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Breaking Foucault: 

 Understanding Breaking Bad through the Framework of Panopticism 

 

Michel Foucault’s 1975 book Discipline and Punish sought to analyze power relations, discipline, 

and punishment in the context of modern social interaction. One section in particular presents a useful 

framework that can help to sort through and understand how individuals interact, relate, and participate in 

authority. This framework, and the name of its section, is called Panopticism. Foucault’s Panopticism is a 

powerful tool that can be used to analyzing the power dynamics, motives, and consequences in even the 

most complicated and subtle stories, and it is especially suited for examining Vince Gilligan's Mr. 

Rogers-to-Scarface epic, Breaking Bad. In September of 2013, AMC’s hit drama series concluded its five 

season run with over ten million people tuning in to see the show’s finale. Breaking Bad set several new 

standards for complexity and quality in television, due in large part to the shows’ diverse and interesting 

cast of characters, which ranged from DEA agents and private investigators, to hitmen, neonazi’s, and 

drug kingpins. One of the most memorable characters to appear on the show was Gustavo Fring, the 

Chilean-born businessman and Albuquerque meth kingpin. Throughout seasons three and four Gustavo, 

or Gus, commands a great amount of power through both his underworld and normal business 

relationships. He is also shown to run an incredibly efficient and profitable drug empire, yet very little 

screen-time is devoted to explaining how he accomplishes this. Similarly, his relationship with Breaking 

Bad’s main protagonist Walter White is complicated and volatile for the duration of Gus’s run on the 

show; They are first business associates, then friends, then enemies. The subtleness of these transitions in 

Gus and Walter’s relationship, coupled with their ever-changing power dynamic and screen presence, 

spawned one of the most complicated relationships in cinematic history, and it went on to confuse both 

the casual viewer and consistent fan alike. 
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Perhaps the most complicated aspect of Gus and Walter’s relationship was its conclusion. In the 

season four finale, aptly titled Face Off, the audience is presented with a contest of wills between Gus and 

Walter, and in the wake of that conflict the disastrous collapse of Gus’s institutions gives birth to a mess 

of consequences and chaos. This adds up to Breaking Bad’s season four finale being one of, if not the 

most impactful episode in the entire show, albeit difficult to analyze. However, All three of these 

elements; The success of Gus’s empire; his relationship with Walter White; the end of their relationship, 

as well as what consequences it spawns; can be better interpreted and elucidated using the framework 

presented by Foucault. Panopticism, as Foucault describes it, is a system that has been implemented in 

modern times by various institutions to increase efficiency, maintain order, and punish dissent through the 

liberal use of disciplinary methods. Foucault’s framework for understanding how modern authorities 

exercise power can be applied in Breaking Bad to explain why Gus was so successful, to better 

understand the complicated relationship between Gus and Walter, and to fully grasp why the end of their 

relationship in the finale of season four is considered to be one of the most pivotal moments in the entire 

show. 

 By examining Gus’s operation through Foucault’s Panoptic framework, it is possible to have a 

complete grasp of its internal power dynamics, and through this understand how Gus himself was became 

so successful. In the two seasons leading up to Face Off, the audience is given several clues about the 

level of success Gus has achieved with his operation. When the audience, and Walter, are introduced to 

Gus, he was already running a fully staffed organization consisting of management and finance, 

distribution, enforcement, and manufacturing, all operating under his control. Walter, having agreed to 

cook for Gus, eventually does the math on how much money his partner would be making, concluding 

that Gus would earn a personal profit of around 96 million dollars. Gus is by far the most successful 

criminal in the entire series, and the audience’s curiosity as to how he maintains control of his criminal 

empire naturally mounts in the episodes prior to the season four finale, but are never given any 
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explanation as to how he attained that level of success. However, Panopticism allows for a more 

formulaic understanding of what exactly generated Gus’s overwhelming success. 

In Panopticism, Foucault describes one of Jeremy Bentham’s theoretical constructs called the 

Panopticon. The Panopticon is, in essence, an institutional system designed to “assure the automatic 

functioning of power”(288), through the implementation of modern methods of discipline. Foucault 

describes the Panopticon as having many benefits for the institutions who implement it, one of which is 

the preemptive effect of control through surveillance : “He who is subjected to [the Panopticon], and who 

knows it, assumes the responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon 

himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he 

becomes the principle of his own subjection.”(290). Gustavo Fring, in the creation and maintenance of his 

criminal empire, employs this method of discipline constantly. For surveillance, Gus wires any sensitive 

areas with remote-control cameras. He does this at his cover-operation restaurant chain, his laboratory, his 

laundromat, and his home. The cameras are all linked to his personal laptop, enabling him to monitor 

them at his convenience.  

When describing the optimal conditions for this disciplinary method, Foucault also illustrates the 

importance of the Panoptic authority being “visible and unverifiable”, to cast the illusion of total 

surveillance at all times (288). This creates a constant fear for subjects: if they break the rules or in any 

way act against the will of the authority, it is possible that the authority observed them misbehaving, and 

would subsequently punish them. The ever present threat of being seen and punished not only forces 

subjects to obey the will of the panoptic authority, it also greatly reduces the likelihood of ever having to 

punish them at all. Gus also satisfies this condition within his empire. Beyond his many cameras, Gus is 

seen to have a web of informants who actively monitor Gus’s subjects using bugs, binoculars, and other 

surveillance measures, and report all findings directly back to him. Herein lies the heart of Gus’s success: 

discipline through surveillance. For his effort, Gus is rewarded with an incredible amount of personal 
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control over his subjects, which ultimately leads to a reduced need for violence due to the extreme level of 

order within his organization, increased efficiency, and most importantly a preemptive defense to any 

form of rebellion or threat. It is these effects, made attainable through Foucault’s Panoptic method of 

discipline, that enable Gus to become the most successful and longest reigning drug kingpin in all of 

Breaking Bad. 

Panopticism can also be used to clarify Gus’s relationship with Walter. By considering the 

relationship between them within the context of Panopticism, it becomes much easier to understand their 

motivations, and interpret the actions taken by both characters leading up to their confrontation in Face 

Off. In the season three finale, Walter openly defies Gus by killing two of his employees to save his 

former partner, Jesse Pinkman. Walter falls out of Gus’s good graces, but unlike other cases of rebellion 

he avoids immediate punishment, as Gus needs Walter to continue to cook meth for him so that his 

operation remains economically viable. At this point, Gus is no longer Walters’ partner. Rather, Gus fully 

invests in the role of an invisible, all-seeing panoptic authority, and uses every method available to him to 

compel obedience from Walter. Immediately after Walter’s act of rebellion Gus slits his 

second-in-command throat with a boxcutter as punishment for disobeying him, instilling in Walter the 

fear of punishment necessary for surveillance to be an effective method of discipline. From this moment 

on, Walter is constantly surveyed by Gus’s informants, cameras, or both.  

 Gus also implements another Panoptic technique outlined by Foucault: isolation. Foucault 

explains that by isolating individuals within a panoptic system, an authority can create a sort of lateral 

invisibility that eliminates interaction between subjects. Foucault argues that this lateral invisibility “is a 

guarantee of order”, because “there is no danger of a plot, an attempt at collective escape, the planning of 

new crimes for the future, [or other] bad reciprocal influences”(287). Gus attempts this disciplinary 

method with Walter; he sends Walter’s closest ally Jesse out on different jobs to earn his trust, he replaces 

Walter’s lab assistant with one of his own men, and he eventually succeeds in breaking off almost all 
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contact between Walter and Jesse. But despite all of these disciplinary mechanisms, Walter still resists 

Gus’s authority. This is because Walter understands that Gus no longer trusts him, and will punish him as 

soon as he is able. Thus, Walter is motivated to try and kill Gus before Gus has the opportunity to kill 

him. By understanding Walters role within Gus’s Panopticon, it is much easier to understand the 

motivation behind his decision to try and kill Gus, as well as why he is ineffective. 

Walter slowly becomes aware of Gus’s Panoptic system throughout season 4, eventually realizing 

that to kill Gus he would have to somehow undermine that same system. After attempting to kill Gus at 

his home and being caught by surveillance cameras, Walter begins a season long mission to defeat Gus’s 

panoptic system. Walter, realizing the extent of Gus’s surveillance, tries several different strategies 

intended to lure him away from his defenses and out into the open, but is blocked by panoptic measures at 

every turn. In fact, the first moment where Walter effectively undermines Gus’s panoptic system happens 

in the penultimate episode of the season, just before the events of Face Off. Walter, seeing his window of 

opportunity closing, makes one last, drastic effort to turn Jesse against Gus. Walter poisons Jesse’s 

girlfriend’s child, Brock, and just barely manages to convince Jesse that it wasn’t him who did it, and that 

the true culprit was the authority that had turned Jesse away from him in the first place: Gus. Walter went 

to such extremes because he understood that to defeat Gus’s panoptic defense, he needed someone who 

Gus trusted to lure him away from his security. But even after stealing Jesse’s trust back, Walter struggles 

to kill Gus, as Jesse doesn’t have the leverage necessary to convince Gus to expose himself. This is the 

setting leading into the season four finale, and the new power dynamic between Gus and Walter remains a 

gray area for the audience. On the one hand, Gus provides a business-like operation for many people other 

than Walter, one that is safer than many alternatives. Similarly, by attempting to destroy Gus, Walter 

threatens the entire organization, including many other people’s livelihoods. Walter also goes to many 

dangerous and unethical extremes to eliminate Gus, like poisoning Brock and almost bombing a hospital. 
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However, it is made clear that Gus is also merciless, and although he does have a greater appreciation for 

ethics, at this point he too would have killed his enemy without a second thought, if given the chance. 

Not only did Gus manage to fully implement and utilize many panoptic methods of discipline, he 

also accomplished this without ever being surveyed by another panoptic system present throughout the 

show: the law. In Panopticism, Foucault only considers the circumstances relating to a single panoptic 

system, whereas in the real world there are many authorities who incorporate elements of Panopticism 

into their institutions. In the world of Breaking Bad, every criminal understands the necessity of avoiding 

the panoptic surveillance of the police, and many go to extravagant lengths to remain in the shadows. By 

fabricating the illusion that Gus was in danger of being discovered by the police’s panoptic system, 

Walter finally manages to lure him into an area where his surveillance, and therefore his power, is diluted. 

And in the breathtaking final moments of the season 4 finale, Walter manages to kill Gus, destroying his 

operation and endangering everyone who was involved.  

After an entire season of conflict, in one of the most pivotal moments of the show, Walter 

emerges victorious. Again, the framework of Panopticism can be applied to understand what 

consequences this produces within the show itself, as well as why this moment is so impactful for the 

events in the following season. By killing Gus, Walter effectively kills the sole authority controlling 

Gus’s panoptic empire. This results in chaos for much of season 5. Because there is no authority to 

maintain order, the empire falls apart, and many members of the crime ring are arrested. The police take 

notice of Gus’s death, and subsequently confiscate all of his infrastructure, including his distribution 

network, cover business, laboratory, and money. The entire organization crumbles overnight, creating a 

massive vacuum in the southwest meth market, and the drug trade becomes exponentially more 

dangerous. Except for the fact that many of Gus’s subjects know Walter’s identity and could give him up 

to the police, these are perfect circumstances for Walter to thrive. His life is no longer threatened by Gus, 
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he is no longer being surveyed or disciplined, and the vacuum means that Walter could pick up right 

where Gus left off. 

 For the remainder of the show, Walter begins to construct his own panoptic organization, and 

becomes more brutal than Gus ever was. This exemplifies the complexity of the show, and parallels 

Foucault’s own discussion about the pro’s and con’s of Panopticism. By removing Gus’s panoptic system, 

Walter freed not only himself from subjection, but everyone involved, as well as permanently removing 

one of the most dangerous men in the southwest. But with Gus’s death also comes a decrease in 

organizational efficiency, and naturally a decrease in revenue. Similarly, Walter doesn’t fully adopt 

panoptic methods himself. Instead, he often relies on what Foucault calls “traditional methods of 

discipline”. While Walter is less consistent with punishment than Gus, he makes up for it in sheer 

brutality, killing almost anyone who gets in his way. Therefore, while Panopticism helps to understand 

the full scope of the consequences following Gus’s death, it has no effect on the importance of this 

moment. In fact, by examining the environment of Breaking Bad through the framework of Panopticism, 

it becomes even more clear how instrumental this episode was in shaping the rest of the story. 

 By implementing Panoptic methods of discipline, Gus is able to personally maintain control and 

oversee a vast and productive operation, acting as an ultimate panoptic authority while still avoiding the 

police’s own panoptic surveillance. Walter eventually becomes a cog in that operation, is subjected to 

panoptic forms of discipline, realizes his own immediate danger, and begins to rebel. Walter eventually 

kills Gus, undermining his panoptic system by appealing to an even larger authority, and destroying Gus’s 

panopticism along with all of its effects. The consequences of Walter’s victory can also be better 

understood through Panopticism, specifically realizing what happens to an organization when its panoptic 

authority is removed. However, other than provide context for the events, actions, and relationships of the 

show, Panopticism does not provide any moral direction with which one could judge this show. But by 

examining the season four finale, and Breaking Bad as a whole, through the lens of Foucault’s 
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Panopticism, the audience is allowed a better overall understanding of the different elements of the show, 

and can draw their own conclusions about the myriad of ethical conflicts presented throughout the show. 
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