
FINAL EDITED ESSAY 

Assignment Four  

Understanding Visual Culture 

Visualising the ‘other’ 



“Vision creates a virtual architecture and is an essential component to the system of control”  - 

Donovan Wylie   (Imperial War Museums, 2013) 

Through this statement Wylie thus reminds us both of the power of vision and the use of vision as 

power.  

In the two works below, Wylie uses the camera in order to look at looking.  I use these images as 

a basis for a discussion on the role of the camera itself as a control mechanism as well as an 

observational tool, separating the viewed from the viewer. 
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Fig.1.  Northern Ireland. South Armagh. Golf 40. West view. (2006) 



In his 2014 exhibition Vision as Power (Imperial War Museums, 2014), Wylie explored the idea of 

vision as power in contemporary conflict, displaying a number of his photographic projects 

including The Maze (2002) and British Watchtowers (2005), both of which show structures that 

allow continual observation without the observer being seen, or indeed to be seen observing 

(activities inside the building or within its grounds in the case of the Maze prison, whilst the 

watchtowers focussed on activities outside of the structure).   

Writing in his essay Panopticism, Foucault (1999) takes the concept of Bentham’s Panopticon and 

uses it as a model for his theory that knowledge and power are intrinsically interlinked, with 

knowledge being not only a form of power but also gained from it whilst power itself is gained 
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Fig. 2.  Northern Ireland. The Maze Prison. H-Block 5. Exercise Yard D. (2003) 



from knowledge.  Inherent in the architectural design of Bentham’s Panopticon was the principle 

that power ‘should be visible and unverifiable’ (Foucault, 1999:65).  This principle was achieved 

by way of asymmetrical surveillance, ensuring that the inmates being watched were aware they 

were constantly visible, yet never knew exactly when they were being observed, or by whom, and 

with the premise being that they would self-regulate their behaviour accordingly for fear of 

retribution:  

  

 ‘He is seen, but does not see; he is the object of information, never a subject in   
 communication’ (ibid.)  

Bentham’s principle above is strongly reflected in Wylie’s two images albeit in different ways, with 

the physical position of the photographer (and thus the viewer’s viewpoint) in each image being 

integral to the way this principle is portrayed to the viewer.  In the first of Wylie’s photographs, 

Northern Ireland. South Armagh. Golf 40. West view (2006), (“West View”) we view the 

watchtower from the position of the watched, the one who is being observed, whilst in the 

second, Northern Ireland. The Maze Prison. H-Block 5. Exercise Yard D. (2003) (‘H-Block 5’) taken 

from within the prison itself, the viewer takes on the role of the unseen surveillor.   

Whilst vastly different at first glance with each image offering a contrasting landscape - West View 

was shot in what appears to be open countryside whilst H-Block 40 was taken within the urban 

structure of the prison - both  portray mechanisms for control and surveillance as well as offering 

other more unexpected similarities.  Wylie, as the photographer, was in control of how these 

images were taken and therefore of what he chose to portray (or not portray, as the case may be) 

in each.  His decision to shoot in landscape format together with his choice of compositional 

framing provides a vast visual open space within each image, encouraging the viewer’s eye to 

explore and to survey what they see in front of them and granting the viewer the roles of the 

watched (West View) and the surveillor (H-Block 5) respectively.   It is interesting to note that 

both images are devoid of people given that the latter are the very subject of the asymmetrical 

surveillance process that Wylie looks to portray.  This absence of people, the deliberate emptiness 

created within the images, subconsciously forces the viewer to scan the photographs in the 

manner of a surveillance camera hunting out the subjects it seeks to monitor.  Both images are 

also politically charged. ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland are well documented however context 
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is key here to both the reading of the images and the understanding of Wylie’s intent, whether 

provided through the viewer’s own knowledge or by way of an artist’s statement. 

Wylie’s choice of colour tones is also interesting.  Both images offer cool, flat tones, giving them a 

neutral, passive feel which enhances the detachedness of the viewer and hints at the 

dispassionate nature of ‘looking at looking’.  

Foucault posits that discipline is a method of power that can be used by the dominant to regulate 

society through a series of controls, describing the Panopticon as ‘a way of defining power 

relations in the everyday life of men’ (Foucault, 1999:67).  Whilst proposing that the Panopticon is 

a ‘cruel, ingenious cage’ (ibid.), he also presents it as a versatile tool that can use power in a 

positive manner to instruct and inform (Foucault, 1999).  

Foucault’s writings on his social theory of panopticism are essentially negative, focussing on how 

the visual advantage of the observers is used to control and manage the activities of those under 

observation, reinforcing divisions within society.  Whilst the use of overt CCTV to protect and 

endeavour to grant public safety to people may not be considered negative, it still focusses on the 

surveillance of the behaviour of humans by other humans with the premise of self-regulation.   

For Foucault, the asymmetrical surveillance offered by Bentham’s Panopticon grants the unseen 

viewer a strong psychological advantage over those he surveys.  Foucault’s theory is strongly 

linked to the gaze and this is echoed in the writings of Schroeder: 

 ‘To gaze implies more than to look at – it signifies a psychological relationship of power, in 
 which the gazer is superior to the object of the gaze’  (Schroeder 1998:208) 

The concept of the gaze is one that is fundamental in photography and certainly the camera is 

perceived by many to have power.  Indeed the camera can be seen in context as promoting 

Foucault’s concept of ‘the normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to 

classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through which one differentiates 

and judges them' (Foucault 1995:184).   Through the mere act of taking a photograph, the 

photographer, as viewer, is distanced from the viewed.  Through the choices open to him 
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regarding such matters as subject and composition and the decisions he subsequently makes, the 

photographer controls the image and is granted a fleeting power over those he or she 

photographs. This same power is granted to those who view the images and Chandler (1998) 

writes of how the camera can indeed represent a ‘controlling gaze’ over those captured by it 

whilst Mulvey, writing in Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (Mulvey, 1995) discusses the 

power of the male heterosexual gaze in relation to film and cinema.  One is led to ask whether 

this asymmetrical gaze should be considered as surveillance or whether it can be understood 

merely as a way of looking.  While there are distinct differences between looking, observation and 

surveillance, this essay seeks only to debate the concept of the latter. 

Tagg (1988) discusses the rise of the knowledge/power relationship of photography in the late 

nineteenth century where it was used to identify and record certain ‘types’ of people such as 

prisoners and mental patients.  The photograph developed a reputation as being objective, being 

regarded as ‘a form of empirical truth or evidence of the real’ (Green, 2005:128) with an ability to 

allow close examination and comparison, particularly in fields such as anthropology, criminology, 

medicine and  eugenics, and becoming part of the ‘mechanisms of surveillance and the exercising 

of a normalising, disciplinary power’ (ibid).  Wells (2015:124) concurs with the latter, proposing 

that ‘photography is seen as being complicit in the discourses which function to exert social 

control’    

Despite growing evidence to the contrary with the advent of digital technology and the rise in 

digital manipulation, there still appears to be a wide-held belief, and maybe a deep-down hope, 

that photography pictures the real.   Sontag, writing in ‘On Photography’, posits that 

 ‘Photographs furnish evidence. Something we hear about, but doubt, seems proven when  
 we're shown a photograph of it. In one version of its utility, the camera record    
 incriminates.’ (Sontag, 1977:5)   

Notwithstanding concerns about the veracity of digital imagery, the photograph, as Sontag 

comments above, can provide a factual account of an incident whereas the recall of eyewitnesses 

can differ from each other, with the human memory being challenged by factors such as time and 

stress. Certainly an image, whilst not telling the whole story (and careful consideration needs to 
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be given to what has been excluded from the frame as well as what is included within it), can be 

of assistance in providing clarification on an incident where witness recall might be either 

intentionally or unintentionally misleading.    

In our current age of digital security, surveillance, either overt or covert, plays an important role 

in our society.  CCTV cameras are a common sight as we go about our daily business and we can 

draw obvious parallels with Bentham’s Panopticon.  Deliberately visible to the observed, yet with 

hidden watching eyes, the cameras are used as supervisory and control tools, either to suppress 

or to deter.  Whilst a watch-tower is not needed for the successful operation of CCTV, Bentham’s 

principle of central inspection is continued through the monitoring of the camera’s gaze by 

viewers at a central location. 

Despite Foucault’s essentially negative viewpoint on panopticism, surveillance can also be seen to 

be actively positive, pursuing the idea of conflict avoidance rather than suppression. One example 

is video surveillance systems playing a role in the early detection of potential disasters such as 

fires and floods (Information Resources Management Association (ed), 2012), such systems 

providing a protective rather than a suppressive control.  In contrast to The Maze and British 

Watchtowers, Wylie’s series Arctic (2013) focusses on the concept of positive surveillance as a 

protection tool.  (Imperial War Museums, 2013).   

Covert CCTV surveillance might be seen as more sinister, yet in many cases it is still used as a 

day-to-day behavioural control, a normalisation technique according to Foucault’s theory.  Hidden 

speed cameras may be considered by some drivers to be money-making traps yet the possibility 

of their presence anywhere on our roads can in many cases exert a control by acting as a 

deterrent to drivers who otherwise might not be mindful of adhering to the publicised speed limit. 

The Snowdon leaks in 2013, unmasking the spying of both the National Security Agency in 

America and of Government Communication Headquarters in the United Kingdom on the habits 

and activities of their respective citizens (Szoldra, 2016), resulted in more awareness by the 

general public of the widespread nature of hidden state surveillance.  McMullan (2015) argues 

that the sheer act of public realisation moves this type of surveillance back towards Bentham’s 

Panopticon, however one has to ask whether people actually modify their behaviour as a result of 
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Information+Resources+Management+Association&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Information+Resources+Management+Association&sort=relevancerank


their awareness or whether they are just angry at what they see as an intrusion into their private 

lives with all its Orwellian connotations. Taylor (2002) writes comprehensively about state 

surveillance, its regulation and an individual’s right to privacy, and a detailed discussion on this 

subject falls beyond the scope of this essay.  

Waghorn (2016) also addresses the topic of counter-surveillance, writing of protester-operated 

drones being flown above protests in order to surveil the police.  The establishment of a ‘protester 

panopticon’ draws clear parallels with Bentham’s Panopticon and follows Foucault’s theory that the 

surveilled (in this instance the police) will be held to account and self-regulate their behaviour 

accordingly.  Thus a change in power-relations becomes visible with the surveilled watching the 

surveillors who are in turn watching the surveilled. 

Camera surveillance is all around us.  This essay has sought to address in broad terms the role of 

the camera as a control mechanism as well as an observational tool.  Through the two images 

discussed, Wylie ‘looks at looking’ using the power of the camera as viewer to look at mechanisms 

of control seen through the two distinct and contrasting viewpoints of the watched and the 

watching.  Cameras themselves can offer means of control due to the fact that they neutrally 

record what is in front of them and there are arguments both for and against the use of 

surveillance cameras in society.  On one hand, there is the view that through the use of CCTV 

cameras our lives may become safer as people’s actions are both monitored and self-controlled.   

On the other, privacy concerns are raised in now what many see as an intrusive, Orwellian 

approach to society.  Foucault’s theory that knowledge is power and that power is gained from 

knowledge still lies at the heart of the argument as technology moves remorselessly ever more 

into our culture.  Bilton (2013) asks whether we want to live in a society where surveillance 

promotes justice at the expense of privacy.  My response is that I am not convinced that we have 

a choice. 
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