Downcast

Eye S ~ DENIGRATION

OF VISION IN
TWENTIETH-CENTURY
FRENCH THOUGHT

Martin Jay

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS
BERKELEY LOSANGELES LONDON

21

83
149

211

263

329

381

435

493
543

587
595

Contents

Acknowledgments
Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: The Noblest of the Senses: Vision from

Plato to Descartes
CHAPTER TWO: Dialectic of EnLIGH Tenment

CHAPTER THREE: The Cirisis of the Ancien Scopic Régime:
From the Impressionists to Bergson

CHAPTER FOUR: The Disenchantment of the Eye: Bacaille
and the Surrealists

CHAPTER FIVE: Sartre, Metleau-Ponty, and the Search for
a New Ontology of Sight

CHAPTER SIX: Lacan, Althusser, and the Specular Subject
of Ideology

CHAPTER SEVEN: From the Empire of the Gaze to the Society
i the Spectacie: Foucaulr and Debord

CHAPTER EIGHT: The Camera as Memento Mori: Barthes,
Metz, and rthe Cahiers du Cinéma

CHAPTER NINE: “Phallogocularcentrism”: Derrida and Irigaray

CHAPTER TEN: The Ethics of Blindness and the Postmodern
Sublime: Levinas and Lyotard

Conclusion

Index




Introduction

Even a rapid glance ar the language we commonly use will demonstrate
the ubiquity of visual meraphors. If we actively focus our attention on
them, vigilantly keeping an eye out for those deeply embedded as well as
those on the surface, we can gain an illuminating insight into the complex
mirroring of perception and language. Depending, of course, on one’s
outlook or poiat of view, the prevalence of such metaphors will be ac-
counted an obstacle or an aid o our knowledge of reality. It is, however,
no idle speculation or figment of imagination to claim that if blinded to
their importance, we will damage our ability to inspect the world outside
and introspect the world within. And our prospects for escaping their
thrall, if indeed that is even a foreseeable goal, will be greatly dimmed.
In lieu of an exhaustive survey of such metaphors, whose scope is far
too broad to allow an easy synopsis, this opening paragraph should sug-
gest how ineluctable the modality of the visual actually is, at least in our

linguistic practice. I hope by now that you, aptigue lecteur, can see what
I mean.!

L. There are some twenty-one visual metaphors in chis paragraph, many of them
embedded in words that no longer seem direcily dependent on them. Thus, for ex-
ample, wigilant is derived from the Latin vigilare, to watch, which in its French form
vedller is the root of surveillance. Demonstrare comes from the Latin monstrare, 1o
show, fnspect, prospecy, imtrospect {and other words like aspect of circumspect} all derive
from the Latin specere, co ook at or observe. Speculate has the same root. Seope comes
from the Latin scopium, a translation of a Greek word for to look at or examine,
Synopsis is from the Greek word for general view. These are latent or dead metaphors,



tainty. For example, the psychologists Michacl Argyle and Mark Cook
have recently concluded that “the use of the gaze in human social behav-
tor does not vary much berween cultures: it is a cultural universal, ™ But
the implications of the work of another psychologist, James Gibson, sug-
gests otherwise. Gibson contrasts two basic visual practices, which pro-
duce what he calls “the visual world” and the “visual field.” In the
former, sight is ccologically intertwined with the other senses to generatc
the experience of “depth shapes,” whereas in the latter, sight is detached
by fixating the eyes to produce “projected shapes” instead. A plate, for
example, will be experienced as round in the visual world, but as an ellipse
in the visual field, where the rules of perspectival representation prevail,
The implication of Gibson's argument is that vision is normally crossed
with the other senses, bur it can be artificially separated out. Thus, cul.
tures might be differentiated according to how radically they distinguish
between the visual field and the visual world.

Burt whether we identify the latter with “nagural” vision is not self-evi-
dent. In a series of essays, the philosopher Marx Wartofsky has argued for
a radically culturalist reading of all visyal experience, including Gibson's
two dominant modes. ! Alrernately talking about “visual postures,” “vj-
sual scenarios,” “styles of seeing,” or “cultural optics,” he concludes thac

9. Michael Argyle and Mark Cook, Gaze and Mutual Gaze (Cambridgc, 1976),
P- 169. It should be noted thar they use the term “gaze” in a general sense o mean
any kind of visual interaction. Unlike some of the aorhors ¢ized lates, diey do not
contrast it with the Jess fixating glance.

10. James . Gibson, T#e Perception of the Visual World (Boston, 1950); Senses Consid-
ered as Perceprual Syseerns (Boston, 1966); The Erological Approach 1o Visual LPerception
(Boston, 1979). For a recent defense of Gibson, see John Hell, Perception and Cogni-
tion (Berkeley, 1983),

11. Manx W. Wartofsky, “Pictures, Representations and the Understanding,” in Logic
and Art: Essays in Honor of Nebion Goodman, ed. R. Rudner and I, Scheffler {India-
napolis, 1972); “Perception, Representation and the Forms of Action: Towards an
Historical Epistemology,” in his Models: Representarion and the Scientific Understand.
ing (Boston, 1979); “Picturing and Representing,” in Perception and Pictorial Repre-
sentation, ed. Calvin E Nodipe and Dennis E Fisher (New Yorlk, 1979); “Visual
Scenarios: The Role of Representation in Visual Perception,” in 7he Perception of
Pictures, ed. M. Hagen, vol. 2 (New York, 1980); “Cameras Can’e See: Representa-
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“human vision is itself an artifact, produced by other artifacts, namely
pictures.”"? A/l perception, he contends, is the result of hist?rical changes
in representation. Wartofsky thus presents an intentionalist account of
visuality, which verges on making it a product of collective hl.xman w:!l.
Judging from the current state of scientific rcsca.rCh. on snght, which
helps in conceprualizing the “natural” capacities and l.lm-ltauons of th'c
eye, Wartofsky's hostility to any physiological explanation of human vi-
sual experience may, however, be excessive.’* Cerrain fai rly fundamental
characteristics seem to exist, which no amount of cultural mediation can
radically alter. As a diurnal animal standing on its hind legs, th.c early
human being developed its sensorium in such a way as to give sight an
ability to differentiate and assimilate most external stimuli in a way supe-
tior to the other four senses.* Smell, which is so important for animals on

tion, Photography and Human Vision,” Afterimage, 7’. 9 (198?}, pp- 8-9; “Sight,
Symbel and Socicty: Toward a History of Visual Perccpuon,” Pb:lomffm Exchange, 3
(1981}, pp. 23-38; “The Paradox of Patating: Pictorial I.lcprcsentauon and the Di-
mensionality of Visual Space,” Social Research, 51, 4 (Wincer, 1984), pp.“863—883.
For a similar plea for a culturalist position, see Robert D. Romanysh)m., T.'hc [“)cs-
potic Eye: An Illustration of Merabletic Phenomenology and Its Implications,” in
The Changing Reality of Modern Man, ed. 1, Dreyer Keuger (Cape Town, 1984); and
Technology as Symptom and Dream (London, 1989).

12. Wartofsky, “Picturing and Representing,” p. 314.

- For helpful recent summaries of the status of scientific knowledge abour visian,
slci l\:. H. [;’ircnnc. Vision and rhe Fye (London, 1967); Robert Rivlin ar':d Karen
Gravelle, Deciphering the Senses: The Expanding World of Human f”m:‘epua‘n {New
York, 1984); Anthony Smith, T Body (London, 1985); John P. Frisby, ..S'..remg: fu-
ston, Brain, and Mind (Oxford, 1980); Steven Pinker, ed., Visual Co‘.gmtffn (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1985); Walter J. Freeman, “The Physiology of Pt?rccpnon, Seienrific
American 264, 2 (February, 1991). Cognitive faculty psychology mﬂucnt:cd l?y Noa.lm
Chomsky has also attempted 1o establish a modular concept of the mind in which
visual perception transcends culcural variations, See, for exafnp[e, Jetry A. Fodor, The
Modularisy of Mind: An Fssay on Faculty Pyychology (Cambridge, Mass., 1983).

14. The anthropologist Edward T. Hall has conjectured char even before ht.)minic?s
stood on their hind legs, vision was importanc; “Originally a ground-d\:velhng ani-
mal, man's ancestor was forced by interspecies competition and changes in the envi-
ronment to desert the ground and take to the crees. Arborea] life cal]s for l‘cccn vision
and decreases dependence on smell, which is crucial for erreserial organisms. Thus
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all fours, was reduced in importance, a fateful transformation that Freud
was to conjecture was the very foundation of human civilization.'s Vision
was the last of the human senses to develop fully, its very complexity
always proving a difficult case for incremental theories of evolution. It
also remains the last of the senses to develop in the fetus, only in fact
gaining its true importance for the survival of the neonate some time after
birth.! The infant, it is sometimes argued, experiences a synesthetic con-
fusion of the senses without vision fully differentiated from the rest. Smell
and touch are apparentdy more functionally vital than sight at this very
carly stage of development.

With the maturation of the child, however, the superior capacity of the
cyes to process certain kinds of data from without is soon established.
Having some eighteen times more nerve endings than the cochlear nerve
of the ear, its nearest competitor, the optic nerve with fts 800,000 fibers
is able to transfer an astonishing amount of information to the brain,
and at a rate of assimilation far greater than that of any other sense organ.
In each eye, over 120 million rods take in information on some five hun-
dred levels of lightness and darkness, while more than seven million
cones allow us to distinguish among more than one million combina-
tions of color. The eye is also able to accomplish its tasks at 2 far greater
remove than any other sense, hearing and smeli being only a distant sec-
" ond and third."”

Despite the frequent characterization of vision as atemporal and static,

the eye can only do its job by being in almost constant motion. Either it |

man’s sense of smell ceased co develop and his powers of sight were greatly enhanced.”
See Hall, The Hidden Dimension (Garden Ciry, N.Y., 1982), p. 39.

15. Sigmund Freud, Givilization and Its Discontenss, wrans. James Strachey (New
York, 1961), pp, 46-47.

16. Rivlin and Gravelle, p. 79. It might be noted that they posit a much wider senso-
rium than the generally aceepted five senses. Based on experiments with a variety of
animals, science has noted some seventeen different ways in which organisms can
respond to the environment. Some of these may have a residual role in human behay-
ior, which possibly accounts for the existence of so-called EXtTasensory perception.
Still, they acknowledge that humans tend to rely on sight more than any other sense.
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rapidly jumps from one briefly fixated point to another through what are
known as saccadic movements (named after the French for jerk, saccade,
by Emile Javal, who discovered them in 1878)"* or it follows a moving
object across a visual field. Its so-called vestibulo-ocular reflex makes it
wurn in the opposite direction of a rapid head movement to retain 2 con-
tinuity of image and its “vergence system” constantly fuses short and
long-range focus into one coherent visual experience.”® Even during
sleep, as scientists only learned in the 1960, rapid eye movement is the
norm. Although it is, of course, possible to fix the gaze, we cannot really
frecze the movement of the eye for very long without incurring intoler-
able strain.

Although the optical mechanism of vision has been well understood
since the time of Kepler,” who established the laws of refraction govern-
ing the transmission of light rays through the cornea, viscous humors, and
lenses of the eyeball onto the retinal wall ar its rear, the precise manner of
its translation into meaningful images in the mind remains somewhat
clouded. The image received is reversed and inverted, but the physiologi-
cal cum psychological processes which “read” it correctly are still incom-
pletely known. The binocular or stereoscopic integration of daca from the
two cyes into one image with apparent three-dimensional depth is also

17. According to Hall, “Up to twenty feer the ear is very efficient. At abourt one
hundred fezt, one-way vocal communication is possible, at a somewhat slower rate
than at conversational distances, while a two-way conversation is very considerably
altered. Beyond this distance, the auditoty cues with which man works begin to break
down rapidly. The unaided cye, on the other hand, sweeps up an extraordinary
amount of information within a hundred-yard radius and is still quite efficient for
human interaction ac a mite” { The Hidden Dimension, p. 43).

18. Emile Javal, Annales doculistique (Paris, 1878).

19. For a discussion of these systems, see Argyle and Cook, pp. 16-17. See also
Claude Gandelman, “The ‘Scanning’ of Pictures,” Communication and Cognition,
19, 1 (1986), pp. 3-24.

20. For an excellent history of optics up through Kepler, see David C. Lindberg,
Theories of Vision from Al-Kinds to Kepler (Chicago, 1976). See also the various histo-
ries of Vasco Ronchi, most notably Optics: The Science of Vision, trans. Edward Rosen
(New York, 1957), and The Nasure of Lighs: An Historical Survey, crans. V. Barocas
{London, 1975).
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not yet fully understood. Indeed, with all the advances science has made
in explaining human vision, its complexities are such that many questions
remain unanswered. Significandy, attempts to duplicate it through com-
puter simulation have met so far with only very modest success.?!

H the eye’s powers are appreciated by science, so too are its limitations,
Human vision can sce light waves that are only a fraction of the toral
spectrum—in face, less than 1 percent with such phenomena as ultravio-
let light, visible to other species, excluded.? In addition, the human eye
has a blind spot where the optic nerve connects with the retina. Normally
ignored because the vision of the other eye compensates for ir, the blind
spots existence nonetheless suggests a metaphoric “hole” in vision,
which, as we will have ample occasion to witness, critics of ocularcentrism
gleefully exploit. Human vision is also limited by its capacity to focus on
objects only a certain distance from the eye, a distance that normally in-
creases with age. Thus the eye’s superiortity at sensing objects from afar is
balanced by its inferiority ac seeing those very close. Finally, we are often
fooled by visual experience that turns out to be illusory, an inclination
generated perhaps by our overwhelming, habitual belief in its apparent
reliability. Here the compensating sense is usually touch, as we seek con-
firmation through direce physical conract.

One final aspect of the contemporary natural scientific understanding
of vision merits comment. Unlike the other senses of smell, wouch, or
taste, there seems to be a close, if complicated, relationship between sighe
and language, both of which come into their own at approximately the
same moment of maturation. As Robert Rivlin and Karen Gravelle note,
“The ability to visualize something internally is closely linked with the
ability to describe it verbally. Verbal and written descriptions create highly
specific mental images. . . . The link berween vision, visual memory, and’
verbalization can be quite startling.”” There is cherefore something re-

21. See Wiltiam J. Broad, “Computer Quest to Match Human Vision Stymied,”
International Herald Tribune (October 4,1984), p. 7.

22. Rivlin and Gravelle, p. 53.
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vealing in the ambiguities surrounding the word “image,” which can sig-
nify graphic, optical, perceptual, mental, or verbal phenomena.*

The implications of this final point are very significant for the problem
noted earlier: the permeability of the boundary berween the “narural” and
the “cultural” component in what we call vision. Although perception is
intimarely tied up with language as a generic phenomenon, different
peoples of course speak different tongues. As a result, the universality of
visual experience cannot be automatically assumed, if that experience is in
part mediated linguistically. Natural science, therefore, itself suggests the
possibility of culrural variables, at least to some degree. It implies, in other
words, the inevitable entanglement of vision and what has been called
“visuality”—the distinct historical manifestations of visual experience in
all its possible modes.” Observation, to put it another way, means observ-
ing the tacit culrural rules of different scopic regimes,

The cultural variability of ocular experience will be even more evident
if we consider it, as it were, from a different perspective. The eye, it has
long been recognized, is more than the passive receptor of light and color.
Itis also the most expressive of the sense organs, with the only competitor
being touch. Although the ancient theory of light rays emanating from
the eye, the theory called extramission, has long since been discredired,

23. Ibid., pp. 88-89. For a discussion of the complex interaction between vocal-
auditory and gestural-visual channels of communication. see Argvle and Cook,
p. 124,

24. For an account of its various meanings, see W, J. T, Mitchell, “Wha Is an Image?”
in [conology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago, 1986). For a more testrictive notion of
the term which attacks its literary use, see ' N. Furbank, Reflections on the Word
‘Timage’ (London, 1970).

25. For a discussion of the difference, see Hal Foster, ed., Vision and Visuality (Seartle,
1988), especially the editor’s preface.

26. Perhaps the belief in rays coming from the eye was due to the phenomenon of
light shining off the eyeball through reflection, which is especially evident in certain
animals. Descartes, as late as Lz Dioprrique, credited the cat with extramission for this
reason. In 1704, however, an experiment showed that if a cat is immersed in watet,
the lack of corneal refraction prevents the eye from shining. See Smith, The Bod)
p- 380.
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it expressed a symbolic rruth. For the eye—broadly understood as includ-
ing the complex of muscles, flesh, and even hair around the eyeball—can
clearly project, signal, and emjr emotions with remarkable power, Com-
mon phrases such as “a piercing or penetrating gaze,” “melting eyes,” “3
come-hither fook,” or “casting a cold eye” all capture this ability with
striking vividness. Aided by its capacity to overflow with the tears neces-
sary 1o bathe it with constant moisture, a capacity triggered by a multi-
tude of different stimuli, some physical, some emotional (the latter found
only in humans), the eye is not only, as the familiar clichés would have it,
a “window on the world,” but also a “mirror of the soul.” Even the dila-
tion of the pupil can unintentionally betray an inner state, subtly convey-
ing interest or aversion to the beholder.

There is, moreover, 4 learned ability to use the eyes to express some-
thing deliberately, a skill more sharply honed than in the case of the other
senses. Ranging from the casual glance to the fixed glare, the eye can obey
the conscious will of the viewer in a way denied the other more passive
senses, once again the only competitor being touch with its ability ro
strangle as well as caress. The phenomenon of the evil ¢ye, mentioned
above, is only one manifestation of this potential for sending powerful
messages. As a result, vision is often called “the censor of the senses . . . an
arbiter of behavior, an inhibitor or stimulus thereto,” unlike the more
- accepting touch. Significantly, of all the animals, only man and the pri-
mates have the ability to use the gaze 1o send affiliative as well as threaren-

ing signals. Here scicntists have conjectured thar this ability may be a

tesidue of our visually charged infant feeding position with the marernal
look of love the key to later behavior,2®

27. For a discussion of the imporiance of crying as an ocular experience, see David

Michad Levin, 7 Opening of Vision: Nikilism and the Postmodern Situation (New
York, 1988), chap. 2.

28. Ashley Montagu, Touching: The Significance of the Human Skin, 3d ed. (New
York, 1986), p. 269.

29. Argyle and Cook, p. 26. They suggest that because Japanese mothers tend to
carry their infants on their back, their culture is less dependent on the mutual gaze,
As for the contention that only humans and primates send affiliative signals, which is
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Messages are only such, of course, if they are received, 'tmd o.nc of the
most extraordinary aspects of vision, most broadly conceived, ‘ls .tFN.: ex-
perience of being the object of the look. Here the range of pOSS'lbllltlcs is
exceptionally wide, extending from the paranoid’s fantfw)'f o.f belrfg under
constant hostile surveillance to the exhibitionist’s narcissistic thnll. at be-
ing the cynosure of all eyes. There can also be few human interacrions as
subtle as the dialectic of the mutual gaze, ranging from the confcst for
domination to the lovers’ complementary adoration. Even nof bc1‘ng the
object of the look conveys a powerful message 1..11'1der ccrt:un. circum-
stances, as any underling who has become an “invisible man” will quick-
ly artest. o

Terms such as paranoia, narcissism, and exhibitionism suggest. how
powerfully visual experience, both directed and received, can be tied to
our psychological processes. In ways we will cxplore”latcr, vision has bt':cn |
frequently linked by psychologists to the “norr.n-al crrfotlons of' d.esm:,
curiosity, hostility, and fear. The remarkable ability of images originally
construed as mimetic representations or aesthetic ornaments to be trans-
formed into totemic objects of worship in their own right also b'e.speaks
vision's power to evoke hypnotic fascinarion®® And scopophilic a;;d
scopophobic inclinations have also been widely acknowledged as funda-
mental aspects of the human psyche.? Ny

With all of these dimensions to the phenomenon we call vision—and
orhers can doubiless be added—it is no surprise that our ordinary lan-
guage, indeed our culture as a whole, is deeply markcc% by its importance.
An excellent example of its power can be discerned in nct less centrat a
human phenomenon than religion.* From the primitive importance of

also theirs, it might be thoughe that dogs do the same, at least in their interaction
with humans. But do they send each other such messages too?

30. The word fascination, it might be noted, has itself an origin in the Larin for

ting a spell, usually by visual means.

;s. Ffr a rpc:ent accoznt of their implications, see Dav.id W. Allen, The Fear of Look-
ing: On Scopaphilic-Exhibitional Conflicts (Charlottesville, Va., 1974). . -
32. For a recent overview, see David Chidester, Word and Ltg;b:. Se:n‘;g .Heanng,
and Religious Discourse {Champaign, Ill., 1992). Another obvious area is literature,
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the sacred fire® 1o the frequency of sun-worship in more developed reli-
gions—such as the Chaldean and Egyptian—and the sophisticated meta-
physics of light in the most advanced theologies,? the ocular presence in
a wide variety of religious practices has been striking. Some faichs, like
Manichaean Gnosticism, have fashioned themsclves “religions of light”;
others, like the often polytheistic Greek religion, assigned a special role to
sun gods fike Apollo. Unearthly, astral light surrounding the godhead, the
divine illumination sought by the mystic, the omniscience of a god always
watching his flock, the symbolic primacy of the candle’s flame—-all of
these have found their way into counless religious systems. So 100 has the
remarkable power attributed to mirrors, which so-called scryers or spec-
ularii have claimed a special 8ift to read for signs of the divine. At times
the insubstantiality of the mirror’s tmage has been taken as a token of the
purity of the dematerialized soul. Ac others, the “spotless mirror” has been
analogized to the immaculate nature of the Virgin Mary.

No ess sympromatic of the power of the optical in religion is the ten-
dency of the visionary tradition to posit a higher sight of the seer, who is
able ro discern a truth denied to normal vision. Here the so-called third
eye of the soul is invoked to compensate for the imperfections of the two
physical eyes. Often physical blindness is given sacred significance, even if
at times as a punishment for uansgressions against the gods.’ What

where visual imagery abounds. There is an inexhaustible commentary on “the eye in
the text.”

33. The classic study of its importance is by Ni uma-Denys Fustel de Coulanges, The

Ancient City: A Study of Religion, Laws and Institutions of Greece and Rome, traps.
Willard Small (Boscon, 1873},

34, For a survey of religions of light, see Gustav Mensching, “Die Lichtsymbolik in
der Religionsgeschichte,” Studium Generale, 10 {1957), pp. 422432,

35. For accounts of the religious importance of mirrors, see Benjamin Goldberg, The
Mirror and Man {Charlottesville, Va., 1985); and Herbert Grabes, The Mutable Glass:

Mirrpr—]mge:y in Tirles and Toxes af the Middle Ages and the English Renaissance,
Gordon Collier (Cambridge, 1982).

rans.

36. For a discussion of the religious implications of blindness, see William R.

Paulsen, Enlighterment, Romanticism, and the Blind in France {Princeton, 1987), In-
troduction.,
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Thomas Carlyle once called “spiritual optics™ has, of course, continued
to have a powerful secular effect well after its original religious sources lost
much of their legitimacy. _ _
But as might be expected of so deeply affecting a phcn’omcnon, ‘th.c
ocular presence in religion has also aroused a hostile reaction. Its privi-
leged role has been challenged, especially when the gap between spmtu?l
and mundane optics has been perceived as unbridgeable. In fact, suspi-
cion of the illusory potential of images has often led to ﬁJ'll-ﬂedgcd
iconophobia.®® Monotheistic religions, beginning with :'ludajsm, have
been deeply wary of the threat of pagan idolacry. The ﬁctlonill charilcter
of artificial images, which can only be false simulators of the “truth, .has
occasioned distrust among more puritanical critics of representation.
St. Paul’s celebrated warning against the speculum obscurum, tht-: glass
{or mirror} through which we see only darkly, vividly expressed this cau-
tion about terrestrial sight. Religious distrust was also aroused by fhc ca-
pacity of vision to inspire what Augustine condcmpcd as cancupz{cfntm
ocularum, ocular desire, which diverts our minds from more spu:1tual
concerns.”” These and like suspicions have at times come to domlnat:::
religious movements and dictate long-standing relig.ious: l:al:)oos. Moses’s
struggle with Aaron over the Golden Calf, the Islamic rejection of figural
representation, the iconoclastic controversy of the eighth-century Byze_m-
tine church, the Cistercian monasticism of St. Bernard, the E',nghsh
Lollards, and finally the Protestant Reformation all express .the afltlocular
subcurrent of religious thought. In fact, this hostility remains l:lhj.fc roday
in the work of such theologians as Jacques Ellul, whose Humi!mtwn. of the
Word, written in 1981, reads like a summa of every imaginable religious
complaint against the domination of sight.

37. Thomas Catlyle, “Spiritual Optics,” in Thomas Carlyle, 17951835, ed. James
Anthony Froude, 2 vols. (New Yock, 1882), 2: 7-12.

i i i i Kenneth Clark, “Iconophobia,” in
8. Fe urvey of its various manifestations, sec '
Lom‘:;; :f V;i';n and Other Essays (New York, 1981). See also Moshe Barasch, Lor:
Studies in the History of an Idea (New York, 1992) -
39. Sainc Angustine, Confessions, chap. 35. s
40. Jacques Ellul, The Humiliation of the Word, trans. Joyce Main Hanks (Grand
Rapids, Mich., 1985).
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Ellul’s animus againsc vision cannot, however, be understood solely in the
context of the time-honored tradition of religious iconophobia, for it
draws as well on a much wider antivisual discourse thar extends beyond
the boundaries of religious thought. That discourse, I hope to demon-
strate, is a pervasive but generally ignored phenomenon of twentieth-
century Western thought. Although by no means confined to one locale,
it is most prevalent and multifarious in a country where it may seem, for
reasons we will examine shortly, highly improbable. That country is
France. It will be the main purpose of this study to demonstrate and ex-
plore what at first glance may seem a surprising proposition: 2 great deal
of recent French thought in a wide variety of fields is in one way or an-
other imbued with a profound suspicion of vision and its hegemonic role
in the modern era.*!

"To establish this argument, | will begin with a general consideration of
the history of Western atritudes toward sighe in its various guises. After
focusing more precisely on the honored place of the visual in French cul-
ture since the time of Louis XIV and Descartes, I will turn to the indica-
tions of its crisis in the late nineteenth century by examining changes in
the visual arts, literature, and philosophy, most notably the work of Henri
Bergson. I will then explore more explicit manifestations of hostility to
visual primacy in the work of artists and critics like Georges Bataille and
André Breton, philosophers itke jean-Paul dartre, Maurice Merleau-
Poaty, and Emmanuel Levinas, social theorists like Michel Foucault,
Louis Althusser, and Guy Debord, psychoanalysts like Jacques Lacan and
Luce Irigaray, cultural critics like Roland Barthes and Christian Merz,
and poststructuralist theorists like Jacques Derrida and Jean-Francois

41. Other examples of a similar attitude will no doubt occur to readers familiar with
different national traditions: for example, American pragmatism with its distrust of
spectatorial epistemology or German hermeneutics with its general privileging of the
ear over the eye. It would also be possible to pursue the theme in the work of indi-
- vidual thinkers outside of the orbit of French thought, such as Wittgenstein with his
subtle ruminations on the distinction berween “secing” and “seeing-as.”
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Lyotard. In so doing, I hope to clarify the implications of the denigration
of vision for the current debate over modernity and postmoderniry,

o]

Before beginning so ambitious an undertaking, a few words of method-
ological explanation are in order. The focus of this study is on a discourse
rather than on a visual culture in its entirety. It would, in fact, be very
hazardous to characterize French culture as a whole as hostile to the vi-
sual. Paris, “the City of Lights,” remains for many the most dazzling and
brilliant urban setting ever devised by our species. The fascination of the
French with such visually dominated phenomena as fashion, cinema, or
public ceremonial remains unabated. And as anyone who has spent the
month of August on the Céte d’Azur can easily testify, they are scarcely
less fascinated than ancient solar cultists in “worshiping the sun,”¥ In-
deed, cven their intellecruals tend to be obsessed with visual phenomena,
as the remarkable preoccupation of so many of them with painting, pho-
tography, film, and architecture demonstrates.

And yet, for many that obsession has turned in a negative direction, as
an essentially ocularphobic discourse has seeped into the pores of French
intellectual life. By choosing to call the complex of antivisual attirudes a
discourse, I am fully aware thar I am invoking one of the most loosely
used terms of our time. Tt has heen employed in a host of different con-
texts, from the communicarive rationalism of a Jiirgen Habermas to the
archacology of knowledge of a Foucault; from the computerized Al-
thusserianism of a Michel Pécheux to the sociolinguistics of a Malcolm
Coulthard; from the textual analysis of a Zelig Harris to the ethnometh-
odology of a Harvey Sacks.®

42. See John Weightman, “The Solar Revolution: Reflections on a Theme in French
Literature,” Encounser, 35, 6 (December, 1970), pp. 918, for an account of sun
wortship and its literary manifestations, which he dares from André Gide.

43. Jiirgen Habermas, “Wahrheitstheorien,” in Wirkfickkeit und Reflexion: Walther
Schulz zum 60. Geburtstag (Pfullingen, 1973), pp. 211-265; Michel Foucault, The
Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan (London, 1972), in which the term
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Despite these contrary and shifting usages, discourse remains the best
term to denote the level on which the object of this inquiry is located,
that being a corpus of more or Jes loosely interwoven arguments, meta-
phors, assertions, and prejudices that cohere more associatively than logj-
cally in any strict sense of the term, Discourse in this usage is explicitly
derived from the Latin discurrere, which means a running around in all

directions. The antiocularcentric discourse thar hope o examine is pre-

cisely that: an often unsystematic, sometimes internally contradictory
texture of statements, associations, and metaphors that never fully cohere
in a rigorous way. No single figure expresses all of jis dimensions and
none would be likely to accept them all, even if they were explicitly posed
as positive arguments. Nor has there been anything like a conscious con-
spiracy determining its dissemination, But as a powerful if at times
subliminal context, the discourse we will explore has helped shape the
attitudes of a wide varicty of French intellectuals who share litde else in
terms of their disciplines, politics, or theoretical self-consciousness. At
times, it provides them with a vocabulary to discuss other issues, such as
subjectivity, the Enlightenment, and humanism. Ac others, it seems ro
determine the way they approach those same issues, as a powerful meta-
phoric often does, lending arguments an emotional tone and critical en-
ergy that would otherwise be inexplicable,

“Discourse analysis,” as James Clifford has noted, “is always in a sense,
unfair to authors. It is interested not in what they have to say or feel as
subjects, but is concerned micrd] y with statements as related to other state-
ments in a field.” Discourse as I am using it thus cuts across the bound-

“discursive formation” is used; Michel Pécheux, Analyse autematique du discours
(Paris, 1969); Language, Semantics and ldeology (New York, 1982); Malcolm
Coulthard, An Introduction te Discoyrse Analysis {(Harlow, Essex, England, 1977):
Zelig 8. Harris, “Discourse Analysis,” Language, 28 (1952}, pp. 1-30; Harvey Sacks,
Emanuel A. Schegloff, and Gail Jetferson, “A Simplest Systemarics for the Organiza-
tion of Turn-Taking for Conversations,” Language, 50 (1974), pp. 696735,

44. This disclaimer is necessary 1o set straighe the confusion concerning my inten-
tions evident in John Rajchman’s otherwise very interesting essay, “Foucault’s Art of
Seeing,” October, 44 {Spring, 1988), p, 90.
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aries of what Freud would have called the conscious, preconscious, ;.md
unconscious. It includes Pécheux’s “forgetting no. 1,” which the subje.ct
cannot fully remember, and his “forgetting no. 2,” which a certain
amount of effort can restore to consciousness.* That only perhaps an
outsider can bring it more fully 1o the surface is the justificatory assump-
tion of this study, which aims not only to reveal the extent of this hidden
discursive continent, but also to probe its implications in a critical way.

In holding on to such a hope, it will be quickly realized that tl"xc authrf)r
is betraying his sympathy for one of the targets of the discourse in certain
of its bleaker moods. That is, I remain unrepentantly beholden t.o the
ideal of illumination that suggests an Enlightenment faith in clarifying
indistinct ideas. To make matters worse, I will employ a meth?d that
unapologetically embraces one of the antiocularcentric discourse’s other
major targets, a synoptic survey of an intellectual field ar some remove
from it. Here I invite the same reproach made in some of the rcsponscs' to
an earlier work that dealt with the Western Marxist concept of totah'ty:
that I am racitly arrogating to myself the very toralizing vantage poTnt
called into serious question by the crisis of holistic thinking my narrative
has reconstructed.¥ .

A fateful, if unanticipated, continuity between the two books is in fact
demonstrated by the opening metaphor of the first, which called for
“mapping the uncertain terrain” of Western Marxism, a figure of spcc<-:h
that immediately evokes the visual distance of a stranger not ar home in
the landscape he or she must survey from afar.®® But as any honest ge.ogra-
pher will readily admit, mapmaking cannot escape the blas-'—both in the
liceral sense of a slanted perspective and in the metaphorical one of a

45. James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Tiwentieth-Century Ethnagraphy, Lit-
erature, and Art (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), p. 270,

406, Pécheux, Language, Semantics and Ideology, p. 126.

47. Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concept from Lubkics w0

Habermas (Betkeley, 1984); the reproach was made in a thoughtful review essay by
Ferenc Fehér in Theory and Svciery, 14, 6 (November, 1985), p. 875.

48. Jay, Marxism and Totality, p. 1. For a critique of mapping nfctaphors, see Pierre
Bourdicu, Outline of @ Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge, 1977), p. 2.
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culrural prejudice—of the mapmaker. There is no “view from nowhere”
for even the most scrupulously “detached” observer.

To these charges let me plead guiley, but wich extenuating circum-
stances. First, as I've tried to argue clsewhere, the traditional intellectyal
historian’s tool of synoptic content analysis, when complicated by 2
healthy distrust of reductive paraphrase, is indispensablc in making sense
of the past.” For it €Xpresses a certain cautious optimism about the po-
tential for a communicative interaction berween the hisrorian and his
subject matter—the fusion, as Hans-Georg Gadamer would optimisti-
cally put i, of their horizons. Horizon i of course itself a visual metaphor,
if a less totalizing one than synopsis. It suggests that finite vantage point
from which the historian “sees” the past, an insight hermeneutically
minded historians since the days of J. C. Chladenius in che early eigh-
teenth century have known well.® Even when partial horizons are fused,
no absolute God's-eye view above the fray is possible. But perhaps some
advantage is nonetheless gained from the attemp o “achieve a perspec-
tive,” as we say, on the material, and then to compare it with those of the
participants involved, as the materials they have left behind allow us to
reconstruct them.

In this particular case, I have been fortunate to be able to discuss this
argument with severa] of the figures it purports to explain, thus experi-
encing a more active fusion—or at least interaction—of horizons than is
given to most historians. In 2 striking number of cases, they were fully
conversant with the implications of their own work on visual themes, but

49. Martin Jay, “Two Cheers for Paraphrasc: The Confessions of a Synoptic Intellec-
wial Historian,” Stanford Literature Review, 3, 1 (Spring, 1986), pp. 47-60; reprinted
10 Fin-de-sizcle Socialism and Other Essays (New York, 1988).

50. For a discussion of Chiadenius’s use of “poinr of view” in history, sce Michacl
Ermarth, “Hermeneutics and History: The Fork in Hermes' Path Through the 18th
Cenwury,” in Aufhlirung und Geschichie: Studien zur deutschen Geschichrswissenschaf
im 18. Jabrbunders, ed. Hans Erich Bédicker et al. (Gartingen, 1987), pp- 217f. See
also the important essay by Reinhart Koselleck, “Perspective and Temporality: A
Contribution to the Historiographical Exposure of the Historical World,” in his S-
tures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, trans. Keith Tribe (Cambridge, 1985).
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were unaware of the larger dimensions of the discourse in which it was
embedded. Although my attempts to convince them of its extent did not
always fully succeed, a kind of fusion seems to have begun. Ff)r my own
part, I can verify that my horizon has been transformed by th:s ?pportu—
nity in ways that | hope have increased the subtlety and plausibility of the
book’s argument.

Another warrant for the retention of a synopric approach comes from
the methodological reflections of the French intellectual who has him-
self written among the most trenchant studies of visual themes, Jean
Starobinski. In the preface to his collection of essays, Loeil vivant, he
comments on the value and the dangers of what he calls “le regard

surplombant” (the look from above):

Despite our desire 1o lose ourselves in the living depths of o work,
we are constrained to distance ourselves from it in order fo speak
of it. Why then not deliberately establish a distance that will reveal
to us, in a pancramic perspective, the surroundings with which the
work is organically linked2 We would try 1o discemn certain
significant correspondences that haven't been perceived by the
wiler, o interpret his mobile unconscicus, to read the complex

relafions that unite a destiny and o work 1o their historical and

social miliey,®!

Afrer then acknowledging the threats inherent in a one-sided regard sur-
plombant, most notably the disappearance of the work itself into its con-
text, Starobinski concludes with a call for a judicious balance, which this

study also hopes to maintain:
The complete critique is perhaps not one that aims at tolality
fas does fe regard surplombani) nor that which aims at infimacy

[os does identifying intuition); it is the look that knows how to

demand, in their turn, distance and intimacy, knowing in advance

51. Jean Starobinski, Loeil vivans: Essais (Paris, 1961), p. 26,
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that the truth lies not in one or the other attempt, but in the move-
ment that passes indefatigably from one Io the other. One must
refuse neither the vertigo of distance nor that of preximity; one must
desire that double excess where the look is always near to losing
all its powers. 5?2

It is, let me end these introductory remarks by emphasizing, such a
willingness to risk chis loss thar ultimately empowers the intellectual his-
torian ro enter the discursive field itself in a cricical way. How successful

the present effort will be in this regard remains, of course, very much to
be seen.

52. Ibid.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Noblest of the Senses:

Vision from Plato to Descartes

Except cmong heretics, all

Westem metuphysics hos been
peephole metaphysics, .. . &s
through the crenels of o paropet,
the subject gazes upon @ black sky
in which the star of the iden, or of
Being, is said 1o rise,

The eyes ure the orgaric protolype
of philosophy. Their enigma is that
they nat only con see but are als
able to see themselves seeing.
This gives them o prominence
amonq the body’s cogitive
organs. A good part of

All the management of our lives

depends on the senses, and since
thet of sight is the most compre-
hensive and the noblest of these,

. there is no doubt that the inven-

tions which serve to augment ifs
power are among the most useful

P — philosophical Ihinking.is ucfuullv that there can be.
only eye reflex, eye diotectic, ReNE DESCARIES?
seging-onaselfsee,

PETER StoTERDIE

“Clearly outlined, brightly and uniformly illuminated, men and things
stand out in a realm where everything is visible; and not less clear—
wholly expressed, orderly even in their ardor—are the feelings and
thoughts of the persons involved.™ So Erich Auerbach described the
world of Homeric Greece in the celebrated opening chaprer, “Odysseus’
Scar,” of his classic study of literary realism, Mimesic Tn the dominant
reading of Greek culture that has so influenced the West, this assumption
of the Hellenic affinity for the visible has enjoyed widespread popularity.
Hans Blumenberg, for example, expresses a typical judgment when he

1. Theodor W, Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York, 1973),
pp. 139-140.

2. Peter Sloterdijk, Cn‘:z'que of Cynical Reason, trans. Michael Eldred (Minneapolis,
1987), p. 145.

3. René Descartes, Discourse on Method, Optics, Geometry, and Meseorology, trans. Paul
J. Olscamp {Indianapoiis, 1965), p. 65.

4. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, tans,
Willard R. Trask (Princeton, 1953}, p- 2.
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