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Surveilling Emptiness at Wapato Jail 
Ace Lehner 
 

Unlike most empty prisons, Wapato Correctional Facility’s 525 beds are not haunted by ghosts, 
instead pristine pillows rest atop heinously cheap and hideously green mattresses that have never been slept 
in and do not hold indentations made by the weight of past trauma. There are no stains, no hairs, no traces 
of human suffering. Completed in 2004 the Multnomah County jail has stood empty till today and while it 
has often been described by locals as an albatross, it might more fittingly be considered a physical 
manifestation of Jeremy Bentham’s conception of the Panopticon. For, like Bentham’s Panopticon -a 
conceptual structure that, never actually housed any prisoners- Wapato Jail’s surveillance cameras 
perpetually watch over constant emptiness.  

 
 

 
 
Of the 525 never-slept-in-beds in Wapato, 300 were planned to be dedicated to treating prisoners 

with addiction and mental health issues. County officials instituted this measure in response to statistics 
showing that “Twenty percent of … inmates who will pass through the county's jails will have serious 
mental illnesses, and 70 percent will have substance abuse problems.”1 The 300 treatment beds were fought 
for and ultimately were included because of an argument made on their behalf that articulated “prevention, 
in the form of drug-and-alcohol treatment facilities,” was good use of “tight county money.” The 
construction of Wapato moved forward after an agreement was reached that “about half of the beds in the 
new jail would be dedicated treatment beds.”2 Ostensibly, the 300 beds in Wapato dedicated to prisoners 
with diagnosis would be attending to this issue. However, since its completion and ensuing emptiness, it 
has again been suggested that the facility be used for alcohol and drug treatment, a proposal that was 
subsequently denied based on the allegation that it would cost “more than the county had to spend.”3 This 
calls into question the impulse to include “treatment beds” to begin with and ultimately raises questions 
about the ethics of this impulse and the actual ability to care for any of these individuals. This also recalls a 
period in the early twentieth century when groups of people similarly labeled to those described above were 
locked away together in one facility and were subjected to countless inhumane treatments until the end of 
their days.4  

 

Elevation, section and plan of 
Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon 
penitentiary, drawn by Willey 
Reveley, 1791. 
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Photo taken in Wapato Jail, Portland, OR as part of ERNEST’s early research 

 
Wapato Jail has never housed anyone, yet this imaginary population is critically important. The 

types of people that were imagined as the future occupants of Wapato not only conflate individuals and 
labels but also illustrate an impulse to ignore any individuality of care, which is absolutely necessary for 
any successful rehabilitation or treatment. This is the logic of State power that seeks to remove the rights of 
those who exist outside of state-sanctioned, socially acceptable ways of being. The prospective inhabitants 
of Wapato were people that did not constitute so-called good citizens and regardless of how or why, they 
were to be literally hidden from public view.5  

Turning to the Oregon Department of Corrections’ regulations, we can immediately see how the 
pervasive mistreatment of people labeled as having “psychiatric disorders” is extremely abusive and 
corrupt. The Oregon Department of Corrections’ regulations currently allows for the “nonemergency 
administration of involuntary psychotropic medication” if and when “the inmate is suffering from a mental 
disorder,” or “the inmate’s behavior creates a likelihood of serious harm to self or others,” or “the inmate is 
deemed not competent to give informed consent to administration of psychotropic medications,” or “has 
refused to give informed consent to the administration of psychotropic medications.”6 Furthermore, the 
Bureau of Justice confirms, “among those incarcerated with mental health problems, only one in three state 
prisoners, and one in six jail inmates, has received treatment since admission.” The report does not 
illuminate what happens to those who go untreated but does suggest that they are “brutalized by a system 
that has failed them at every turn.7 While no one has ever been detained in Wapato Jail, we can imagine 
what an existence there may have looked like. There is continually a gross abuse of power when it comes to 
treatment of prisoners and incarcerated people are often usurped of their rights, particularly those that may 
be subjected to psychotropic medications.  

Linkages between imprisoning people with psychiatric labels and the current prison industrial 
complex have entangled and disturbing histories wherein the exploitation of people based in racist, classist, 
ablest, patriarchal imperialism is rooted in the legacy of slavery and points toward the relationship in U.S. 
history between the institutionalization, slavery and indentured servitude.8 Today there are approximately 
two million inmates in state, federal and private prisons throughout the United States.9 Over 70% of those 
imprisoned are people of color.10 These statistics directly reflect the culture of racism in the United States 
but they also reflect various racist histories and the use of legislation toward racist ends.11 “No other society 
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in human history has imprisoned so many of its own citizens.”	  The United States holds 25% of the world’s 
prison population, but only 5% of the world’s people.12  

In “The Biopolitical Justification for Geosurveillance,” Jeremy W. Crampton traces the ways in 
which politics of fear motivate those in power to deem certain populations “risky,” and “problematized.”13 
In these “risk-based societies,” -as they are often referred to- preemptive acts of surveillance are pervasive. 
This is reflected in the policing of marginalized bodies outside of the prison or the institution and is 
exemplified -perhaps most visibly- in the racist police profiling and the policing of people who not comply 
with state-sanctioned rigid systems of acceptable ways of being and behaving. This also transpires within 
the institution via the administration of psychotropic medications. To use a term coined by David Lyon, 
sociologist and the Director of the Surveillance Studies Centre at Queens University’s, the “watchers” need 
not only to see but also, perhaps more crucially, predict where trouble will strike.  

This type of regulation and policing of who constitutes acceptable citizens and promoting the 
imprisonment of those who do not, can be traced back to the late 18th century when English philosopher 
and social theorist Jeremy Bentham radically transformed the ideology of Western society. Bentham’s 
conception of the Panopticon is not significant for it’s radical restructuring of prison architecture it is 
critical in the way that it marks a shift in the logic of surveillance. Before the Panopticon, surveillance was 
thought of as a way to care for those of were watched over by a benevolent protector. Bethnam’s innovative 
architectural design was not motivated by underlying feelings of altruism, on the contrary his conception of 
the Panopticon promoted aesthetic decisions based solely on endowing those in power with maximum 
ability to exert control.14 It was this change in the logic of surveillance that was significant. The 
Panopticon, featured one central tower from which the power administering parties could surveil all 
prisoners. Prisoners’ cells were positioned in a circular structure around the central tower so that, from the 
tower, prison guards could see into any, and every, cell at any time. The tower was designed in such a way 
that the prisoners could not see in and thus never knew whether or not they were being watched.15 The 
success of this design was contingent on prisoners internalizing the mechanism of control. Prisoners needed 
to feel that they were being watched at any moment so that they would regulate their behavior and thereby 
become compliant.16  

The concept of the compliant subject is pervasive today, not only within the prison industrial 
complex, but also within the psychiatric industry and culture at large. Through the internalization of self-
surveillance and a culturally learned activity of actively striving to be compliant or “good” citizens coupled 
with the lived experience of actually being surveilled in our daily lives, we now exist in a culture that we 
can trace back to Bentham’s Panopticon. In Discipline and Punish Michel Foucault recounts that the 
“panoptic principle” marked “much more than architectural ingenuity,” it was an event in the “history of 
the human mind.” Never actually built by Bentham, the Panopticon existed as a design that originated as 
“merely the solution of a technical problem,” but through it, a whole new type of society emerged.17 This is 
what Foucault refers to as “disciplinary society” wherein surveillance is an integral part. The psychological 
and social implications of which extend into today, where we find the regulation of forms of acceptable and 
unacceptable citizenship are fueled by the logic of surveillance. 

David Lyon describes surveillance as a “process in which special note is taken of certain human 
behaviors that go well beyond idle curiosity.” In his account of this, there is a judgment made on the part of 
the watcher about what activities are considered “dubious” and/or “suspect.”18 He goes on to further 
describe surveillance as a “set of practices” that connects “with purposes.” He sees such practices as 
necessarily being intertwined with power relations “in which watchers are privileged.”19 Digital imaging 
surveillance relies on human vision, a mode of interpreting the visual that is filtered through the viewer’s 
ideology. The act of looking, the primary means by which we engage with and unpack surveillance images, 
must be understood as an active process. Looking, to borrow a definition from the visual studies theorists 
Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, is intimately tied to ideology.20 To look is to actively make meaning as 
well as to engage in relationships to power. When we look we actively make meaning. When we look we 
rely on our naturalized—and thus, often unbeknownst to us, culturally informed—ideologies to make 
assumptions about what, and/or who, we are looking at. We often believe that our highly particular 
interpretations are denotative, uninterested, unmediated visual facts.  
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Above Image: Thomas Boyd/The Oregonian  

 
 
This notion of surveillance is in direct dialogue with the logic of Wapato. As with the Panopticon, 

Wapato houses one room from which guards can keep watch over the entirety of the premises via live 
close-circuit television (CCTV) feeds. The power rests with those who have the ability to watch and their 
watching is directly tied up in their personal ideologies. Determining actions as “dubious” or “suspect” 
from a remote location, one cannot have any haptic sense of what is transpiring and thus relies entirely on 
vision. In a post-photographic era–where there is a domonstrale understanding in the endless maleablility 
and manipulation of images–such power relations and the ensuing policing of bodies via remote sensing 
technologies is perhaps even more preposterous than profiling in person. As Tim Lenoir argues, this post-
photographic moment functions to “deterritorialize the human subject.”21 In this way, in remaining empty, 
Wapato Jail exemplifies—, better than any other detention facility—, the logic of Bentham’s Panopticon.  

As with the Panopticon, Wapato houses one room from which guards can keep watch over the 
entirety of the premises via live CCTV close-circuit television (CCTV)video feeds. Through the use of 
CCTV video surveillance technology, Wapato achieves what the Panopticon had designed in concept. Like 
the Panopticon, the logic of surveillance dictates the aesthetics of the space; design decisions are made to 
make surveillance as easy as possible. The color palette of Wapato Jail is almost exclusively off-whites and 
beige with the exception of pale bluish-green accents on trims and doors. Such institutional design 
decisions are disorienting, alienating and dehumanizing but more crucially work to establish prisoners as 
the only disorder in the visual field, as they stand out against the otherwise extremely bland interior. 
Without prisoners, Wapato Jail, like the Panopticon, stands as an architectural embodiment of the logic of 
surveillance. Such a logic requires this empty space to remain undisturbed, for all to be in order, to remove 
all potential disruption before any transgression or deviance transpires.  The logic of surveillance is to 
preemptively strike and thus standing empty is in fact the penultimate accomplishment of this impulse.  
As it surveilles its own emptiness Wapato Jail stands to reveal the logic of surveillance instigated in the 
Panopticon and played out to its fullest extent.  
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