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Abstract. 

‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Jeremy Bentham’s account of his negotiations with Treasury and Home Office officials between 1798 and 1802 to build a panopticon penitentiary, is, to a large extent, a picture of stasis, in which nothing can be discovered, firmly established, or clearly known. In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the panopticon project has been stopped in its tracks, and the larger project for ‘reformation in the moral’ that Bentham had proclaimed in A Fragment on Government (1776) is at risk. My focus in this article is on Bentham’s view that, within the Treasury, virtue was at a standstill. In rejecting the possibility of recreating his negotiations with the Treasury as a novel or a play that narrates a sequence of events, Bentham states that a more perspicuous form in which to present his picture is as a single entity that he calls ‘the catastrophe’. Similarly, virtue at a standstill can only be represented through the paradox of a moving image of stasis, which Bentham refers to as ‘nothingness in action’. In search of the mechanism of this moral stasis, Bentham compares the Treasury officials to automata, who constantly reproduce an identical picture. On the one hand, these officials consolidate a picture of the institution in which nothing can be clearly known. On the other hand, there is always the possibility for Bentham to translate the opaque image generated by the officials into a perspicuous form, notably through his description of the Treasury as ‘a half-law half-political rebus’.
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No such thing: nobody there knew any thing about the matter: nothing had been—nothing by them at least could be, done.

Jeremy Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ 

1. Introduction. 

‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Jeremy Bentham’s account of his negotiations with Treasury and Home Office officials between 1798 and 1802 to build a panopticon penitentiary, is, to a large extent, a picture of stasis. It covers the second half of an eight-year period which commenced with parliamentary assent for the panopticon scheme in the Penitentiary Act of 1794. In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the reforming project of the panopticon has been stopped in its tracks and Bentham himself ‘could neither get forward nor go backward’.[endnoteRef:1] In Bentham’s view, this also meant that, within the Treasury, virtue was at a standstill. This also created a crisis of representation for Bentham, in which nothing could be discovered, firmly established, or clearly known. In this article, I examine the problem of ‘picturing’ and analysing the moral stasis that Bentham encountered, by relating the specific problem of virtue at a standstill in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, to the vision for ‘reformation in the moral’ in his A Fragment on Government of 1776. With this objective in mind, I ask whether there is an appropriate aesthetic form in which to represent virtue at a standstill, or whether this needs to be addressed as a problem in the progress of utilitarian thought. I address this question by discussing three instances in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ in which Bentham confronts a ‘problem of the picture’ and a crisis of representation, by rejecting the aesthetic dimension of ‘picturing’, in favour of a broader, institution-level analysis of how the picture is constructed. These three instances are all aspects of Bentham’s ongoing commentary on the opacity of the actions of Treasury officials, and the possibility of making sense of them. Two key terms that Bentham uses in this commentary are ‘catastrophe’ and ‘perspicuity’. In rejecting an aesthetic solution in which his negotiations with the Treasury could be recreated in the form of a novel or a play, Bentham states that a more perspicuous form in which to present the Treasury is as a single entity that he calls ‘the catastrophe’. [1:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 9, ‘Further Intercourse forbidden by Mr Long’, 2.] 

Bentham’s concept of ‘the catastrophe’ is perspicuous because, in rejecting the possibility of writing a novel or a play that would offer a narrative of events as they have occurred, he has realised that virtue at a standstill can only be represented through the paradox of a moving image of stasis, what Bentham refers to as ‘nothingness in action’.[endnoteRef:2] In search of the mechanism of this moral stasis, Bentham likens the Treasury officials to automata, who constantly reproduce a picture that will always be identical. Not only is Bentham powerless to do anything about the picture being generated by these automata, he feels his own identity to be in danger of being subsumed within it. At the core of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, is a struggle over agency. On the one hand, there is the power of the Treasury officials to constantly reproduce an institutional picture in which nothing can be discovered, firmly established, or clearly known. On the other hand, there is a possibility for Bentham to translate the opaque image generated by these officials into a ‘perspicuous’ form. In Bentham’s encounter with the paradox of a moving image of stasis, what facilitates the progress of utilitarian thought is not the static picture generated by Treasury officials, or Bentham’s account of his subsumption within this picture, but rather the development of an analytic attitude toward the picture itself. [2:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 4, ‘Secret blabbed by King’, 8.] 

The possibility of developing an analytic attitude toward the picture that can deliver the objective of perspicuity, goes hand in hand with Bentham’s consideration of aesthetic solutions to ‘the problem of the picture’. As well as likening Treasury officials to automata, Bentham also compares them to Jesuits, who, in Blaise Pascal’s formulation, could secure general assent to their doctrine because, at one and the same time, they had resolved not to corrupt anyone’s morals, and also not to improve anyone’s morals either. He considers this analogy between Jesuits and the Treasury officials, with reference to the ‘modern moral subjects’ of the artist William Hogarth, such as ‘A Harlot’s Progress’ (1731) and ‘A Rake’s Progress’ (1735) and ‘A Harlot’s Progress’. Bentham does this by imagining a picture of moral stasis called ‘A Jesuit’s Progress’, a picture which would be an impossibility on Hogarthian terms. Within the Treasury, there are no moral personalities that could be used in the composition of a painting called ‘A Jesuit’s Progress’, but institutional automata are constructing their own picture of the Treasury, nonetheless. 
This focus on institutional mechanisms is crucial. In the three instances I will discuss in this article, Bentham changes the emphasis of his discourse from the representation of events as they have occurred, towards the discussion of the institutional arrangement, situation or context within which these representations are generated. The first two instances engage with the actions of the Treasury that have put virtue at a standstill. In the first instance, Bentham states his commitment to perspicuity through the notion of an unfolding catastrophe. The second instance concerns Bentham’s discussion of Hogarth’s moral narratives, and the impossible painting of ‘A Jesuit’s Progress’. The third instance differs from the others, because it describes a non-aesthetic exit from ‘the problem of the picture’, which occurs when Bentham describes the operations of the Treasury as ‘a sort of a half-law half-political rebus’. A rebus is a picture that make sense, but which does not make sense as a picture. To take a simple example, the image of a coat hanger with the word ‘cliff’ below it, does not make up a meaningful picture, but the word ‘cliffhanger’ makes sense of this apparent nonsense. In describing what his picture is (a rebus), rather than telling us what that picture shows or represents, Bentham also indicates that what does not make sense within this picture, namely, the catastrophe initiated by the Treasury and the breakdown of the rules of representation, takes on a specific legal and political form. Bentham’s description of the Treasury as a rebus, is not a ‘hallucination’ of his captivity within the picture of the Treasury generated by its officials, nor is it the recreation of the Treasury within a work of art. Instead, it is a way of engaging with ‘the problem of a picture’ by describing it as a function of institutional power that holds progress in check. In this regard, before I deal with each these three instances in more detail, the following section contextualises them in relation to the utilitarian project for ‘reformation in the moral’ that Bentham set out in his A Fragment on Government of 1776. This return to 1776 is necessary, because A Fragment on Government sets out the terms of a project for moral reform, against which the problem of virtue at a standstill can be understood. 
2. Reformation in the Moral. 
Bentham’s draft of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, completed in 1802, is the account of the dawning of a profound disillusionment. This disillusionment commenced, when what initially appeared to Bentham as the recognition of the public utility of the panopticon scheme by the legislature in the Penitentiary Act of 1794,[endnoteRef:3] and the grant of money to purchase land in the Appropriation Act of 1797, was frustrated by the executive in the interests of Lord Spencer, Lord Belgrave and others. As an attempt to show how the progress of the utilitarian project of panopticon was stalled by an arm of government, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is a kind of inverse of Bentham’s plans for the project as set out in ‘The Panopticon Letters’,[endnoteRef:4] in which he presents the panopticon as an institution that can be satisfactorily read on utilitarian terms. In contrast to this rational account of the public utility of the panopticon, David Lieberman has described how Bentham produced ‘a body of scathing polemics of 1802–3, detailing the injustices of his treatment, denouncing the integrity and conduct of his opponents, and challenging the constitutionality of the rival regime of penal transportation’.[endnoteRef:5] This raises the issue, first, of how ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is to be understood within the totality of Bentham’s corpus and, second, how to read it through a Benthamite lens. Significantly, the first two words of Bentham’s ‘Panopticon Letters’, which were printed in Dublin and London in 1791, are ‘morals reformed’: [3:  See the preface to Penitentiary for Convicts Act, 5: ‘it will be of great public Utility that a Penitentiary House or Penitentiary Houses should be built for the particular Purpose of confining transportable and other Convicts within the same’. ]  [4:  Following discussions with his brother Samuel while in Russia in 1796, Jeremy Bentham wrote a series of twenty-one ‘Panopticon Letters’ which were sent to their father in England in 1786. The Letters and the Postscripts, accompanied by three illustrative plates, were printed in Dublin and London in 1791, the same year that negotiations with the British government commenced. ]  [5:  Lieberman, ‘Jeremy Bentham: Biography and Intellectual Biography’, 191.] 

Morals reformed—health preserved—industry invigorated instruction diffused—public burthens lightened—Economy seated, as it were, upon a rock—the gordian knot of the Poor-Laws are not cut, but untied—all by a simple idea in Architecture![endnoteRef:6] [6:  Božovič, ‘Jeremy Bentham: The Panopticon Writings’, 31.] 

In contrast, in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the reform of morals has been brought to a halt. 
Towards the end of his life, Bentham described himself as ‘a great reformist’ who ‘never suspected that the people in power were against reform. I supposed they only wanted to know what was good in order to embrace it’.[endnoteRef:7] Bentham’s wish to a defend the utility of the panopticon scheme, while making a forensic analysis of the vested interests ranged against it, means, as I have said, that ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ also contains a parallel, fragmentary account of the crisis of representation and an associated ‘problem of the picture’ that this self-imposed task initiated. This account of a crisis of representation is primarily concerned with how a picture of the Treasury is generated, not which events are shown or represented. This distinction between (1) the representation of a sequential account of events and (2) an analysis of how representations are generated, is significant, because ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is not simply about the fate of the panopticon scheme, it is about whether Bentham’s vision of progress through ‘the reformation of the moral’ had reached a terminus.  [7:  Bowring, x. 66.] 

Despite Bentham’s use of terms such as ‘draughtsman’, ‘painting’ and ‘exhibition’ in his text in addition to the keyword ‘picture’, what is at stake in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, is not the progress of art but the progress of utilitarian thought, specifically, Bentham’s wish for a ‘reformation of the moral’ through an analysis of pleasure and pain. At one point in his text, Bentham declares that ‘what I am painting is history, not caricature or satire’.[endnoteRef:8] This seems to indicate a lofty aesthetic ambition, specifically the ambition to adopt the manner of a ‘history painting’ and construct a grand narrative or teach an enduring moral lesson. Leon Battista Alberti, in his treatise De Pictura (On Painting) of 1450, had declared that multi-figure narrative painting (istoria) was recognised as the highest genre that an artist could aspire to, because it was monumental in scale, idealised in form and morally uplifting in its effects: ‘the expression of narrative coherence depends, for Alberti, upon mastery of the human figure, and of the ways in which those individual figures relate to one another and to the story their forms help to convey’.[endnoteRef:9] However, Bentham’s contrast between history painting, caricature and satire, does not reach back to Alberti, but refers to eighteenth century debates in aesthetics, particularly those relating to William Hogarth’s radical approach to history painting in the artist’s narratives of ‘modern moral subjects’ such as ‘A Rake’s Progress’ and ‘A Harlot’s Progress’, that had replaced the idealised and heroic figures of classical mythology or Christian religion with characters drawn from everyday life. However, as I have noted, in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Bentham first considers, and then rejects, the possibility of a Hogarthian representation of virtue at a standstill. Hogarth had proposed, with his typical audacity, that the requirement for a moral lesson that the genre of history painting demanded, could be provided by a series of images through which the ethical journey of a thinking being could be imagined and narrativized. However, in his assessment of the moral condition of the Treasury, Bentham does not assume that he is dealing with thinking beings, but with non-thinking, but perpetually busy, automata.  [8:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 8, ‘The Establishment encreased, to make a pretence for crushing it’, 23. ]  [9:  Bear, ‘Introduction’ in Salber Philips and Bear eds, 27.] 

The aesthetic problem that Bentham was faced with was that, if the subject of his ‘history painting’ was morality at a standstill, there was no adequate way to represent it. On the one hand, a picture of ‘The Jesuit’s Progress’ was impossible on Hogarthian terms, because no progress was being made in any direction. On the other hand, the Treasury officials were nonetheless ‘progressing’, not as thinking beings with moral autonomy, but as non-thinking automata, the mechanical agents of an ongoing catastrophe that had brought panopticon to a standstill. The catastrophe was that the possibility for a resolution of the panopticon scheme was being constantly delayed and retarded, and the machinations of the ‘counter-institution’ of the Treasury had placed Bentham’s self-identification as the agent of an age of progress at risk. Bentham often reminds us that the very idea of his ‘picture’ is problematic, and that, for example, inconsistency in the behaviour of dissembling Treasury officials might be misunderstood as evidence of falsehood or error in his own picture of events. He also observes that his picture of the Treasury also contains his own, distorted reflection: ‘In the picture I have thus long been giving of the Treasury, not the least prominent, though so dismal and dark a figure, is that of the ill-fated individual whose days and months and years have so long been wasted in it’.[endnoteRef:10]  [10:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 8, ‘Offer of Compensation’, 10. ] 

Bentham’s solution to this crisis of representation, is a rejection of the aesthetic dimension of the ‘problem of the picture’ in favour of an appeal to perspicuity. The goal of perspicuity is concerned with two things. First, with finding a means to account for how the ongoing catastrophe was being generated by the Treasury officials. Second, with making the moral stasis of the Treasury surveyable and understandable from the perspective of a utilitarian ‘reformation of the moral’. This perspective on the reformation of the moral was clearly set out in the preface to Bentham’s A Fragment on Government (1776), his first substantial publication advancing the cause of utility. Bentham begins with a bold and confident declaration of his commitment to an age of progress:
The age we live in is a busy age; in which knowledge is rapidly advancing towards perfection. In the natural world, in particular, everything teems with discovery and with improvement. The most distant and recondite regions of the earth traversed and explored—the all-vivifying and subtle element of the air so recently analysed and made known to us—are striking evidences, were all others wanting, of this pleasing truth. Correspondent to discovery and improvement in the natural world, is reformation in the moral … as grounds for reformation, are some which, being observations of matters of fact hitherto either incompletely noticed, or not at all would, when produced, appear capable of bearing the name of discoveries: with so little method and precision have the consequences of this fundamental axiom, it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong, been as yet developped.[endnoteRef:11]  [11:  Jeremy Bentham, ‘A Fragment on Government’, 3. ] 

Bentham’s vision of progress was not teleological.[endnoteRef:12] As the passage above makes clear, he thought that his own contribution to an age of progress was to propose utility as the standard against which the ‘reformation of the moral’ could be judged. In Bentham’s view, morality is not discovered,[endnoteRef:13] it is reconstructed in the cause of general well-being, by using an analysis of pleasure and pain. In this way, a project of moral reform directed at ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’, is linked to an analysis of pleasure and pain that will deliver this reform. Because this vision of progress is not teleological, the ‘method and precision’ of the analysis of pleasure and pain is crucial. As Philip Schofield has put it, the principle of utility contributes to general well-being only when it is ‘properly expounded’ by making sense in relation to the experience of pleasure and pain: ‘Propositions concerning the principle of utility made sense because, when properly expounded, they would be seen to be propositions about the existence, or probable existence, of pleasures and pains’.[endnoteRef:14] A decade after the publication of A Fragment on Government, in his ‘Panopticon Letters’, Bentham doubles down on his commitment to utility as the instrument of progress, by presenting the panopticon as a ‘simple idea in architecture’[endnoteRef:15] that takes on meaning by being properly expounded in terms of pleasure and pain. To take one example, this analysis of pleasure and pain includes the comment that the motivation of the inspector in the panopticon is analogous to the motivation provided by the familiar enjoyment of staring out of the window.[endnoteRef:16] While the actual inspector indulges in real scopophilic pleasure, the prisoner fears the gaze of the inspector in his imagination. Bentham takes it for granted that the panopticon, as a thoroughly worked example of an institution that has public utility, can be ‘thrown wide open to the body of the curious at large—the great open committee of the tribunal of the world’.[endnoteRef:17]  [12:  See Barrell, ‘History and Historiography in Classical Utilitarianism’, 55: ‘His [Bentham’s] distinction between civility and barbarism, however, did not imply a teleological view of progress … His conversion to political radicalism in 1809–1810 further entrenched his view that political progress depended on the transformation of established attitudes and norms, amongst which he included the appeal to history. As he put it in The Book of Fallacies, in “no other department of the field of knowledge” other than politics “do leading men of the present times” appeal “to the wisdom of our ancestors”’.]  [13:  See Dan Priel, ‘Bentham’s Public Utilitarianism and Its Jurisprudential Significance’, 424: ‘If one thinks of Bentham’s utilitarianism in the way it is standardly understood today, it would be classified as a science, something to be discovered. But for Bentham ethics was clearly on the side of invention: Already in the Introduction Bentham spoke of “private ethics” as “the art of self-government” … In other words, private ethics was not a set of moral duties we discover; just like law, private ethics is the subject of human invention.’ ]  [14:  Philip Schofield, ‘Utility and Democracy’, 28. ]  [15:  Božovič, ‘Jeremy Bentham: The Panopticon Writings’, 31. ]  [16:  Ibid. 45.]  [17:  Ibid. 48.] 

Another decade later, the vision of reform set out in A Fragment on Government reaches an impasse, when Bentham embarks on the difficult task of delivering an account of why the public utility of the panopticon was not evident to the British Treasury.[endnoteRef:18] Unlike Bentham’s Panopticon Letters, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ does not offer the anatomy of an institution that has been properly expounded in terms of pleasure and pain, largely because it is concerned with the impossibility of conducting this kind of institutional analysis. Nonetheless, the fugitive analysis of a catastrophe and a crisis of representation that ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ offers, with its emphasis on the corruption of language and the stasis of ‘picturing’, anticipates Bentham’s later work on logic and language, in which the ongoing project for the ‘reformation of the moral’ is addressed through an analysis in which virtue is reconstructed within a system of language. This reconstruction of virtue is achieved by separating sense (a relation to the real entities of pleasure and pain within a system of language) from nonsense (the elision of this relation). In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Bentham anticipates his work on logic and language through a demand for perspicuity in the face of virtue at a standstill. On the one hand, this demand for perspicuity arises because Bentham wants to analyse the slow-motion catastrophe generated by the Treasury as a system of representations. On the other hand, the catastrophe also means that nothing in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is being properly expounded in utilitarian terms. The possibility of properly expounding the principle of utility, and thus the possibility of reformation in the moral, is in danger. In accounting for Bentham’s response to this crisis of utilitarian thought, what follows in this article is structured around the three instances in which it becomes possible to analyse the phenomenon of virtue at a standstill as the feature of an institutional system. Within this system, some forms of representation become impossible, while others are facilitated.  [18:  This period was roughly bounded by the publication of An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation in 1789 and Traités de législation civile et pénale in 1802. ] 


3. Catastrophe and Perspicuity. 

I have stated that the central question of this article is whether there is an appropriate aesthetic form in which to show virtue at a standstill, or whether the ‘problem of the picture’ needs to be addressed as a problem in the progress of utilitarian thought. Bentham indicates his thinking on this issue in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, when he makes a demand for perspicuity while admitting the difficulty of achieving it:
Were this a play or a novel, my study would be, of course, to keep expectation in suspense, keep back the denouement of the intrigue, and keep out of sight the catastrophe, in each instance, as long as possible. Perspicuity, however—not entertainment—being the object here in view, nor even that attainable without some difficulty, I shall take the liberty of subjoining a brief intimation of the result of each negotiation, at this early stage, reserving for the several correspondent heads, the development of the intervening incidents.[endnoteRef:19] [19:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 2, ‘Secret Plan for Rendering the Purchase Useless’, 18. The notion of a perspicuous or ‘surveyable’ (übersichtliche) representation, is later taken up by Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations, as a way of asking us to pay attention to what kind of account we give of language: ‘a main source of our failure to understand is that we don’t have an overview of the use of our words.—Our grammar is deficient in surveyability’. He describes this as an issue of perception: ‘The concept of a surveyable representation is of fundamental significance to us. It characterizes the way we represent things, how we look at matters.’ Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte, Blackwell, 2009, 54–5. For an analysis of the difference between Bentham’s theories of logic and language and those of Wittgenstein, see Silver Bronzo, ‘Bentham’s Contextualism and Its Relation to Analytic Philosophy’, Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy, 2 (2014), 1–41.] 

In asserting that his picture of the Treasury should be seen as the account of a single entity called ‘the catastrophe’ rather than a straightforward narrative of events, Bentham notes that the goal of perspicuity he has in view is not ‘attainable without some difficulty’. The necessity of staying faithful to his objective of perspicuity, means that, paradoxically, Bentham also has to keep the catastrophe initiated by the Treasury officials perpetually in sight. The argument that the picture of an accumulating catastrophe might offer greater perspicuity than a sequential account of events, is reflected in the character of Bentham’s writing. For example, at several points in his text, Bentham attempts to record the constantly shifting and dissembling character of the Treasury’s own record of the events he is describing: 
the moonshine plea of change of circumstances—the sham plea of encrease of terms—and the shameless plea of lapse of time, with the fraud and oppression stamped upon the face of it—all these letters, pleas and pretences—with the intentions, anti-constitutional, as well as anti-economical, and immoral, betray’d in them—all these machinations, if not contrived originally in the Treasury, were at any rate ecchoed and adopted there, by the words which stand recorded upon the face of their own Minutes.[endnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid. 24, ‘On the Dispensing power exercised by the Duke of Portland and his confederates’, 62.] 

‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is the picture of a catastrophe that generates a crisis of representation—the Treasury and its officials cannot simply be displayed or unmasked, because they are the agents of the catastrophe that is being pictured. This produces a situation in which Bentham’s self-image and his status as the author of his picture are at risk. In turn, this raises the stakes on his demand for perspicuity. For this reason, we should distinguish Bentham’s demand for perspicuity in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ from a simple appeal to clarity and transparency. This is because Bentham intended his text to be a detailed account of the various mechanisms and devices of obfuscation, dissimulation and double-dealing employed by Treasury officials, that had obstructed the progress of utilitarian reform.
If Bentham rejects the possibilities of aesthetic forms such as the novel or the play in his search for appropriate forms with which to advance utilitarian thought, why use the term ‘picture’ at all? In her article ‘Re-envisioning Astraea: Myth and Vision in Jeremy Bentham’s “Blackstone Familiarized”’ (2024) Claire Wrobel argues that Bentham recognised how the ideals of truth and beauty promised by aesthetics are used in the service of social power, but that he was also willing to ‘attempt to appropriate aesthetics to unsettle such faith’:
Bentham’s historical positioning means that he is concomitantly the heir of a classical age in which legal writing was pervaded by literary and visual culture—links which legal historians are currently revealing; an eighteenth-century writer who was quite aware of the cultural practices of his time, such as the taste for puppet-theatre; and a reformer looking towards the nineteenth century, who sought to mobilize these first two elements in order to serve the causes of institutional reform. He died in 1832, the day before the first Reform Bill received Royal Assent. “Blackstone Familiarized” may be read as evidence of his awareness of “law’s dependency on aesthetics to ensure faith in its ideals and procedures” (Wardle 239), and as an attempt to appropriate aesthetics to unsettle such faith.[endnoteRef:21]  [21:  Claire Wrobel, ‘Re-envisioning Astraea: Myth and Vision in Jeremy Bentham’s “Blackstone Familiarized”’, para. 30.] 

In this context, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is the exception that proves Wrobel’s rule, namely that aesthetic forms could be appropriated in the cause of institutional reform. It is full of instances that reveal Bentham’s breadth of cultural knowledge, and, as I have noted, makes specific references to artistic practice and techniques that supplement the central notion of a ‘picture’ of the Treasury. However, as Bentham shows through his rejection of the forms of the play and the novel, in favour of an approach that keeps an accumulating catastrophe in view, he refers to the possibilities of aesthetic forms, but cannot, in Wrobel’s words, mobilize these forms ‘to serve the causes of institutional reform’. In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the repertoire of aesthetics is in place, but reform cannot be advanced by aesthetic means. This means that, rather than the appropriation of aesthetics in the cause of reform, ‘the problem of the picture’ at the heart of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, and thus the beginning of an analysis of how an institutional picture is being generated, is how to connect the representation of reform at a standstill, with the picture of a catastrophe that consolidates over time. These two elements are brought together when Bentham draws on his range of cultural reference points to compare the Treasury officials to ‘the penman of Maillardet’, an automaton made by the Swiss clock-maker Henri Maillardet (1745–1830) in 1800, which was capable of producing four drawings and three poems in French and English.[endnoteRef:22] Maillardet’s automaton looks like a young child sitting at a table with paper, inside are thousands of cams to drive the machine, with levers to make the movements. Bentham’s comparison is based on the idea that the actions of the Treasury officials are as unthinking as that of the automaton, because they demonstrate assent without scrutiny:  [22:  See a demonstration of the Maillardet’s Automaton at The Franklin Institute on 11 April 2007. Andy Baron, who restored the machine with Charles Penniman in April 2007 operates the machine, which is seen producing a drawing. [Accessed 22 January 2026: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lwkkDfs-RKg.]] 

so select an assortment of habitually-accommodating and perfectly well-bred gentlemen, whose business it is to assent and not to scrutinize—to whom it is absolutely necessary they should understand how to write their own names—and who are so much the more compleately qualified for their distinguished situation, the less they understand—and more especially the less they take upon them to understand—of everything else: signing associates of an accidentally thinking and essentially speaking principal, to whom they could by no other imaginable means ever render themselves so acceptable, as by taking for their model the penman of Maillardet.[endnoteRef:23]  [23:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 24, ‘On the Dispensing power exercised by the Duke of Portland and his confederates’, 63.] 

In the hands of automata, the picture of the treasury will always be the same—all the unthinking, agency of the penman of Maillardet is in the cause of stasis:
In 1785, Peter Kinzing and David Roentgen gifted France’s queen Marie-Antoinette with an automaton that played a miniature dulcimer by actually striking the strings with a hammer, all the while making subtle movements with its head and eyes. Perhaps, most impressive was the Draughtsman-Writer created by Henri Maillardet around 1805, which drew four detailed scenes and wrote three poems in script; two of which were in French, the other in English. This automaton had the greatest amount of programming and memory capacity of any produced of the time, yet it, like the others, consisted solely of gears, cams, and wound springs.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Andrew Williams, History of Digital Games: Developments in Art, Design and Interaction, Florida, CRC Press, 2017, 2.] 

There is a connection between Maillardet’s automation and the Large Language Models (LLMs) of our own era. Like LLMs, this little automaton is a non-thinking entity that assumes a place in a world where writing is done and pictures are made. Although the penman of Maillardet could not draw on the vast resources of twenty first century LLMs, in common with LLMs, it took advantage of the system of language to generate communication without cognition. As Leif Weatherby has observed in his book Language Machines, LLMs ‘capture language as a cultural system, not as intelligence’ and, by offering automatic cultural production, put ‘the problem of intelligence and culture under the lens’.[endnoteRef:25] Weatherby suggests that, rather than separating machine cognition from human cognition, we should begin by examining language as a system within which LLMs are able to communicate non-cognitively, by plugging in to formal features of human culture (for example, by writing letters and drawing pictures). From his earliest published writing to his work on logic, language, ethics, and grammar between 1814 and 1816,[endnoteRef:26] Bentham demonstrated an increasing awareness of the problems and opportunities for reform that inhere within a system of language. While a system of language can generate fictions as pernicious entities that obstruct the goal of the ‘reformation of the moral’, it was also the case that the ethical problem presented by these pernicious uses of the language are solved within the system of language itself, through the distinction between fictions and fictitious entities.[endnoteRef:27] This later development of ‘the reformation of the moral’ through the analysis of logic and language, is nonetheless aligned with the non-teleological model of progress that Bentham outlines in A Fragment on Government in 1776, in which, as I have emphasised, morality is not discovered, but reconstructed in the cause of general well-being. ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, which sits halfway between the earlier A Fragment on Government and the later work on logic and language, is preoccupied with the problem of reform at a standstill. It does not develop an argument on language or any theory of language, although discussion of the pernicious and misleading use of language by Treasury officials occurs throughout. Instead, we are faced with a demand for perspicuity which has to connect to the representation of reform at a standstill, with the picture of a catastrophe unfolding over time. Bentham’s reference to ‘the penman of Maillardet’ is not about what a picture of the Treasury might show or represent, but rather how such a picture could be generated. The picture is generated by what Bentham calls the ‘signing associates of an accidentally thinking and essentially speaking principal’, that is, by the insinuation of ‘clockwork writing’ and ‘clockwork picturing’ into existing forms of writing and making pictures, including Bentham’s own attempt to depict the Treasury. The Treasury officials become the unthinking creators of a picture of morality at a standstill. The danger for Bentham is that the image of the catastrophe that unfolds ‘like clockwork’, also becomes his picture of the Treasury, an image created by automatons that overwrites the image of Bentham: [25:  Weatherby, ‘Language Machines: Cultural AI and the End of Remainder Humanism’, 5. ]  [26:  Jeremy Bentham, ‘Essays on Logic, Ethics, and Universal Grammar’.]  [27:  Bentham’s theory of language differentiates fictitious entities (abstract terms without properties which are used as if they refer to the physical world) from fictions (the attribution of a real existence to fictitious entities). ] 

sitting a man down to eat the bread of idleness at the same table with his oppressor, and to fill up the measure of my humiliation, the source of which would have been the most galling to feelings such as mine—patching over one job, I mean the Salisbury job, with the picture of another—giving me the instrument of degradation which I had spurned, instead of the instrument of beneficence for which I languished—presenting the cup of idleness to a man to whom life was without value but as a field for the exertion of useful industry—confounding my image in the eyes of the world, with the image of Mr Long.[endnoteRef:28]  [28:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 8, ‘Offer of Compensation’, 6. ] 

Utility is making no progress, and Bentham’s image is being confounded with that of the secretary to the Treasury. At certain points in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the inertia induced by virtue at a standstill is said to have halted the progress of utility and erased the self-identity of Bentham. As he puts it, ‘The establishment [i.e. the panopticon] was killed: was it for a dead man to bring it to life? I could neither get forward nor go backward’. In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Bentham returns to the paradox of representing agency in the cause of stasis, when he turns to Hogarth for a solution to the problem of representing virtue at a standstill:
With the admiration commanded by transcendent genius, Your Lordship can not but have often seen the Harlot’s Progress and the Rake’s. Look higher now, my Lord, and behold the Jesuit’s.[endnoteRef:29]  [29:  Ibid. 16, ‘Secret Minutes brought to light—Grounds of relinquishment’, 18 ] 

Bentham is not concerned with the moral decline or sentimental education of particular individuals, but rather with the Treasury as an institution, which cultivated attitudes of indifference and insouciance in its officials with the aim of reinforcing a status quo. What Bentham calls ‘a lesson of moral philosophy ... fresh from the Institute of the Treasury’ is explicitly compared to what Bentham also refers to as the ‘sophistry and equivocation’ of the Jesuits. It was Blaise Pascal, in Les Provinciales (1656–7), who first took aim at what he saw as the moral apathy of Jesuits, who, Pascal asserted, could secure general assent to their doctrine because, at one and the same time, they had resolved not corrupt anyone’s morals, and also not to improve anyone’s morals either. As Aditi Chaturvedi has put it, ‘Pascal’s true aim was to expose the epistemic corruption of the Jesuits to a broader audience’, and that ‘his real target is the structure that encourages the flourishing of vicious solidarity and epistemic insouciance’.[endnoteRef:30]  [30:  Chaturvedi, ‘Collective epistemic vices in Blaise Pascal’s Provinciales’, 1 and 20.] 

Bentham also gives due acknowledgment to Hogarth’s paintings and engravings of ‘modern moral subjects’ such as ‘A Harlot’s Progress’ (1731) and ‘A Rake’s Progress’ (1735). He consistently took Hogarth seriously as ‘an admirable artist’ who was also ‘one of the best of moralists’,[endnoteRef:31] in other words, an artist whose work had been made with an eye to reform. What Bentham is praising here is Hogarth’s ability to chart the progress of individual moral decline in pictorial form. The progress of the ‘modern moral subjects’ of the Harlot and the Rake, as thisis wasas painted by Hogarth, is one of decline from youth and hope to ruin and death. However, it would impossible for anyone to make a picture called ‘The Jesuit’s Progress’, because the Jesuitical officials of the Treasury labour to ensure that no progress is made in any direction. [31:  UC lxxxvii. 66.] 

While this comparison gives Bentham a good opportunity to place Treasury officials in the vicinity of harlots and rakes, and even closer to Jesuits, it is important to note that he was not simply inviting a scurrilous comparison. Bentham’s assertion that, in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, he was painting history, not caricature or satire, refers to Hogarth’s wish to steer a course between heroism and the grotesque, using characters drawn from everyday life who could be used to stage a moral drama that attained significance not through reference to ancient mythology, but as a history of the present. As Hogarth put it, ‘subject[s] of most consequence are those that most entertain and Improve the mind and are of public utility’.[endnoteRef:32] As Ronald Paulson says:  [32:  Hogarth, Autobiographical Notes, in ‘The Analysis of Beauty’, 212. ] 

History painting serves two complementary functions in the Harlot’s Progress: to heighten the importance of the Harlot’s story, and to characterize the Harlot and the story’s theme. The first of these embodies Hogarth’s aim, expressed in the subscription ticket, to make his painting respectable by incorporating into the great tradition of history painting the depiction of the contemporary and commonplace. All remains the same-morality, literary lay-out, etc.-but the heroic representation of stories from myth, Bible or literature is replaced by meaningful contemporary content.[endnoteRef:33]  [33:  Paulson, ‘The Harlot’s Progress and the Tradition of History Painting’, 85. ] 

Hogarth’s friend Henry Fielding, whose ‘Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men’ Bentham also refers to in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, thought that Hogarth’s innovation lay in pioneering what Fielding called ‘comic history painting’ which steered a course between character and caricature, and that made character depend on a mental state that leads either to good, through the cultivation of the finer sentiments, or to evil through the absence of these sentiments. Fielding said that with Hogarth, we do not merely see verisimilitude, that is, figures who appear to breathe, but individual characters who appear to think. Fielding also declared that, with Hogarth, ‘we are much better and earlier taught by examples which we are to shun, than those which would instruct us what to pursue’, adding:
In his excellent works you see the delusive scene exposed with all the force of humour, and, on casting your eyes on another picture, you see the dreadful and fatal consequence. I almost dare to affirm that those two works of his, which he calls the Rake’s and the Harlot’s progress, are calculated more to serve the cause of virtue, and for the preservation of mankind, than all the folios of morality that have ever been written.[endnoteRef:34] [34:  ‘The Champion’, 317–18. ] 

This Hogarthian technique of steering a course between character and caricature in order to construct a moral narrative that possesses public utility, has a particular implication for Bentham’s analysis of the moral status of Treasury officials. This is because, as Bentham points out, he is unable to fill his picture of the Treasury with individual caricatures of wickedness or ill-will, as is shown in this account of his meeting with John King, secretary to the home office:
Mr King and I did not meet as strangers. We had met every now and then at different houses. Once, for the declared purpose of seeing the models—though without previous notice and in my absence—he had been at mine. Waiting on him according to the intentions declared in the above letter, I was received on the footing of an acquaintance. It was not with him as with Mr Long; a more easy—a more pleasant—reception a man in my place need not have desired. The scene would have been more picturesque if I had given Mr King a Saracen’s head [that is, a threatening aspect]. But what I am painting is history, not caricature or satire.[endnoteRef:35]  [35:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 8, ‘The Establishment encreased, to make a pretence for crushing it’, 23. ] 

We can understand Bentham’s ambition for history painting in terms of the potential for writing ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ as a Hogarthian drama, in which thinking beings with moral personalities, are situated within ethical moral dilemmas that produce specific consequences. However, while Fielding sees the ‘progress’ of Hogarth’s characters as the key to understanding the moral lesson that they convey, in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, Bentham’s address to the relationship between virtue at a standstill and ‘reformation in the moral’, is not aesthetic, and cannot be compared to history painting in a meaningful way. For this reason, Bentham rejects the radical model of history painting used by Hogarth’s ‘modern moral subjects’. The Treasury officials he deals with, offer neither an Albertian exemplum virtutis worthy of imitation, nor a Hogarthian narrative of descent into iniquity and vice.
I have now discussed the first two ‘instances’ of Bentham’s analysis of the picture. The first instance was the demand for perspicuity that rejects an aesthetic reimagining of events for the picture of an unfolding catastrophe. The second instance showed the impossibility of representing this catastrophe in the form of an aesthetic image that narrativizes a human drama and discloses a moral lesson. The final instance is different from the others, because it describes a non-aesthetic exit from ‘the problem of the picture’. Here, Bentham offers an example of how to translate the opaque image generated by Treasury officials into a ‘perspicuous’ form of thought. At one point in his text, Bentham makes the shift from his focus on constructing a picture of delay and moral apathy to a means of analysing the picture. He does this almost as an aside, just after an account of how, on the one hand, the panopticon has to exist for what Bentham calls ‘the Salisbury job’ to be carried out, yet, on the other hand, the work of Treasury Officials also ensures that the panopticon will never be built:
In this example Your Lordship sees how it is, and by what sort of husbandry an object in itself so circumscribed—an object worth a bare £12,000, Government price—may have been converted into a most productive—into a perfectly inexhaustible mine—a very widow’s cruize—of the pretious oil of compliment /and accommodation.\ The sacrifice of the money could indeed be made but once; and no more than one person could be gratified by it. But the sacrifice of the establishment is that happy sort of sacrifice that could be repeated on demand—and every time without expence: a compliment that, without risk or difficulty, might be placed successively to the account of the respective merits and respectabilities of any number of individuals (friends of government) who by their humours or interests, real or supposed, may have been placed in circumstances to receive a gratification from it. It is a case that might afford an answer to a sort of a half-law half-political rebus.[endnoteRef:36]  [36:  Bentham, ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, 4, ‘Symptoms of earlier treachery’, 3. ] 

The contradictions and problems of ‘picturing’ the Treasury  are an obstacle to perspicuity. It is therefore significant that, at this point in his text, Bentham addresses the problem of perspicuity by providing us with an ‘overview’ of the problem of the picture. He follows an account of a problem or contradiction of representation, in which the most accurate depiction of his panopticon scheme is as something alive in appearance and dead in reality, with a description of the machinations of the Treasury as ‘a sort of a half-law half-political rebus’. A rebus is a picture that makes sense, but which does not make sense as a picture. A rebus is not like a riddle[endnoteRef:37]—there is no ‘answer’, but there is the requirement for an analysis that turns the nonsensical version of the rebus into a version of the rebus that makes sense: [37:  See Lewis, ‘How Is a Rebus Like a Time Machine?’, 427.] 

A rebus is a series of images that, on first examination, do not seem to have much to do with one another. If, however, you transform each image into an equivalent word, or its homonym, you will get a sentence that is grammatical and meaningful.[endnoteRef:38]  [38:  Blechner, ‘The Mindbrain and Dreams’, 85.] 

For that to happen, as Sigmund Freud said, we have to stop focusing solely on the status of the rebus as a picture, or a work of art: 
For instance, I have before me a picture-puzzle (rebus): a house, upon whose roof there is a boat; then a running figure whose head has been apostrophised away, and the like. I might now be tempted as a critic to consider this composition and its elements nonsensical. A boat does not belong on the roof of a house and a person without a head cannot run; the person, too, is larger than the house, and if the whole thing is to represent a landscape, the single letters of the alphabet do not fit into it, for of course they do not occur in pure nature. A correct judgment of the picture-puzzle results only if I make no such objections to the whole and its parts, but if, on the contrary, I take pains to replace each picture by the syllable or word which it is capable of representing by means of any sort of reference, the words which are thus brought together are no longer meaningless, but may constitute a most beautiful and sensible expression. Now the dream is a picture-puzzle of this sort, and our predecessors in the field of dream interpretation have made the mistake of judging the rebus as an artistic composition. As such it appears nonsensical and worthless.[endnoteRef:39]  [39:  Freud, ‘The interpretation of dreams’, 277–8. ] 

I have turned to Freud for an account of how a rebus transforms pictorial nonsense into sensible expression, not in order to deliver a psychoanalytic reading of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ or of Bentham himself, but only in order to emphasise the significance of the rebus as an analytic attitude, which introduces an approach to reading pictures that relies neither on the refined sensibility of the person of taste nor the status of pictures as works of art. Instead, it relies on pictures ‘as already containing within themselves a textual constituent’. As Freud points out, ‘If we attempted to read these characters according to their pictorial value instead of according to their symbolic relation, we should clearly be led into error.’ As Markus Klammer has commented: 
hanging the status of dreams from hallucinated perceptions to rebuses is a far-reaching decision. How can we account for it? Well, we should take it in formal, methodological terms rather than in ontological ones. It seems to me, that this move brings to light a fundamental Freudian bias, namely that interpretation in general and psychoanalytic interpretation in particular can only be the interpretation of texts, can only be achieved through modes of reading, rather than modes of looking.[endnoteRef:40]  [40:  Klammer, ‘Mimicry, Ekphrasis, Construction ‘Reading’ in Freudian Psychoanalysis’, 144. See also Marshal Edelson ‘Language and dreams: The interpretation of dreams revisited’, The Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, 27, (1972) 203–82, 252 who says ‘when Freud describes the dream as a kind of rebus, he is clearly concerned, and perhaps the first semiologist to state the problem so explicitly, with the translation of the symbolic forms of one symbolic system into those of another symbolic system’.] 

In ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, the rebus takes us from a way of looking at a picture in order to make sense of it, to a mode of understandingreading ‘the catastrophe’ as an entity that has a legal/political purpose. As I noted in my introduction, Bentham’s description of the Treasury as a rebus, is not a ‘hallucination’ of his captivity within the picture of the Treasury generated by its officials, nor is it the recreation of the Treasury within a work of art. Instead, it is a way of engaging with ‘the problem of a picture’ by describing it as a function of institutional power that holds progress in check. If the actions of the Treasury in relation to the panopticon scheme cannot be adequately represented by the dramatization of a sequence of events, or within the genre distinctions that separate history painting from caricature and satire, then what does Bentham’s title ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ refer to? On Bentham’s terms, identifying the picture of the Treasury as rebus, satisfies his goal of perspicuity, through the possibility of a translation between sense and nonsense that the rebus offers. It identifies his contradictory and paradoxical picture of the Treasury as the picture of an institution that can be surveyed and comprehended as the expression of institutional power. 
Conclusion.
In this discussion of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’, I have asked whether there is an appropriate aesthetic form with which to show virtue at a standstill, or whether the ‘problem of the picture’ needs to be addressed as a problem in the progress of utilitarian thought. Although the very title ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ heralds the possibilities for communication inherent in aesthetic forms, in this case, Bentham cannot mobilise these forms to serve the cause of the ‘reformation in the moral’ that he promoted in A Fragment on Government. With this impasse in mind, I have highlighted three instances in ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ when Bentham rejects the aesthetic dimension of ‘picturing’ in favour of a mode of thought that shifts the problem of the picture towards the political philosophy of utility. Bentham’s demand for perspicuity and his ‘perspicuous representation’ of the Treasury as a rebus, both involve a rejection of aesthetic solutions, in favour of the possibility of generating an analysis of ‘the catastrophe’.
If Bentham’s solution to ‘the problem of the picture’ is to call this picture ‘a half-law half-political rebus’, this analysis is neither purely idiosyncratic, nor accepting of the identikit picture of the treasury that is generated by the automata who operate it. In this way, the picture of the Treasury is amenable to being analysed from the point of view of utilitarian reform, and the demands of the age of progress that Bentham proclaimed in A Fragment on Government can be reasserted. In my introduction, I mentioned that towards the end of his life, Bentham described himself as ‘a great reformist’ who ‘never suspected that the people in power were against reform. I supposed they only wanted to know what was good in order to embrace it’. With reference to this remark, Philip Schofield has noted that the definition of good, according to Bentham, was reform based on the principle of utility.[endnoteRef:41] Schofield has also argued, that Bentham’s systematic use of the concept of ‘sinister interest’ after 1803 to describe the powerful interests in politics and the law that stand in direct opposition to the interests of the community at large, was evidence of ‘his despair and disappointment at what he took to be the effective rejection of the panopticon scheme by the government’.[endnoteRef:42] If ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is, at one and the same time, a defence of the self-evident utility of the panopticon scheme and a forensic analysis of the sinister interests ranged against it, this accounts for the necessity and the difficulty of keeping the objective of perspicuity in view. [41:  Schofield in ed. Galligan.]  [42:  Schofield, ‘Utility and Democracy’, 109. See also Claire Wrobel, ‘Introduction: Literary and Critical Approaches to Panopticism’, Revue d’études benthamiennes, 22 (2022): ‘The frustration caused by the reformer’s protracted, fruitless campaign played a pivotal role in making him embrace the cause of parliamentary reform, leading him to develop the notion of ‘sinister interest’ and realize that legal reform would only be possible after reforming political institutions’ (DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/etudes-benthamiennes.9920). ] 

One legacy of ‘A Picture of the Treasury’ is that, following the failure of his panopticon scheme and his subsequent loss of faith that, ‘the best way to see his reforms implemented was to appeal to the cultivated sentiments and intelligence of public officials’,[endnoteRef:43] Bentham takes up the baton of the ‘reformation in the moral’ once more, this time as a utilitarian political project of the nineteenth century rather than as his personal contribution to an eighteenth century age of progress. In a letter to Étienne Dumont on 29 November 1821, Bentham refers to ‘Deontology private or Morality made easy’ as ‘doing for morals what we have so long been doing for politics’.[endnoteRef:44] This approach is most evident in Bentham’s work on logic and language, in which a new ‘politics of perspicuity’ comes to the fore. Through this work, an ethical connection between the individual and the social order is made within a structure of language that divides sense from nonsense by means of an analysis, rather than through the transmission of values or the inculcation of virtues. As I have stated, precisely because Bentham’s vision of progress is not teleological, the ‘method and precision’ of the analysis of pleasure and pain is crucial. The second chapter of Bentham’s ‘Essay on Logic’ states that the ‘End in view, or Ultimate Object of Logic’ is the art of thinking to the advantage of well-being.[endnoteRef:45] In this article, I have argued that this ‘art of thinking’ is evident in Bentham’s demand for perspicuity. In a broader sense, this also affects our understanding of Bentham’s political philosophy of progress.  [43:  McDowell, ‘Jeremy Bentham and the Neoclassical and Neoliberal Traditions: Architect or Adversary?’, 101.]  [44:  Bentham, ‘Correspondence’, x. 443.]  [45:  Bentham, ‘Essays on Logic, Ethics, and Universal Grammar’, 11: ‘The pursuit of every art being a course of action, and, [in] the instance of man as in that of every other sensitive creature, well-being being in some shape or other the end of every action, it is not in the nature of man, that for its ultimate end the particular art here in question should not have this for its object—it is not in the nature of the case that for its ultimate object it should have any other object.’
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Notes.
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