ledoux’s
Saltworks was the literal extraction of
wealth and produce directly from Na-
ture.” Carved stone ums projected from
the flat planar walls of the worker dormi-
tories and served as large spouts from
which the salt waters of Salins visibly
flowed. The unloading of lumber, razed
from the forest of Chaux, occurred daily
in the town’s central plaza, providing a
continuous demonstration of the ex-
ploitative process. Le Corbusier was no
less obvious in his advocacy of man over
nature: ‘‘A city is the grip of man on
nature, a human operation directed
against Nature, a human organism both
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for protection and for work”.® Le
Corbusier’s blatantly inorganic rectilin-
ear landscaped parks are evidence of his
views. Clearly, Garden ideals were not
part of Ledoux nor Le Corbusier’s uto-
pian models.

While the foregoing discussion
emphasizes the disciplinary aspects of
power as procured by the Panopticon,
power which was generated from the
Panopticon needs not only to be viewed
as a repressive force. Power includes a
positive, productive aspect which works
to make power desirable. What makes
poweracceplable is simply the fact that it
doesn’t only weigh as a force that says
“‘no™, but that traverses and produces
things, it induces pleasure, forms knowl-
edge, produces discourse.? Notwith-
standing such virtuous results, it is sig-
nificant that neither Ledoux, nor Le
Corbusier, nor Bentham were successful
in the realization of their plans. It is
perhaps because everyone within a func-
tioning Panopticon is entrapped, those
who exercise power as well as those over
whom it is exercised.” Bentham is never
specific about exactly who resides in the
central tower. The overseer nonetheless
is trapped as he is an active participant in
the individual or group of individuals as
keepers of the Panopticon and returns the
power structure once again (o an auto-
cratic rule. Ledoux’s Cité Idéale ulti-
mately suffers from claustrophobia, a
fate which translates to ghettoization as
experienced in company towns of the
early twentieth century modeled after
Ledoux’s Cité Idéale (eg. Pullman). Le
Corbusier suffered from environmental
over-determinism which, while estab-
lishing total environmental order, failed
to plan for disorder and conflict, charac-
teristics which paradoxically make the
urban environment tolerable.

In his vision to correct and reform
convicts through a simple architectural
design, Bentham shared with Utopian
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builders a belief in the possibility of
ameliorating human society through
built form. However, in their visionary
plans, Ledoux, Le Corbusier, and Ben-
tham were ultimately short-sighted in
their failure to consider the actual partici-
pants in their Utopian design.
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