BEING WITH ONE’S OWN EYES

THE VIEWING SUBJECT

Brakhage tells us, “I am not when I see.””” Thus, the following ques-
tion emerges: Through what agency does a viewer become ““capable
of understanding his vision as a metaphoric creation?”” How does, in
Merleau-Ponty’s terms, vision ““divide itself” so that there is the see-
ing “that really takes place . . . squeezed into a body—its own body,
of which we can have no idea except in the exercise of it,” and there
is the seeing “upon which I reflect, which I cannot think except as
thought”’?7® How is it that seeing is and does become visible to sight
as a representation of itself and ultimately leads to sight’s recognition
of its origins in a seer, a body-subject? For, as we have seen, existen-
tial vision need not so divide itself, reflect upon itself. The cat, the
newborn infant, all of us in the “natural attitude” of our everyday
lives do not watch our vision even as we possess and posit its con-
tents as the experience of consciousness.

Indeed, the visual activity of seeing is first experienced in conscious-
ness as it is directed toward the visible world. That is, the intentional
trajectory of consciousness is directed through vision toward that
which can be seen in the act of seeing, and not toward the unseen
originator of the act—the seer who is not the content sufficient to the
visible but is its necessary and invisible condition. The cat’s or the very
young infant’s vision has not divided itself. Theirs is the vision that
is experienced from within as the body’s exercise. It is a vision that
is unreflected upon and unrepresented to itself. Clearly, then, the act
of being in the world with eyes is the foundation for, but not the
same as, the act of being in the world with one’s own eyes.

However, just as the structure of human consciousness allows con-
sciousness to become aware of itself by reflexively transposing and
representing its intentional activity as an intentional object for con-
sciousness, so human vision can reflexively turn in on itself. It can
reverse its dominant and “natural” directedness toward the visible
world back toward its own directed and invisible activity of making
the world visible. This reflexive intentional movement is the act of
reflection. And, at its most radical, the act of reflection discovers its
origins in the subjective body that sees and rescues the latter from ano-

77 Ibid., p. 48.
78 Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” p. 176. (Emphasis mine)
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nymity and invisibility by re-cognizing and re-presenting it to con-
sciousness—that is, thinking it as the body-subject who sees.

Previous sections have elaborated upon the intentional structure
and existential activity of vision—its irreducible correlation of the see-
ing with the seen, and its directed activity that marks existential
choice as a diacritical hermeneutic and semiotic operation of the body
even before it thinks itself as a subject. As well, two forms of vision
have been described, both parallel in existence and through the body
to the two forms of intentionality distinguished by Husserl as opera-
tive and deliberative, the former serving as the foundation and
ground of the latter. Thus, Brakhage’s statement “I am not when I
see” and Merleau-Ponty’s identification of a vision that is ““exercised”
by the body both describe that form of seeing that manifests itself in
perceptual existence as operative intentionality at visual work in the
world. This is a vision that is anonymous and pre-personal. It is the
vision of the cat and the newborn and, indeed, informs all our adult
human vision as the foundation upon and the ground against which
a more deliberative vision can emerge as an act of judgment and
thought aware of itself as such.

It is this latter kind of vision to which Brakhage refers when he
describes sight as a “metaphoric creation” and to which Merleau-
Ponty refers when he speaks of “vision as thought.” Seeing, in this
reflective and reflexive turn, expresses itself in perceptual existence
as the deliberative intentionality that emerges from a body lived as a _
visible subject. This vision, therefore, is predicativg;,qr‘;&;péfséml'lt,is_‘“a’\[
vision that represents and names itself as an expressive “utterance” S
of the perceptive body and that connects that body’s eyes (first lived
invisibly in the exercise of seeing) to an intending “1” who is visible.
to him or herself, who possesses visual experi consciously.

Therefore, as a modality of embodied_perception, vision not only
provides us fundamental access to the seen and visible world, but.it
also provides us fundamental access t lves—both as seen and
visible subjects and as seeing and visual subjects. It is not surprising,

then, that as a modality of perception vision has become radically
entailed by those disciplines whose primary inquiry concerns human
being and its objectivation and/or objectification as self-conscious-
ness. (Objectivation, unlike objectification, is a primary form of self-
representation not characterized as alienation.”)

7 For clear and pertinent distinction between the terms objectivation, objectification,
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Both psychology and philosophy allow vision a central role in the
constitution of the Self and the Other. More specifically, psychoanal-
ysis has explored the act of seeing in its relation to the constitution
of the Self “from the outside in”—thus positing, through the influ-
ential work of Jacques Lacan, the visibly seen as that Other who orig-
inates the visual seer. In the currency of contemporary critical termi-
nology (much borrowed upon by film theory), the subject is posited
rather than positing, is positioned rather than positioning. The Self,
therefore, is less a subject of vision than the direct object of the visible,
the seen Other: “That woman visible there sees me as visible.” Alter-
natively and complimentarily, existential phenomenology has ex-
plored the act of seeing in its relation to the constitution of Self-con-
sciousness “from the inside out.”” That is, as Merleau-Ponty
elaborates in his work, the-act-of seeing originates the visual seer and
the visible Other as co-emergent subjects of vision, as both see-able
and seen, visual and visible. Thus, the subject is positing as well as
posited, positioning as well as positioned. The Self, therefore, is the
subject of vision as well as the visible Other’s direct object of vision.
Indeed, the Other who is visibly seen seeing is experienced by the vi-
sual seeing subject as both its direct object and as an indirect subject: “'I
see that visible woman there visually seeing me as visible.”

Psychoanalysis and existential, semiotic phenomenology seem op-
positional, particularly in the way each describes the constitution of
the Self in consciousness through the act of seeing. Yet the dialectical
tension between them and the opposing directions they take con-
verge in the actual dialectical experience of the seeing subject. As
well, both meet in their concern with language and its radical origins
and relations to conscious and self-conscious experience and expres-
sion. Seeing, for both disciplines, leads to speaking, although each
discipline relates seeing and speaking differently, making of Lacan-
ian psychoanalysis (grounded in language) a phenomenological semiot-
ics and of Merleau-Ponty’s existential philosophy (grounded in em-
bodiment) a semiotic phenomenology.

Thus, Lacan and Merleau-Ponty have dealt with the existential fact
of vision and its relation to the self-recognition of the viewing subject
in different ways. And yet their descriptions overlap in many areas,
obscuring some of the radical differences between them. Because the

alienation, and reification, see Peter Berger and Stanley Pullbérg, “Reification and the
Sociological Critique of Consciousness,”” History and Theory 4 (1965), pp. 196-211.
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discussion here of how the subject comes to self-articulation through
an act of seeing must, of necessity, be relatively brief, it seems useful
to preface the particular synopses of Lacan’s and Merleau-Ponty’s
work in this area with a general and summary comparison and con-
trast of psychoanalysis and existential phenomenology. The purpose
is to emphasize both their similarities of interest and their opposed
and/or complementary directional thrust, which is to say, their dia-
lectical relationship.

Psychoanalysis, particularly in its Lacanian articulation, can be de-
scribed as a phenomenological»‘s,emiqtvics because it proceeds on the
premise that the structures of language determine the structures of being.
"An existential and semiotic phenomenology, conversely, proceeds on_
the premise that the structures of being determine. the structures-of lan-
guage. @ﬁzmmwwwg-
However, where psychoanalysis judges individual performance (g_rjd
its deviations) against the g gg@ prefigured competence (and
norm), semiotic phenomenology de&ﬁﬁ@W@g&
emerges in and with individual performance: ThisTs to say, both psy-

i

i

choanalysis-and_semiotic phenomen

=

ology agree that conscious hu- ,

man existence entails a universal structure (the competence-that-de- <\

3 o Wbkt A e .
fines one as human and conscious) and an always contingent

e R

performance (a style of being human and conscious in a specific con-..-

text). Psychoanalysis, however, begins With the structtire and judges
individual performance against its ““grammar,”-while_semiotic phe--
nomenology begins with an individual performance that describes
and-inseribes-a structure whose. ~grammar’ is always emerging.

Put another way, within the realm 1 of walytic reflection, the
individual’s context of choice is seen as determining his or her choice in
context. Within the realm of pwhe~n§n1e5919§1wcjl reflection, thriﬁi“rﬂtgl,i_-_v
vidual’s choice in context is seen asconstiutln&ﬁeiwgzigj_
choice.®* Thus, while both psychoanalysis and existential phenome-
nology posit a dialectical relation between choice and context, the primacy

# Lanigan, ““Communication Models in Philosophy,” p. 35. See also Richard L. Lan-
igan, “A Semiotic Metatheory of Human Communication,” Semiotica 27, no. 4 (1979),
pp. 293-305.
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afforded the terms that constitute-the-synthesis of the-Self points to
their radical dlfference

Both psychoanalysxs and semiotic phenomenology also seem to
share a hermeneutic function. They both seek to disclose interpretive
structures and activities in human behavior that give conscious ex-
perience its implicit and explicit meaning. Psychoanalysis, however,
is therapeutic in thrust while semiotic phenomenology is descriptive.
The former focuses on exposing the distortions of interpretive struc-
tures and activity and seeks to demystify those structures and activity
as they reify and sediment encounters with the world and others.
That is, psychoanalysis moves from an already-constituted interpre-
tation of significant experience to a reduction of that experience as the
effect of a distorting structure to an explicit description of that original
engagement with the world in the actual experience that gave rise to
the distortion. Semiotic phenomenology, on the other hand, focuses
on describing the expressions of interpretive structures and activity.
It seeks to demythify those structures and activity we take for
granted or assume are in some way magical—the first resulting from
our “natural attitude” and the second resulting from a romantic and/
or theological exaltation of e expression without undersfandmg Unlike
psychoanaly51s, however, ‘semiotic phenomenology moves from the
description of an actual experience of engagement with the world and
others to a reduction of that experience to its systemic structuring by
and within an interpretive activity to an interpretation of the signifi-
cance of that experience as it is lived.

One could say that psychoanalysis, as the “talking cure” and in its
remedial and therapeutic focus, is a hermeneutic of the ““abnormal”
and the “unconscious” that presupposes the “normal” and “con-
sciousness” without fully explicating them. Conversely, semiotic
phenomenology as descriptive of expression and communication
rather than of a predetermined “distortion” is a hermeneutic of the
“normal” and of consciousness against which distortion can be seen
as meaningful. Thus, psychoanalysis rests upon a foundation of com-
munication and expression whose structure it does not disclose. It
does not include a phenomenology of systemic communication and
expression but emerges from it. Semiotic phenomenology, however,
does include psychoanalysis as a “‘phenomenology of illness.”” As Al-
den Fisher suggests, “Phenomenology permits psychoanalysis to rec-
ognize ‘psychic reality’ without equivocation, the ‘intra-subjective’
essence of morbid formations, the fantastic operation that reconstructs
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a world on the margin of, and counter to, the true world, a lived
history beneath the effective history—a world called illness.”’®!

Perhaps | the most-radical- differences between psychoanalysis and

serniotic phenomenology occur in their assessment of the relation of

language to human experience. They are both in agreement that lan-

guage provides a means by whiéhﬂi_tfhe individual consciousness is
able to relate itself to itself and to others, and that in_so_doing lan--
guage de-centers the individual. That is, language allows individuals
to transcend the immanent finitude and situation of their discrete,

and permanent bodily address in the world. However, :fgrrwtwhg_gsy-i”#(

choanalyst, signification is incommensurable with existence. In semiotic_
terms, the signifier (SR) and the signified (SD), as well as the sign

and the referent, are separate and different entities comprising a dual
system in being. For the phenomenologist, on the other hand, signi-

fication is synonynious with existence. The SR and SD, the sign and the

referent, are linked and differentiated rather than regarded as differ-

enit-entities. As modalities of perceptive existence expressed by the

same lived-body, they comprise a single system of being.

For psychoanalysis, language functions as a subsﬁhte for being, as
merely a representation of presence. The sign thus designates the
absence of the referent and its existential presence. Speech becomes
a substitute for a loss, a vacancy, in experience. Again, pheno
ogy approaches language- more sanguinely, Language functions as.
an extension of being, as the presentation of more than is present.
The sign thus designates the presence of the referent by means of
representation. Speech becomes an extension of the experience of be-
ing-in-the-world, a transcendence that is very much present in exis-_
tence. The substitutive function of language for psychoanalysis leads

to Lacan’s description of the formation not only of ego-consciousness

but of the unconscious. Thus, language is held to be the essential condi-

tion of the unconscious. Language is the wedge that splits the self, that F\

allows for two different realms of signification and for intrasubjectiv-
ity (the person’s system of representing primal experience to him- or
herself). The extensional function of language for semiotic phenom-
enology leads to Merleau-Ponty’s description of the movement from
the preconsciousness of the subjective-body to the consciousness of

b |

-

the body-subject—that is, from the unreflective and unreflexive ex-

81 Alden L. Fisher, introduction to The Essential Writings of Merleau-Ponty (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1969), p. 81.
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— Lacanian psychoanalysis assumes a subject inserted into language
| and constituted by it. Language includes the subject and positions it.

BEING WITH ONE’S OWN EYES

perience of consciousness to the reflective and reflexive conscious-
ness of experience. Thus, the lived-body is held to_be.the.essential condi-

tion of consciousness and language. Language is the link that connects.

the self not only with its own primordial experience but also with
other selves, allowing for a communality of signification or intersub-

The Other (as holding the always-already present power and author-

"4 ity of language) authorizes and positions the subject and constitutes

it as object. Thus, language is the given for psychoanalysis. It is the
lived-Logos that produces both body-subject and world as its reified
predications. Alternatively, semiotic phenomenology describes a

| subject inserted into language and constituting speech. The subject,
| therefore, while included in language, also includes it—positions it
| through speech in and as personal be-ing. The subject (in always-

already holding the power of authorship, in existentially speaking a
| parole that constitutes and reconstitutes langue) includes the Other

' | and authorizes its authority as also a subject. It is lived-experience as
‘ fperceptwe and expressive that is a given for phenomenology. In its

| intentional engagement with a world that exceeds it, the lived-body
extends its being beyond its own premises, predicating and reifying
!1t as Logos.

~—These differences in the relation of language to being distinguish
the directions from which psychoanalysis and semiotic phenomenol-
ogy approach the issue of self-consciousness (the representation of
self to self). They should be kept in mind in the following sections
that concentrate on the function of vision in the formation of self-
consciousness, the ego, the subject, the Self. From the phenomeno-
logical perspective this present study takes, vision and the act of
viewing as a modality of perception have already been described as
also expressive, as a “‘wild signification” exercised anonymously and
prepersonally. Such a description does not discount or reject psycho-
analytic accounts-of-the function of vision. However, it does find
them incomplete and insufficiently explicative of their own grounds.
In the “natural attitude,” we may, indeed live our vision-and pro-
duce ourselves from the “outside in,” and so lose sight of ourselves
in the visible images we produce and reify. But we also, and most
directly, live those produced images, as Merleau-Ponty suggests,
from the “inside out.” IMC&C of lived-experience that se-
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miotic phenomenology describes, a dialectic that, with its tension
and reversible movements, prodqggii_h»eﬂﬁﬁu‘ﬁgﬁﬂn&y}ﬁ‘@_@:s«@iégt,
the viewer who can view a film and understand it as both a viewing-
view and its production, the e et

o S

Jacques Lacan: Being Seen and Seeing

L The act of viewing, for Lacan, both figuratively and literally gives the
infant access to itself as a seeing subject, as a subject whose percep-
tion consciously expresses its being. However, as previously sum-
marized, Lacan describes this access from the “outside in.” That is,
within the anonymous and prepersonal activity of seeing that the
sighted infant performs from birth, the discretely lived body-subject
that the infant is emerges as self-consciousness in its confrontation
with the seen, with what is visible in vision. Thus, self-consciousness -
and its representation begin with that intentional correlate of vision/ "\

ek SIS P

that is not the intentional act of seeing but rather the intentional obje 4
of seeing. There, in the visible object, begins the reflective and reflex-
tve trajectory of vision to Here, to its origin in the visual address of
the eye, to the body-subject that is invisible to itself as it sees. Given

the direction of this trajectory of vision and its starting point, it is
clear why the mirror enjoys such a privileged status as both literal and
metaphorical object in Lacan’s account of the structuration of the
Self, the ego-subject. (It is also apparent why film theorists find this
particular aspect of Lacan’s schema so attractive.)

& For further discussion of the differences between and similar concerns of psycho-
analysis and existential phenomenology, see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Phenomenol-
ogy and Psychoanalysis: Preface to Hesnard’s L'Oeuvre de Freud,” trans. Alden L.
Fisher, Review of Existential Psychology and Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982-1983), pp. 67—
72; Jacques Lacan, “Merleau-Ponty: In Memoriam,” trans. Wilfried Ver Eecke and Dirk
De Schutter, Review of Existential Psychology and Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982-1983), pp-
73-81; J. B. Pontalis, “The Problem of the Unconscious in Merleau-Ponty’s Thought,”
trans. Wilfried Ver Eecke and Michael Greer, Review of Existential Psychology and Psychi-
atry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982-1983), pp. 83-96; Dorothea Olkowski, “Merleau-Ponty’s Freud-
ianism: From the Body of Consciousness to the Body of Flesh,” Review of Existential
Psychology and Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982-1983), pp. 97-116; Michael Hyde, “Jacques
Lacan’s Psychoanalytic Theory of Speech and Language,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 66
(1980), pp- 96-118. For lengthier consideration of the subject, see also Rosalind Cow-
ard and John Ellis, Language and Materialism: Developments in Semiology and the Theory of
the Subject (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977), pp. 129-152; and Paul Ricoeur,
Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Yale
Univ. Press, 1970).
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It is through the objective agency of the visible mirror image (and
not the subjective agency of its own situated and embodied visual
activity) that the infant comes to see itself seeing and eventually rec-
ognizes the actual locus of vision as the effect of an externally induced
rather than reflexively produced reflection. This recognition inaugu-
rates the child’s entry into the symbolic world, where it assumes the
power and constraints of language in both the conscious and uncon-
scious realms of its being and experience. Although our primary con-
cern here is with the act of seeing and its implications of a body-
subject who sees itself and its own activity of seeing, Lacan’s mirror
stage should not be isolated from his total schema that includes de-
scriptions of other moments or ““orders” of the ego’s development.
(Indeed, this isolation has been a major problem with certain cine-
matic applications of Lacan to both the film experience and the film
viewer.)

Lacan describes -three psychoanalytic orders whose relations
within and among each other comprise a schema or system-in-which
the ego develops. These orders are called the Imaginary, the Sym-
bolic, and the Real. The Imaginary order, associated with the mirror
stage, is “‘characterized by the prevalence of the relation to the image
of the counterpart,” the counterpart being “another who is me.”’*
Within the Imaginary, the image is con-fused with the real. It is not
perceived as an image (that is, as an expression, a mediation, an SR
of some kind). The child sees itself There in the mirror, not Here from
where it casts the reflection that is There. Thus, in the Imaginary or-
der, there is no sign function as such. (In this regard, it is interesting
to note that Eco’s semiotic theory identifies specular reflections as
pseudo-signs. They are not true signs because they are virtual images
and so do not stand as or for something else. That is, they exist-in
equality with other things, rather than in similitude.®) The Imagi-
nary order, then, is a set of relations based on the play of non-signs,
on perception functioning-as.illusion rather than expression. Pre-
symbolic and pro-symbolic, the Imaginary order is not yet symbolic,
and it initiates the first “rough-cast” of the ego in an “irremediably
deceptive” experience:®s

The Symbolic order is bound up with the Oedipal phase of ego

8 J. Laplanche and J.-B. Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis, trans. Donald
Nicholson-Smith (New York: W.W. Norton, 1973), p. 210.

8 Eco, A Theory of Semiotics, pp. 201-202.

8 Laplanche and Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis, p. 210.
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development and the acquisition of language and all such acquisition
implies: That is, the discovery of both personal autonomy and depen-
dence upon others, and the power of the word one speaks and the
prohibitions of the word as spoken. Most immediately;-the-entrance
[\ into the Symbolic entails the "dww
"land the release of the infant from a false identification with its spec- \
ular self as it re-cognizes | ‘the latter as merely-a-sigrof itself. Such a
release into the freedom and constraints of language and the lan-
guage community, into a recognition of representation, results in the
infant’s self-objectification. The infant ego divides itself. It becomes
not only distinguishable from others but also becomes both a “me”
and an “I” (a self that is as it speaks and that also speaks of itself
through a medium of objectification, language).

In the acquisition of language, the self also simultaneously divides
its conscious significations from its more fearsome and primally pred-
icated impulses and experience. Thus, primary signifiers are re-
pressed to constitute the self’s unconscious. Entrance into the Sym-
bolic order, then, is repressive as well as liberating, although it is the
latter aspect that is aBpreaated in self-consciousness (even as the in-
fant encounters the lmguls'nc E»ohxbmon “No”). As Lacan puts it,
aptly using a metaphor approprlate to cinema, ' Language permlts
him [the infant] to consider himself as the engineer, or the ‘metteur.en
scéne of the entire Imaginary capture of which he could not be other-
wise than the living marionette.’3 Although not quite quahfymg yet
as a full-fledged auteur, at least the infant h”a“wassumeé- directorial

-responsibility for his images.®
Brief mention must also be made of the order of the Real, although

8 Jacques Lacan, “La Direction de la cure,” cited in The Language of the Self: The Func-
tion of Language in Psychoanalysis, trans. with notes and commentary by Anthony Wil-
den (New York: Delta Books, 1968), p. 176.

87 | have used the masculine pronoun here quite consciously given the debate femi-
nist film theory has with psychoanalytic theories of subject formation and, specifically,
the processes of identification (even as Lacanian psychoanalytic theory has provided
the foundation for feminist film theory). Whether a female can be a subject in language
(and assume “directorial responsibility” for her images) is at issue within this discur-
sive field, one of the reasons this present study has refused the limited descriptions of
subject formation and identification offered by psychoanalytic theory. Although an
enormous amount of material has now been written on this issue (without much res-
olution), the uninitiated reader can find a clear and cogent summary in the first chap-
ter of Mary Ann Doane, The Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s (Blooming-
ton: Indiana Univ. Press, 1987), pp. 1-22.
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it does-not occupy a major place in Lacan’s analyses. This set of re-
lations is not to be seen as describing some “objective” reality exter-
nal to human experience and perception. The Real is not ““for-itself.”
Rather, the Real is that inaugural experience and perception of the
world that occurs prior to the constitution of the subject as such. It is
the foundation-upon which relations of all subsequent orders rest,
upon which engagement with the world is based. (As we shall see,
generally neglected by Lacan, it is this order that is commensurate
with the primary area of Merleau-Ponty’s concern.) For Lacan, the
order of the Real founds the need that is later transformed into demand
and desire, into the will to power that eventually becomes constituted
as the ego and evidences itself in language. And, as the foundation
upon which all the other orders are based, the relations of the Real
transcend both the image and the sign, are their excess, and cannot
be contained by them. Thus, according to Freud, and Lacan after
him, the relations of the Real are “the domain outside symboliza-
tion.”® They are, however, not outside the domain of the subject, for

“the Real is not synonymous with external reality but rather with
what is real for the subject.”*

What is crucial to keep in mind about the relationship among the
three Lacanian psychoanalytic orders is their simultaneous existence
and their imbrication in the mature ego. Thus, the Imaginary order,
with its mirror phase, is not a set of relations somehow passed “be-
yond” or “gotten over.” Neither is the most fundamental and unar-
ticulated order of the Real, nor the “primary” order of the Sym-:
bolic—with its Oedipal phase. (Lacan considers the Symbohc order |

“primary” because it is the order that “represents and structures” the

f _other orders so they can be reflectively known to consc1ousness) %
'\ This co-existence and intersection of the Imaginary, Real, and Sym-

bolic as functions of the mature subject should contextualize the em-
pha51s here on the visual relations of the mirror stage in the Imagi-
nary order. It is the mirror stage and the Imagmary order that have
enjoyed the close attention of film theorists.

Despite the term stage or phase, and despite its correlation with a
particular chronological development of the human infant, for Lacan
the mirror stage is as much a structural concept as it is a literal expe-

# Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, p. 281; see also p. 295.

® Ibid., p. 161.

* Ibid.
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rience. Thus, Wilden comments: ““The Imaginary components of the
mirror play of the child (as a perceptual relationship) absolutely re-
quire the stade du miroir to be read in three ways at once: backwards—
as a symptom of or a substitute for a much more primordial identifi-
cation; forwards—as a phase in development; and timelessly—as a
relationship best formulated in algorithmic terms.”*! The concept of
the mirror stage describes the presymbolic phase of ego development
in which primary identification occurs. It is a stage that precedes and
forever contextualizes the later Oedipal phase that Freud saw as the
nexus of ego constitution. However, the infant’s primary moment of
identification need not come about literally as the result of contem-
plating a mirror. It occurs through the child’s perceptual identifica-
tion with a powerful and significant Other—at this early point in its
life with its mother (or someone who serves the maternal nurturing
function). This Other presents a unified and powerful body upon
which the helpless infant gazes and upon which the infant depends.
The Other is that visible presence whom the infant has come to real-
ize has the autonomous power to remove herself from or make her-
self available to both vision and the infant’s needs.

Prior to the onset of the mirror stage (said to occur between six and
eighteen months), the infant has no concept of self as such. There-
fore it does not perceive its being as powerless and fragmented (that
is, as partially invisible to itself and therefore visible only in parts—
an arm here, toes there). Indeed, the infant makes no distinction be-
tween self and other. Inaugurally, all is a mass of undifferentiated
experience in which inside and outside, self and other, are con-fused
and merge. As Lacan puts it playfully, the infant is born into the
world an “hommelette”—"a little man and also like a broken egg
spreading without hindrance in all directions.””*2 It is in concert with
the visual perception of an Other and its own image in the mirror
that the infant comes to see and recognize its own coherence and
unity. Wilden summarizes the crucial importance of the child’s en-
counter with the mirror or its equivalent:

The significance of children’s attempts to appropriate or control their
own image in a mirror is that their actions are symptomatic of . . .
deeper relationships. Through his perception of the image of another
human being, the child discovers a form (Gestalt), a corporeal unity,

9 Ibid., p. 174.
%2 Coward and Ellis, Language and Materialism, p. 101.
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which is lacking to him at this particular stage of his development. . . .
Lacan interprets the child’s fascination with the other’s image as an
anticipation of his maturing to a future point of corporeal unity by
identifying with this image. Although there are certain difficulties in
Lacan’s expression of his views on this extremely significant phase of
childhood, the central concept is clear: this primordial experience is
symptomatic of what makes the moi an Imaginary construct. The ego
is an Idealich, another self, and the stade du miroir is the source of all
later identification.®

The paradigm of the Imaginary order, the mirror stage, involves
the child’s conscious perception of self as self, but because this self is

alienated as a specular image, the child does not yet perceive this per- /~

ception as its own self-expression. (This description stresses objectifica-
tion rather than objectivation.) Thus, “Lacan’s view of the moi as an
alienated self . .. corresponds to the internalization of the other
through identification: we are conscious of this self, but unconscious
of its origins.”** That is, the actually mediated perception of Self
There as visible object seen in the mirror (the self at which the infant
looks) is granted a power of origin belonging to the perception of Self
Here as invisible subject who sees (the self from which the image of self
is perceived and from which the expression and reflection of exis-
tence and movement originate).

Constituting the ego in its initial casting as a coherence that is vis-
ible as a unified corporeal body, the mirror image functions usefully
but deceptively. The Self There as an image in the mirror is the “moi”’
or “me” that is predicated by my vision as its direct object. Thus, the
Self There is alienated, seen as Other than the Self Here, the subject
of my vision (who is not visible but is lived through the eye, the pri-
mordial “I”). Further, as it is visible, this direct object (the Self There)
becomes identified with the visible Other (the Mother) who also ap-
pears in the mirror. Through this process of identification and re-cog-
nition, the self comes to visibility in consciousness in what Lacan
calls méconnaissance, a deceptive knowledge. It is only in the acquisi-
tion of language and the entrance into the Symbolic order through
“the defiles of the signifier” and the relations of the Oedipal phase
that the child can redress its original mis-taken notion of itself as
Other. It is only through acquiring language that the child can pro-

% Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, p. 160.
% Ibid.
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claim and claim itself as the autonomous and invisible subject who
constitutes itself in action, speech, and an ongoing recognition—or
reconnaissance—of its true locus, its own situation.®

In their discussion of Lacan’s work, Rosalind Coward and John El-
lis emphasize that the mirror phase has a double aspect: “There are
two simultaneous moments implicit in the narcissistic identification
of the mirror-phase, and these correspond to the distinction between
the ideal ego and the ego-ideal. The first, the ideal ego, is the imagi-
nary identification of the real, corporeal image as a unified image. The
second, the ego-ideal, involves the fact that in order to see its frag-
mentary being in the place of the image that confronts it, the child sees
its being in relation to otherness.”% The Other.and “otherness” are .
crucial-to-the productive and.yet-mis-taken process of self-differenti- '
ation. It is the Other—as a third term—who posmons the infant in |
relation to.its-image..The Other prov1des the_means by whlch the
infant can jubilantly acknowledge its corporeal unity and.relate that
unified image to its fragmented visible being ir in a process of narcissis-
tic identification.

What gives the Other this power over the constitution of the in-
fant’s self is its presence in the infant’s vision as doubly seen. A unified
body and a source of power, the Other is doubly seen as both a visi-
ble object There-in-front-of-the-mirror and a visible object There-in-
the-mirror. Thus, the objective Other constitutes a visible system of
resemblance and homeomorphism based on a lived-body that is visible in
both its terms—quite unlike the infant’s body, visible only as a single
term, as its image in the mirror. Through this system, and in concert
with the sight of its own unified body image seen as an object There
in the mirror, the infant is able to differentiate its self-image as differ-
ent from the image of the Other, but to see its self-image as a visible
body-object like the Other.

The Other thus provides the grounds for the infant’s recognition
of difference at the same time that it bears witness to and authorizes that
difference as making a difference. That is, the Other is crucial as a
logical third term of relation that not only introduces difference as a
sufficient condition of identity but also provides similitude as the
necessary condition for the recognition of existence. The double visi-

9 For additional discussion of the concepts of méconnaissance and reconnaissance, see
Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, pp. 96-97, 166.
% Coward and Ellis, Language and Materialism, p. 110. (Emphasis mine)
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bility of the same unified body-subject that is the Other allows the
infant to relate the visible mirror image of itself to the “missing term”
that is its coherent and visible self not seen before except in frag-
ments—to that other self in front of the mirror who sees invisibly yet
is expressed by its own reflection. Thus, through the agency of the
Other, the infant enters into a narcissistic engagement with an image
that is recognized as its own and different from the image of the
Other, but that also is identified with the visibility of the Other and
objectified as (is) the image of the Other.

Initially, this narcissism springs from the infant’s “jubilant as-
sumption of the specular image . . . in which the ‘I’ is precipitated in
a primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialectic of identifi-
cation with the other.””” However, this jubilant narcissism is depen-
dent upon a “retroactive fantasy” experienced by the infant as it as-
sumes its specular image and precipitates the primordial “1.” As
mentioned previously, prior to this stage of psychic development,
the infant has no sense of self. Therefore, it has no sense of its own
visibility as fragmented. It has no sense that it lacks both a corporeal
center and conceptual adhesive that would bond all of its separate
visible bodily parts together and make of them a coherent unified
entity. However, once the mirror-phase has constituted the first cast-
ing of the ego as a corporeal unity, once the infant sees and knows
itself as a self (however “false” the basis for this primary identifica-
tion), the infant fantasizes retroactively about its “body-in-pieces.”
(Lacan calls this the fantasy of le corps morcelé, and it well might be
compared here to the film spectator and theorist’s ““retroactive fan-
tasy”” of the ““film-in-pieces.”)*

This fantasy can emerge only within the infant who knows what
corporeal unity looks like (much as its complementary fantasy for the
film spectator and theorist can occur only from knowledge of the film
as a “whole”). Thus, the fantasy is not primordial but retroactive. It
is a reflection on the time when the infant visually lived its visible
“body-in-pieces,” but—having no reflective knowledge of vision or
corporeal unity—did not know its body as other than this visible ex-
perience. That is, neither unity nor fragmentation had significant
presence or meaning for the infant. (Here, in relation to the fantasy

% Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror-Phase as Formative of the Function of the I,” trans.
Jean Roussel, New Left Review 51 (September-October 1968), p. 72.

% For discussion of le corps morcelé, see Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, p.
174, and Laplanche and Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis, pp. 251-252.
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of the “film-in-pieces,” it is worth recalling Béla Balazs’s anecdote
about the Siberian girl who, not yet understanding the “corporeal
unity” of a film, merely saw its edited close-up images of human
heads, torsos, etc., as literal “bodies-in-pieces.”*) It is the visible self
as the unified body reflected in the mirror that happily contradicts
the retroactive fantasy of the “body-in-pieces” in the normal child,
who seeks again and again the mirror image’s verification that the
fantasy is not true. Thus, the self-image as visible object becomes a
visible Other who bears witness to, verifies, and authorizes the infant
from a necessary but alienated and external situation There in the
mirror. So begins the lifelong fascination with one’s mirror image: the
basic narcissistic relationship between the child and its visible image
that will later mature into an interest in and relationship with others.

Wilden usefully summarizes the alienated emergence of the in-
fant’s ego at this primary stage as alter ego. Discussing Lacan’s
“Schema L (the schematic of ego formation), Wilden says:

Lacan shows the dual relationship between moi and other as a dual
relationship of objectification (and, inevitably, of aggressivity) along
the lines of Sartre’s analysis of our sadomasochistic relationship to the
other who is an object for us, or for whom we make ourselves an ob-
ject. Aggressivity is intimately linked to identification. . . . the other
we fear is often the other we love. The moi is thus another, an alter ego.
In Lacan’s interpretation, perception is certainly primary in human ex-
perience, but it is the notion of self, rather than that of subjectivity, which
perception generates.'®

That is, perception in the presence of the mirror and an Other con-
stitutes the infant’s €go from outside. This is the objective self, the visi-

ble self, the self that is the ‘direct object-of-vision-as~“me."~According

to Lacan, then, perception generaté’s"tﬁ"é"‘sfé”é‘ﬁ"Sé]‘ffé”fﬁé;}ﬁ;g  the see-

ing self—the self in its visible objectivity rather than its visual subjec-_

tivity.

Thus, in this encounter with the mirror and the Other, the infant
is subjected to the visible Other who is seen to have the power to bear
witness to and authorize the infant’s existence. As Wilden continues:
“The child’s release from this alienating image, if indeed he is re-

9 Béla Balazs, Theory of the Film: Character and Growth of a New Art, trans. Edith Bone.
(New York: Dover Publications, 1970), pp. 34-35.
10 Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, pp. 160-161.
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leased from it, will occur through his discovery of subjectivity by his
appropriation of language from the Other, which is his means of en-
try into the Symbolic order in the capacity of subject. . . . He begins
that crucial moment of entry through the phonemic organization of
reality evident in the Fort! Dal, which Lacan has never ceased to
stress.”’19! Fort! Da! is the infant’s vocalization of absence and pres-
ence in a crib game noted by Freud. These phonemic oppositions in
relation to the game were seen as an articulation of a system of dif-
ferences necessary to the later entrance into language. As well, they
stand as a major symbolization of the absence and presence of the M/
Other, an absence or presence that the infant could control in the
game as it could not in its real experience.

The movement, then, from self to subjectivity is accomplished
through the power of control and function available to the infant as
and through language. The infant cannot generalize and “use” its
mirror image; it can, however, generalize and use its sight—as it can
generalize and use language.* The parallels between this subjective
possession of vision (located in the act of seeing rather than as the
seen) and the possession of language as subjectivity are apparent as
Wilden goes on: “Later the child will appropriate personal pronouns
for himself and others, along with the whole category of what lin-
guists call ‘shifters.’ It is well known that personal pronouns present
important difficulties for the child, who usually tends to prefer the
apparent solidity of a proper name (a case of valid osténsive definition)
to an ‘alienable’ word like I, which seems to be the property of oth-
ers and not something designating the child himself.”1 The “me” in
Lacan’s schema precedes the “I,” as the seen object in the mirror-
phase takes precedence over the seeing suweml?@gﬁl_g_g_gg the
eye finds its self-articulation in the infant’s shift of identification in
its use of the ”I.” Vision, in its intentional function, becomes not
merely operative Bﬁ‘t"éI;Sb'fHéfiBéraﬁvméz Mo ———

For Lacan, these transformations occur in the Oedipal phase of the
Symbolic order. Unlike my exemplary cat, in its accession to lan-
guage, the child does acquire consciousness of its own subjectivity.
Thus, it can learn to see a film as a vision that is intentional in both

11 Ibid., p. 161.

102 For a brief elaboration of this distinction between the possession of one’s own
image and the ability to generalize and use it, see Richard Wollheim, “The Cabinet of
Dr. Lacan,” New York Review of Books, 25 January 1979, p. 37.

103 Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, p. 161. (Emphasis mine)
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operative and deliberative modes, as a phenomenon that presents both
a seeing act and its seen objects correlated in the irreducible lived-ex-
perience of an invisible but implicit and embodied seeing subject.
While forever entwined with it, the pre-Oedipal mirror phase ac-
cedes to the Oedipal phase at that developmental and structural mo-
ment when, according to Lacan, the mirror “I” (the infant’s image) is
deflected in identification to the social I’ (the Other who is seen in
i the mirror seeing). As Lacan says: “This moment in which the mir-
ror-phase comes to an end inaugurates, by the identification with the
imago of the fellow and the drama of primordial jealousy (so well
high-lighted . . . in the phenomenon of infantile transitivism, the di-
alectic which will henceforth link the “I”” to socially elaborated situa-
tions.”’1 The infant who cries when it sees an Other fall down points
to this “infantile transitivism” and identification—as does the in-
fant’s desire to possess the Other’s visible source of pleasure. The
objectified “'I"” belongs to the same class of visible objects as do those Others
who are seen. M@memammmmm
tion of the mirror image is a social-moment, as well as a moment in
which intrasubjective dialogue emerges as a dlalecngheiwgenihem =
age in the mirror that is “me” and the image MW
“‘me,” between the image of-the.infant that is at once "“me’ " and val-
idating, authorizing, Other.

Entering into this dyadic social relation and passing through it into
the triadic relations of the family and its legislation of culture, enter-
ing into the sociality of language, the infant simultaneously alienates
itself from its instinctual drives. It identifies these drives from with-
out as the Other who sees them, who names them, and represses
them to form the unconscious. As Lacan suggests, this moment that
ends the mirror-phase is momentous: “It is this moment that deci-
sively shakes the whole of human knowledge in the mediatization by
the desire of the other, constitutes its objects in an abstract equiva-
lence by virtue of the competition of the other, and makes the I into
that system for which every instinctual thrust constitutes a danger,
even though it should correspond to a natural maturation—the very
normalization of this maturation being henceforth dependent, in
man, on a cultural go-between. . . .10

The infant, according to this schema, can now see seeing as well as

104 Lacan, “The Mirror-Phase as Formative of the Function of the I,” p. 75.
105 Ibid., pp. 75-76.
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the seen. That is, it can see the act of seeing not merely as externalized
and objectivated, but also as alienated—objectified and objectifying.
_Seeing_transfixes the subject-from-outside in; it is the Other who is
seen seeing me. Lacan is hostile, therefore, to what he regards as--
existential phdosophy 8 clmm&reiattve -ta_the * self—sufﬁcxency of con-
sciousness.’ He wrltes “These [existentialist] propositions are de-
nied by all our experience, inasmuch as it teaches us not to regard
the ego as centred on-the perceptton-eanscwusness system, or as orga-
nized by the “reality principle”—a principle.which is the expression
of a scientistic prejudice most hostile to the dialectic of knowledge.

Our experlence shows that we should start mstead from the functlon

tures..._. /106 Conscmusnessf Eacarr argnes,mot self-suffxment Forv
the acqulsmon of self-knewledge, it is dependent upon the Other
(who serves a variety of Lacanian functlons) Being seen—that is, the
being of the Other as visible, and the being of the Other as vahdatmg
the ego’s s existence by seeing it—is thus privileged in Lacan’s ““Schema
L” over the perceptive act of seeing. As Wilden aptly points out, “An
analyst would obviously be less than sympathetic to philosophies
taking their departure or their certitude, directly from the cogito, or
centered on it.” o

.-"\

Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Seeing and Being Seen

A psychologist as well as philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty cer-
tainly recognized the importance of the infant’s perceptual encounter
with its own image and the Other to the formation of the ego-subject
as an “I,” a self-consciousness visible to consciousness. He, too, dis-
cusses the child’s engagement with its specular image and specifi-
cally mentions Lacan in his published lecture “The Child’s Relation
with Others.””1% However, in that essay, Merleau-Ponty suggests that

106 Ibid., p. 76.

17 Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, p. 93.

1% Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relation with Others,” trans. William
Cobb, in The Primacy of Perception, pp. 135-136. On the major issues covered by this
section, see also Hugh J. Silverman, “Merleau-Ponty’s New Beginning: Preface to The
Experience of Others,” Review of Existential Psychology and Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982~
1983), pp. 25-31; and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Experience of Others (1951
1952),” trans. Fred Evans and Hugh J. Silverman, Review of Existential Psychology and
Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3, (1982-1983), pp. 33-63.
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Lacan’s description of the first casting of the child’s ego in the mirror

- phase is only a partial descﬁpﬁoﬁhaf;w&
glects its foundation in the more fur amentf}w\\
e T
Merleau-Ponty’s work indicates that he agrees with Lacan that you

can’t make an “hommelette” without breaking eggs and that the very

young infant is indeed “like a broken egg spreading without hin-
drance in all directions,” possessing no immediate limits or bounda-
ries to its being and becoming that could be considered the self-con-
tainment that marks the ego.'” However, Merleau-Ponty’s work
suggests an emendation of Lacan’s description. Iﬂgggr/r\gnnLo,gical
reflection reveals that, unless unnamralmM)L__r/_ﬂgi;w-
bled,” the “hommelette” does have a center, a nucleus, alliyiggjnd

———

lived-in situation from Whi'é}”fifoJrEdesjéiljjﬁiﬁxm&gﬂgéj? all direc-
tions—not as ego, but as-an—embodied_subjectivity. L[@ggl,,, we
could refine Lacan’s metaphor and suggest that an “hommelette” ex-
ists from the beginning-as-both albumen and yolk ;ééﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ“ﬁfﬁlig,g -
shell—the former comparable-to the “id”"in its spreadmg“gfaiﬁfipon’\ﬁ
the world, the latter comparable to the “ego” in its nuclear form, a*nﬂd‘\\\/‘
the shell comparable not only to the marken.b,e'tweénﬁd'ifféVrieit_i.gﬂ_f:iglds
of existence but also-to the “superego” in its clear marking of exist-
ence’s limits.) Thus, although the ‘hommelette’” is not self-contained,
it is subjectively centered. Merleau-Ponty does not reject Lacan’s de-
scription of the relations of the mirror \staggn,bgg;ggthég;r_?ji“ig,a,u,)l,inc.ar—
porates it—reaffirming the primacy Qf\‘pe;‘ceptig;})‘fﬁat is lived prere-
flectively as the subjective-body. ' e RERRRE
Wilden'’s analysis of Lacan’s approach to the mirror stage bears re-
peating in this context: “In Lacan’s interpretation, perception is cer-
tainly primary in human experience, but it is the notion of self, rather.
than that of subjectivity, which perception generates.”'" For Merleau-
Ponty, however, self is a “notion’” or thought founded on an incarnate
subjectivity that s precisely f a Kantian “notion” or reflection gen-
erated by percepﬁon,ﬁgg_tl}gg,wit is lived through the flesh prior t%

#notion””_of Self and is the ground of that “notion.” If incarnate sub-
jectivity is in any way reflective and reflexive, it is so as an inherent
reflection and reflexivity of the body upon itself in its adherence to the

world. Merleau-Ponty elaborates this lived reflection of the body that

109 Coward and Ellis, Language and Materialism, p. 101.
110 Wilden in Lacan, The Language of the Self, pp. 160-161. (Emphasis mine)
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is not perception as thought of Self but is rather perception as the
expression of subjectivity:

My body must itself be meshed into the visible world; its power de-
pends precisely on the fact that it has a place from which it sees. Thus
it is a thing, but a thing I dwell in. . . . There is a relation of my body
to itself which makes it the vinculum of the self and things. When my
right hand touches my left, I am aware of it as a “physical thing.” But
at the same moment, if I wish, an extraordinary event takes place: here
is my left hand as well starting to perceive my right. . . . The physical
thing becomes animate. Or, more precisely, it remains what it was (the
event does not enrich it), but an exploratory power comes to rest upon
or dwell in it. Thus I touch myself touching; my body accomplishes ““a
sort of reflection.” In it, through it, there is not just the unidirectional
relationship of the one who perceives to what he perceives. The rela-
tionship is reversed, the touched hand becomes the touching hand,
and I am obliged to say that the sense of touch here is diffused into
the body—that the body is a “perceiving thing,” a “subject-object.”111

Counter to and contextualizing Lacan, Merleau-Ponty describes per-
ception in existence as an original subjectivity. The “‘thought” of Self
is a secondary and reflexive reflection on that original subjectivity. To
state it more strongly (and in terms parallel to Wilden’s analysis of
Lacan’s position), for Merleau-Ponty perception is indeed primary in
human experience. It is the body’s expression of subjectivity as sense
lived through rather than the “notion” of Self that perception gener-
ates.

The empirical incorporation of Lacan’s psychoanalytic description
by Merleau-Ponty’s existential, semiotic phenomenology is a radical
transformation of the former. What Richard Lanigan says of the re-
lations of perception to speaking can be seen also as a precise de-
scription of the relations between Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology
of the lived-body and Lacan’s psychoanalysis of ego-formation:
“Merleau-Ponty posits the existence of man as the sense of percep-
tion—a semiology of meaning from within—as the ground on which
is manifest the figure of speaking—a semiology of meaning from
without—which is ‘the external existence of the sense’ or its es-
sence.”’2 Lacan’s psychoanalytic interpretation of the relations of the

11 Merleau-Ponty, ““The Philosopher and His Shadow, p- 166.
12 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p. 96. For full elaboration, see Maurice Merleau-

117



CHAPTER TWO

mirror stage emerges, therefore, not as the ground for the formation
of the ego and the advent of language, but as their figuration. De-
scribed by existential and semiotic phenomenology, the specular image
is always related to and founded upon the existence of a subjective
body, a primordial subjectivity. The literal and figurative reflections of
the mirror phase that give rise to the Self in the Imaginary order are
always in-formed by the body’s perceptive and expressive accomplish-
ment in the order of the Real. Perhaps “outside of symbolization,”
the domain of the Real nonetheless signifies the body’s intentionality
and produces its meaning in the world and in its lived-reflection.
Therefore, the relationship of the infant to its specular image is not
“just the unidirectional relationship of the one who perceives to what
he perceives.” The relationship is also reversible. To paraphrase Mer-
leau-Ponty, the seen body becomes the seeing body, and we are
obliged to say that the sense of sight is diffused as much into the
body as it is into the image of the body, that in front of the mirror
the body is both perceiving and a thing, a “subject-object.”

Self and Other emerge as discrete but related figures against the
common ground of the primordial subjectivity of a body that also has
status as an object in touch with the world and materially part of it.
As Merleau-Ponty writes:

Thus since the seer is caught up in what he sees, it is still himself he
sees: there is a fundamental narcissism of all vision.-And thus, for the same
reason, the vision he exercises, he also undergoes from the things,
such that, as many painters have said, I feel myself looked at by the
things, my activity is equally passivity—which is the second and more
profound sense of the narc1551s_mﬁ,,,ngt~;g see in g}g«gutside, as the oth-
ers see it, the contour of a body one inhabits, E‘fﬁi}?ﬁ?ﬁuy to be seen
by the outside, to exist within it, to emigrate into it, torPe seduced,
captivated, alienated by theq»pﬁggt%bg&ﬁfjﬁ%gv»tll!;ﬁyis,ﬂ_d_e_,m-.
ciprocate one another and we no longer know who sees and which is seen. It is
this Visibility, this generality of the Sensible in itself, this anonymity
innate to Myself that we have prevmustycaliediﬂesh,andon% knows
there is no name in traditional philosophy to dgsiggg,tﬂgwig,flj :

There is, for Merleau-Ponty, a reciprocity,.a reversibility, a dialectic
at work in vision between the seer and the seen, the infant and the.

Ponty, Consciousness and the Acquisition of Language, trans. Hugh J. Silverman (Evans-
ton, IL: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1973).
13 Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, p. 139. (Emphasis mine)
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~image, the Self and the Other Self, However, unlike Lacan 's vision, | 4

7 this vision is not regarded as “deceptive” in its emergence : as visibil-

ity.

As we have seen, it is the deception of the visible that structures
Lacan’s analysis. For Lacan, the infant’s ego emerges in and accord-
ing to the deceptive, alienating, objectifying character of the relations
the infant as seer has to its specular image. It is through a perceptual
“mistake,” an act of méconnaissance, that the little “hommelette” orig-
inates the sense of its corporeal limits, meets the resistance of the
image that is the Other, and constitutes in this resistance the bound-
ary conditions of its own existence. Without rejecting this description
or the differentiation it marks between the Self and the Other, Mer-
leau-Ponty does transform its negativity and literally fleshes out its
dialectical and diacritical possibilities. He does this by contextualizing
the specular alienation of the mirror encounter within a primordial
and immanent knowledge the infant always already possesses—a
knowledge of the subjective body lived perceptively from within as
“mine.” It is this a-deceptive, lived knowledge (a knowledge that
might be called connaissance in its immanence and immediacy) that
in-forms the mirror relations described by Lacan. This primordial in-
formation of the mirror encounter by the subjective body grounds the
objectification of the subject in the objectivation of subjectivity. (Objec-
tivation is ontological in character: the way in which subjectivity pro-
duces itself in the world. Objectification is epistemological in charac-
ter: the way in which the produced subjectivity and the world are
apprehended as Self and Other."4) That is, the mirror encounter is less

an originating act of méconnaissance (mis -taken knowledge) than of -/

reconnaissance (knowledge re-taken in a different modality). This re-
connaissance ot reflective knowledge is the infant’s awareness that the
subjective body can be perceived from w1thout as well as lived per-
ceptively from within.

Thus, where Lacan originates the Self in the “being seen” in the
mirror (that is, with the visible), Merleau-Ponty-eriginates subjectiv-

lty in the ”seemg being” in the mirror (that is, with the v1sual) in the ‘

activity of the subjective body; centered gnq sltuated ;n “the world. It
is this primordial knowledge of the body that contextualizes the vis-
114 Given the unfamiliarity of this distinction, again the reader is directed to Berger

and Pullberg, “Reification and the Sociological Critique of Consciousness,” pp. 196—
211.
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ible Other seen in the mirror and informs the visible Other with sub-
| jective as well as objective status. As Merleau-Ponty elaborates:

i

\‘” The reason why I am able to understand the other person’s body and
| existence “beginning with” the body proper, the reason why the
compresence of my ““consciousness” and my “body” is prolonged into
the compresence of my self and the other person, is that the ““I am able
to” and “the other person exists”” belong here and now to the same
world, that the body proper is a premonition of the other person, the
Einfiihlung [spatial and temporal projection], an echo of my incarna-
tion, and that a flash of meaning makes them substitutable in the abso-
lute presence of origins."®

The mirror image is understood by the infant, not mi}su}deisigo_d,,,
That is, prereflectively, the body lives a knowledge of its seeing being,
=, as being seen, a knowledge reflected in the mirror as the _reversibility,”

the extensional and subsfitutable nature, of ‘the specular image. The

act of seeing ("' am able to”) that is invisible as it is lived from within,
and the seen activity (“‘the other person exists”’) that is visible as it is
lived from without, are both irreducible correlates of vision that—
with the body—constitute a system of connection and commutation be-
tween subjectivity and self-consciousness, and between self and con-
sciousness of the Other as self. Embodied, the Other in the mirror is

both_seeing and visible, both_subject and object in the world, both

e

e

subjectivity and self for itself, aqqﬂgfﬁgi'jﬁﬁo can see and who can__~
be seen by me. As visible object, the subie?ﬁ”wm\

-of perception initiates, at the most primordial level, a dialectic of hu-

man.existence that is both intrapersonal and intersubjective, at once
e O o A TV T oyt P LU CE oy ppepe e, I
privileged and individual in its self-possession, afid comm nd social

in its dispossession.of itself as other self.
Focusing on the mirror image, Lacan tends to overlook the bodily
. presence before it. At best, he emphasizes that body’s incapacities
and impotence—further reason that the infahiwi‘\s'”ﬁvéif»djh’gfﬁh/thrall
to its specular image and the Other. For Merleau-Ponty, however, no
matter how uncoordinated and dependent, that infant body is also a

capable and potent body. It is present to and at and in the ;Véggy@,dﬂ
acting before the mirror and others, as well as pergeivihgfﬁﬁgjggtgiepce
and action of others. The infant’s thralldom or subject-ion to the
Other is but part of a system in which the Self and Other are not nec-

115 Merleau-Ponty, “The Philosopher and His Shadow,” p. 175. (Emphasis mine)
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essary rivals in subjectivity. Rather, they are co-operative figures con-
stituted against the ground of the primordial experience of the body-
being-in-the-world—always given to the “hommelette” as mine. Cen-
tered, but without limits to contain and isolate it from the world-it /] [
encounters and whose matenahty it shares, the infant incorporates
others and “‘takes up” their bodily conduct or style of being in the
world as part of a primordial me. Merleau-Ponty elaborates:

We must neither treat the origin of consciousness as though it were
conscious, in an explicit way, of itself nor treat it as though it were
completely closed in on itself. The first me is . . . virtual or latent, i.e.,
unaware of itself in its absolute difference. Consciousness of oneself as
a unique individual, whose place can be taken by no one else, comes
later and is not primitive. Since the primordial me is virtual or latent,
egocentrism is not at all the attitude of a me that expressly grasps itself
(as the term “egocentrism’ might lead us to believe). Rather, it is the
attitude of a me which is unaware of itself and lives as easily in others
as it does in itself—but which, being unaware of others in their own
separateness as well, in truth is no more conscious of them than of
itself.11¢

The issue that needs explication, then, is not simply how, in La-
can’s schematic, the child is able to reclaim its subjectivity from its
initial subjection to the Other it sees in the mirror. The issue is not,
in other words, how the Self (mis-taken as Other) can re-take itself
as a subject. Rather, the issue that precedes and contextualizes this
problematic is how the infant—born into the world as a subjective
body lived always through the modality of a primordial me—can rec-
ognize the objective body of the Other it incorporates in its percep-
tion as also a subjective body. For existential phenomenology, the

~, question is, How can the Other be be differentiated as a subject- for-ltself A

within my subjectivity that perceives and incorporates the Other as a
subject-for-me, as my intentional object. Merleau-Ponty poses this orig-
inal and asymmetrical perception of the Other thus: “In so far as the
other person resides in the world, is visible there, and forms a part
of my field, he is never an Ego in the sense in which I am one for
myself. In order to think of him as a genuine I, I ought to think of
myself as a mere object for him, which I am prevented from doing

116 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relation with Others,” p. 119.
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by the knowledge which I have of myself.”"1"7 This asymmetry is bal-
anced, however, by the presence of my body in a world shared by
other bodies, by the fact of our mutual and material incarnation.
There is a “correlation between consciousness of one’s own body and
perception of the other” as a subject.!®
Obviously, incarnation has special meaning for Merleau-Ponty. It
is seen as radically transforming classical psychology’s notion of the
“psyche” as privately experienced and only inferred from without.
The psyche is not inside the incarnate person, just as the meaning is-
| not in a word. Rather, the psyche is incarnate action; it is a “conduct”
N ( of the body that describes (and makes visible in the world) a style of
1 \_\. being, an intentional and postural schema. This is not behaviorism. |
Rather, the body’s animated display is acknowledged as making sense
of the world through its sensible presence in the world. This sense is

sensible both subjectively and objectively, from “‘within” and “with-
out.” As Lanigan puts it: “The pomm-Ponw is making is
quite succinct: ‘The mental . . . is reducible to the structure of behav-
jor.” The assumption in this theory is that the behavior that is visible
from the outside by another person is at the same time visible from the inside /1
by the actor, h‘enﬁﬂfamflg.thg);pgrs.on_is.khpdncigle accessible to me as -\
[ am to myself; and we are both objects laid out before an impersonal %
consciousness.’ ”""*® This “impersonal consciousness” is in no way a.
transcendental consciousness.in-the Husserlian.sense, Rather, it is a
recognition of the transcendence of perspectiv ¢s, the potential alter-

ity of one’s bodily situation in the world which exceeds.ane’s-imme-
diate and immanent view and.grasp. This. recognition. brings to
awareness both the invisible aspects.of.a vision usually reduced to
the visible and vision’s transcendently.intersubjective—that is, so-
cial—nature. ’

" Incarnate and situated in the world as a sensing and sensible body,
the infant lives its primordial me—its “psyche”—as a behavior in a
world of other bodies and other behaviors. These the infant’s body
perceives and appropriates as motor possibilities of its own. What
occurs when the very young infant smiles in response to a smile (any
smile, for we are not talking of personal recognition here) is not an

i O TR

117 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, p. 352.

18 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relation with Others,” p. 120.

19 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p. 101. (Emphasis mine) Internal reference is to
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, trans. Alden L. Fisher (Boston: Bea-
con Press, 1963), pp. 221-222.
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imitation of gesture based on thought, but rather.a bodily sympathy
with other bodies. As Merleau- -Ponty suggests, even prior to the mir-
ror encounter the child incorporates the Other into its own body ““un-
aware of himself and the other as different beings.”’1?° This psycho-
genesis is precommunicative, but procommunicative—for ‘“‘the
other’s intentions somehow play across my body while my intentions
play across his.”*?! Qutside the domain of symbolization, we, none-

\ theless, are never outside the act of signifying intentionality with that /]

| situated but “floating” signifier that is our incarnate being. Thus,

Merleau-Ponty says, “Between my consciousness and my body as I

experience it, between this phenomenal body of mine and that of
another as I see it from the outside, there exists an internal relation
which causes the other to appear as the completion of the system.’12

It is precisely such a system that Merleau-Ponty elaborates in “The
Child’s Relation with Others.” This system accounts not for the Self
as subjectivity (this, as we have seen, is immanent to prereflective
and embodied consciousness), but rather for the Other as subject (as
an other “myself,” however incorporated within the compass and
circumscription of my perception). In its attempt to schematize the
positive nature of self-identity in terms of the Other, this “’system of
four terms” contrasts with Lacan’s ““schema L,” which describes the
negative nature of self-identity and a dysfunctional experience of the
. Other founded in méconnaissance. Thus, Merleau-Ponty’s system ac-
counts for subjectivity-as-intersubjectivity, whereas-Eacan’s schema ac-/
counts for subjectivity as objectified.

Merleau-Ponty describes his “system of four terms’”:

The problem of the experience of others poses itself, as it were, in a
system of four terms: (1) myself, my “psyche”’; (2) the image I have of
my body by means of the sense of touch or of cenesthesia, which, to
be brief, we shall call the “introceptive image”’ of my own body; (3) the
body of the other as seen by me, which we shall call the “visual body”’;
and (4) a fourth (hypothetical) term which I must reconstitute and
guess at—the “psyche” of the other, the other’s feeling of his own ex-
istence—to the extent that I can imagine or suppose it across the ap-
pearances of the other through his visual body.!?

120 Merleau-Ponty, ““The Child’s Relation with Others,” p. 119.

121 Ibid.

12 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, p. 352. (Emphasis mine)
12 Merleau-Ponty, ““The Child’s Relation with Others,” p. 115.
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Merleau-Ponty’s recasting of the classical notion of “psyche” posits
in his first term a subjectivity that is not inaccessible from “without”
even as it is not publicly lived. Rather, this “psyche” is a subjectivity
revealed and expressed through and across the body as the inscrip-
tion of primal intentional behavior—as a mode of having being. This
“my psyche” is primordial self-awareness, experienced by the infant
as an undifferentiated and yet centered ““me exists” and "“me wants.”
While observations of infant behavior affirm the infant’s lack of
awareness of its limits and discretion as an entity, they also affirm
this primordial sense of “myself.” (Infants have long been known to
begin crying when they hear other infants cry—demonstrating tran-
sitivism and incorporation of the Other. But it has also been demon-
strated that infants only twenty hours old stop crying when a tape
recording of their own crying is played to them—evidence of a pri-
mordial selfz ition at work.) Thus, as Lanigan points out, Mer-
leag-Ponw’iifirst tegk(fimyselfrmy ‘psyche’ ") refers to the self as it
is known “prior to the experience of self-aseother.;dr:‘iimw_n’gji
the other”’; “‘myself ‘psyche’ " is “the cogito-as-radical cogito.”'**

~Merleau-Ponty’s}second term\is the “introceptive. image.”_This.
term nominates the infant s image of its own body as it is sensibly lived
through, that is, as it is sensed from within by the psyche as also pos-
sessing an exterior modality of being-in-the-world. It is with regard to
this term that Lacan and Merleau-Ponty can be seen to differ radically
in their approach to the specular image and the infant’s relation to it.
As Lanigan describes it, that relation is not the one of duality and
rivalry posed by Lacan: “The power of the realization that there is
another myself exterior to me and a public figure on display for oth-
ers is seen most accurately in the experience of seeing oneself in a
mirror. In the mirror experience there is the literal perception of psyche
looking at body, yet the understanding that the image and the psyche are
ong.®

The relation between “myself, my psyche”” and my “introceptive
image” is one that is lived through prereflectively. Nonetheless, it is
the relation that presents and initiates sign production in its first cast-
_ ing. “Myself, my psyche” and my “introceptive image” exist in a re-

| versible relation of signifier to signified. That is, lived_subjectively
LY from within, “myself, my psyche” is the SR of my “introceptive im- }(\

124 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p- 210.
125 [bid., p. 109. (Emphasis mine)
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}j ﬁg_ﬂwwed_nb;ecn_j from without, as in Lacan’s
| ;. , schema, my “introceptive image” is the SR of “myself, my psyche”
/ (the SD).

The relation Merleau-Ponty describes between “myself, my psy-
che” and my “introceptive image” is not, as Lacanian psychoanalysis
would have it, a “coalescence of the signifier with the signified” in

‘ the Imaginary order.’?¢ Rather, these relations are seen as a dialectic

that emerges-in-the mirror phase as the ’ syrithesm of coexistence,”
as two modalities of being one-self.'?’ It is through this lived and pre-
reflective synthesis that the infant.is able to come to a state of reflec-
tion, to understand the lived logic whereby * unless I have an exterior
others have no interior.””18 It is the relation Vbetweefn,the first two of
’ l![gglggn—.[‘!ﬂntyi&fﬁm_texma which provides the infant two modalities
)\ of being and two “views” of its subjective body. Thus, this relation
/l> of ‘ myself my psyche and “introceptive image” prov1des the infant
— with an intrasubjective system whereby the other can be systemlcally

understood not only as an object-in-itself-for-my-perception but also as a

subject-for-itself-and-as-me-.

Thet “visual body, l the/third tera in Merleau-Ponty’s system, des-
1aggates the body of the other. as it is visible-and-seen by me. With -
respect to that initial relation that holds between “myself, my psy-
che” and my “introceptive image,” the “visual body” of the other is
the visible presence that allows me access to the other as a being such
as myself and who, by virtue of my own experience of myself, is
hypothetically in possession of its own being introceptively. As Lan-
igan puts it: “My sense of body and that of another’s body come to
constitute a common form or structure that is knowable by contrast
and comparison. In this analysis of likeness and dissimilarity of cor-
poreal perception there are two ways in which to view the other.””1?
The body thus provides a commutative function between my introcep-

, tzvztl and the other’s exteriority—that is,” between seeing and being
|| seen, between perception and its expression. The other’s body can
| be understood as simultaneously both perceptive and expressive be-
/ cause I have abody that I live as capable of these two modalities, a
body that reversibly functions as both SR and SD. “In short,” Lani-
gan says, “‘the visual body is the medium through which the individ-

126 Laplanche and Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis, p. 210.
127 Merleau-Ponty, ““The Child’s Relation with Others,” p. 140.

128 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, p. 373.

129 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p. 110. (Emphasis mine)
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CHAPTER TWO

ual body-subject comes to an awareness of others whose bodily ex-
istence bears analogy to his own.”'®

Through this “‘visual body” and its mode of being that parallels my
“introcepti " as the body’s “other side” (its visible expres-
sion), wglemerges. This is the other’s “psyche,” the “oth—
er's feg_Lnj_g/l-ns_own_exisiencd'_ir.\l_hﬁ_‘:\lgzlié@.@ﬂi&h&tﬁﬂﬁ-(QL\E_
of whom is I, perceived by the other as a “visual body”). Unlike my
own “psyche,” Rowever, the other’s “psyche” is hypothetical in that
I do not live it. It is thus intuited logically within a co-operative sys-
tem as an “invisible” term not immanent as my perception. That is,
the other’s “psyche” is the SD of its “visual body” for me—and the
other’s “visual body” is the SR of another “psyche’s” existence as a
“myself.” Because of my own lived knowledge of myself as consti-
tuted in the relation “myself, my psyche” and “introceptive image,”
I am able to also comprehend the other’s “visual body” in its function
as an SD for the relation between the other’s “introceptive image”’
and “myself, my psyche,” a relation that transcends my immanent
experience but is systemically like my immanent experience. This
“system of four terms” inaugurates the person as both individual
and social, as both privately and publicly available, as both a self and
an other whose lived-body constitutes a language with which I am—
and you are.

Evoking the relations of the sign as ontological and the person as
textual, Merleau-Ponty wrote in his notes for The Visible and the Invis-
ible:

——
o‘/

i The other, not as a “consciousness,” but as an inhabitant of a body,
1 and consequently of the world. Where is the other in this body that I
‘ see? He is (like the meaning of the sentence) immanent in this body
(one cannot detach him from it and pose him apart) and yet, more than
the sum of the signs or the significations conveyed by them. He is that
of which they are always the partial and nonexhaustive image—and
who nonetheless is attested wholly in each of them. Always in the
process of an unfinished incarnation—Beyond the objective body as
the sense of the painting is beyond the canvas.™

In\l\ieil&-l’onty’slqglﬁglﬁsysvt’emr of four terms, I can recognize re-

flectively the presence of another subjectivity that transcends my per-
ception even as it is present to my perception and is grasped by it

130 [bid., p. 111
131 Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, pp. 209-210.
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The other a r each other. We acknowledge a reciprocity of
‘/bemg—as ‘seeing being” and “being seen,” as transcendent and im-

manent, as invisible and visible.

Certainly, as Lacan’s schematic suggests, there can be a competi-
tive rivalry between Self and Other, a relation in which one is sub-
jected to the other and becomes an object rather than a subject. How-
ever, such rivalry rests upon an implicit and lived knowledge of the
reversibility of its terms. The dualism it announces is false. There
could be no rivalry were we not vulnerable to each other as each
other. Lanigan points out, “What one must be aware of is the sepa-
ration of myself and the other, not as subject and object, but as cor-
porahty and corporahty w1th the p0551b111ty of psychlc reflectlon that

mirror and appears bes1de it. It is this corporahty that serves as the
commutation between the self and others, between perception and
expression, between immanence and transcendence, between flesh
and language. Whether seen as a specular image or as a substantial
body, “the other and I are the possibility of one another and can

\ kriow each other as the like body of myself. And, the presence.of the

other moves from a possibility, from the potential X, to the consti-
tuted other through the action that is gesture, facial movement, bod-
ily position, and speech to an experienced actuality.”1»

It is as the acting body that the other becomes constituted for me
as another subjectivity. Through its intentional activity, Merleau-

 Ponty tells us, “the other body has ceased to be a mere. fragment-of
| the world, and becomes the theater of a certain process of elabora-

tion, and, as it were, a certain “view’ of the world.” And, he contin-
ues:

I say that it is another person, a second self, and this I know in the
first place because this living body has the same structure as mine. I
experience my own body as the power of adopting certain forms of
behaviour and a certain world, and I am given to myself merely as a
certain hold upon the world: now, it is precisely my body which per-
ceives the body of another person, and discovers in that other's. body
a miraculous prolongation of my own intentions,.a-familiar way of
dealing with the world. Henceforth, as the parts of my body together com-

132 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p. 115.
13 Ibid., p. 113.
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my body is the ever-renewed trace henceforth inhabits both bodiessi- |

"~ one and the same phenomenon, and the anonymous existence of which )

~ By virtue of our common form and our common wor(l)d,—,-w%wliv/&f
‘ both intrapersonally ‘and intersubjectively from the moment of our
0 birth. However, we share neither our bodily situation in the world nor
‘ our immanent experience of its intentional sp.atializationuliﬂ\zfédhjn‘the.
| world as a uniquely inscribed_temporalization. Self and Other emerge
| from these differences as the diacritical markers of particular modes
of existence, but they do so against the cgmmongmugd:gf‘ our anon-
ymous similarity as beings-in-the-world, Seeing and being VAséZﬁ,;the
viewing subject is visible to other subjects because she is incarnate

and shares a world, because she has a point of view that can tran- .,
scend, displace, and negate itself ir intentional action. Seeing and \ 4/
X ; being seen is an open system that signifies flesh and matenahty___ai
7 meaningful and allows for the possibility of communication in all its
modalities. This is semiotics as it begins with the subjectively lived
objective body, always already thrown into the world as both pri-
vately and publicly experienced. Thus, counter fo Lacan, Merleau-
Ponty says, “‘Even if each of us has his own archetype of the other,
the very fact that he is open to participation, that heis a sort of cipher
or symbol of the other, obliges us to pose the problem of the other,
not as a problem of access to another nihilation, but as a 'prgjblém of
initiation into a symbolics and a typicality of the others of which the
being for itself and the being for the other are reflective variants and not
the essential forms.’13®
It is this symbolics, this system of four terms, that the infant learns _
' in the-mirror-or-its-analoguies. And it s this symbolics that initiates 7
vl us into the bodily reflection that gives us the visibility of our owrn.~
vision. We become viewing;s,ubieﬂsk;.iwf):?:d_svsié:ééi@ﬁ of our own eyes,
our own sight. We know “what we and what seeing are.”

_multaneously.’* /

FILM AND/AS VIEWING SUBJECT
There is no one who would argue the claim that the act of viewing is
essential to the film experience and to cinematic communication.**

13 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 353-354. (Emphasis mine)
135 Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, p. 82n.
13 The fact that a film can be experienced by blind people does not counter this
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pable of signifying in the world and to others.its.own and the world’s
significance. Thus, this “sense of perception” is experienced within
my own sense of perception as the expression of perception, “a-se-
miology of meaning from without—which is ‘the external existence
of the sense’ or its essence.”’ 14

The film presents an analogue of my own existence as embodied
and significant. It is perceptive, expressive, and always in the process
of becoming that being which is the conscious and reflected experi-
ence of its own expressed history. Like ourselves, the film’s vision is
an irreducible viewing-view and viewed-view, a lived vision that

grasps a world and a reflective vision that reflexively grasps itself and 7

its own signification. It is also a vision that is situated, finite, and /
necessarily diacritical in its direction and movement. Like our own
vision, the film’s vision is an embodied vision—even though, unlike
our encounter with the visual experience of others, we do not-usually-
see its "visual body.” It is to the nature and function of the film’s
“body” that we turn in the next chapter. However, in closing this

chapter, we must consider certain aspects of the human body that

have particularly occupied contemporary film theory. -

WHoOSE Bopy?
A BRIEF MEDITATION ON SEXUAL DIFFERENCE AND OTHER

BopiLy DISCRIMINATIONS

Except for comments in the Preface, a few parenthetical remarks, and
a note or two, thus far I have avoided particularizing the body in
terms of gender (or, for that matter, of race). This neglect has been
purposeful. First, insofar as the present project is a response to the
constraints of a binary thinking that would limit description of the
terrain and terms of embodied vision as it relates to cinematic expe-
rience, I have resisted introducing the accepted terminology of “sex-
ual difference” or starting my description relying on the ground
staked out by dominant theoretical discourse. Second, insofar as any
discussion of the body’s specificity “outside” of the terms provided
by dominant discourse calls for a new mode of articulation, it seemed
important to introduce and work through the process and language
of phenomenological description by first focusing on the body’s ac-

47 Lanigan, Speaking and Semiology, p. 96.
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| tivity of visual perception and visible expression. Third, insofar as
| existential and semiotic phenomenology suggests that “coding” and
‘ ‘ containing the body’s excessive, mobile, and ““wild” signification is a
cultural and historical activity that stakes out upon the body’s
‘ broader meaning-producing field a limited and mutable circumscrip-
tion of significance, it has seemed important to introduce th
L body in terms of its essential_ontological functions—that is, those
| functions that do not precede, but do provide the ground for, the
marking of and discrimination against the lived-body and its exces-
sive, ambiguous, and over-running semiosis. The ground of discrete,
strategic, and contested areas of value, differentiation,-and-discrimi- _
nation, the lived-body is never merely or ‘wholly male or female,
white or black. (To initiaily"fake'it up in such terms is an_ ggggpﬁ_ﬁﬁi-
ing act that confuses-epistemological qualifications with ontological
conditions.) Rather, the lived-body-is excessive and ambiguous in its -
materiality, its polymorphism, _and its production _of_existential
meaning:-It-manifests“the fleshy ‘cqnséigp;s"x}é;ssmwl;g_gh 1 inhabits a
multi-dimensional field where the séﬁgs intermingle, a field open to—
a multiplicity.of possible foci and interpretations: ‘I Meileau-Ponty’s
understanding of the ambiguity and overﬂvgyyirgg’Jqf‘h‘,ggrqggggglng-
perience we find the portent of the différance on which later French
writers-dwell.142 L
This section can suggest only briefly a direction and method for the
further investigation of human embodiment as it is, first, always an
essential set of ontological functions that enable “being-in-the-
world” at all, and, second, always a qualified and specific set of epis-
temological functions that determine “being-in-a-particular-world”
in a particular modality. The primary focus of this current work is on
the ontological conditions of embodiment—specifically, insofar as
they inform the existential activity of vision and suggest a system of
commutation that provides the grounds for cinematic intelligibility.
However, in no way does this focus preclude, deny, or contradict the
simultaneous epistemological conditions by which embodiment is
culturally and historically known in its materiality and nominated as
a limited set of discriminations. The essential body is always also a
qualified body.

18 Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young, introduction to The Thinking Muse: Feminism
and Modern Erench Philosophy, ed. Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young (Bloomington:
Indiana Univ. Press, 1989), p. 5.
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Cultural and historical practices always both generalize and dis-
criminate in relation to the lived-body—on the one hand, recognizing
its capacity as a vehicle of signification and its wide variety of signi-
fying functions, and, on the other, reconstituting and containing its
semiotic freedom by selecting from its excessive and particular fea-
tures a limited number of binarily related, marked and unmarked el-
ements.'* Those features of bodily existence marked as most signifi-
cant by and within our global culture and historical time are, of
course, the body’s “sex”” and the body’s “race.” However, there are
also other features of the body that have been marked as culturally
and historically significant, that have been “given”” meanings ““taken
up” by those living their bodies in the binary—and unequivalent—
terms of the “marked” and “unmarked.” Thus, focusing on the
marked term (the “figure” selected against the invisible and “natu-
ral” ground that is the unmarked term and the cultural dominant),
we can add to the “female” body and the “colored” body further
significant discriminations: the “diseased” body, the “impaired”
body, the “fat” body, the “old” body, and even the “deprived”
body. (Along with “gender” and ““race,” “class” also makes its mark
upon the body and the body its mark—and thus is open to phenom-
enological description.) These are the lived-bodies significantly
marked and “disfigured” in our current culture. The term disfigured
here is not used poetically but literally. That is, I am using the term
with emphasis on its Latin roots: “dis-(in sense of ‘spoiling’) + figu-
rare, to fashion, form.””1% Although to re-mark a bodily aspect or qual-
ity is to take it as a figure, it is also to spoil, mar, harm the lived-body
as a whole. Marked elements thus de-face the lived-body in a synec-
doche that refuses the body-subject: its existence as intentional and its
activity of becoming.

I have introduced this variety of marked or “disfigured” bodies
here so that the section’s primary and limited focus on issues sur-
rounding the discrimination of (and against) the “female” body can
contextualize and be contextualized within a broader range of cultur-
ally significant bodily discriminations. By introducing such discrimi-

149 For elaboration of the logic informing “marked”” and “‘unmarked”’ terms in com-
munication and language theory, see Elmar Holenstein, Roman Jakobson's Approach to
Language: Phenomenological Structuralism, trans. Catherine Schelbert and Tarcisius
Schelbert (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1976), p-131.

1% Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language, College ed. (Cleveland
and New York: The World Publishing Company, 1966), p. 419.
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nations now, I also hope that the models of phenomenological in-
quiry used by certain feminist philosophers to describe the lived-
body experience of “women” in a culture that marks or “disfigures”
lived-bodies as ““female” might be suggestive for film theory and its
descriptions of other discriminate lived-body experience in its en-
gagement of cinema.

Insofar as it has focused on the human body at all, film theory has
emphasized the body’s “‘sexual difference” and the social construc-
tion of its gender, particularly as both relate to the processes of spec-
tatorial identification and visual pleasure.’s! More recently, attention
has also focused on the body’s ethnicity and “racial difference”—or
(only a bit less abstractly, and more specifically) on the spectatorial
experience of “people of color.”/1%2 In the first instance, theories of
sexuality, sexual difference, and spectatorial engagement have

151 The literature here is vast. For a sampling of book-length studies and anthologies
focused on these issues, the reader is directed not only to the previously cited de Lau-
retis, Alice Doesn’t; Doane, The Desire to Desire; and Studlar, In the Realm of Pleasure; but
also to Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film, and Fiction
(Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1987); Lucy Fischer, Shot/Countershot: A Dialogue on
Women and Film (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1989); Stephen Heath, Questions
of Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1981); E. Ann Kaplan, Women and Film:
Both Sides of the Camera (New York: Methuen, 1983); Annette Kuhn, Women’s Pictures:
Feminism and Cinema (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982), and The Power of the
Image: Essays on Representation and Sexuality (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985);
Tania Modleski, Loving with a Vengeance: Mass-Produced Fantasies for Women (New York:
Methuen, 1984), and The Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory
(New York: Methuen, 1988); Constance Penley, The Future of an Illusion: Film, Femi-
nism, and Psychoanalysis (Minneapolis, Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1989); Kaja Silver-
man, The Subject of Semiotics (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1983), and The Acoustic
Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press,
1988); Mary Ann Doane, Patricia Mellencamp, and Linda Williams, eds., Re-Vision:
Essays in Feminist Film Criticism, The American Film Institute Monograph Series, Vol. 3
(Frederick, MD: Univ. Publications of America, 1984); and Constance Penley, ed., Fem-
inism and Film Theory (New York: Routledge, 1988).

152 [n comparison to the work available on sexual difference and cinematic identifi-
cation, the theoretical literature here is scant and has tended to focus on “black” rep-
resentation and spectatorship. For a sampling (as well as further bibliographic mate-
rial), see Kobena Mercer, ed., Black Film/British Cinema, ICA Document 7 (London:
British Film Institute Production Special, 1988); Mbye Cham and Claire Andrade-Wat-
kins, eds., BlackFrames: Critical Perspectives on Black Independent Cinema (Boston: MIT
Press, 1988); ‘“‘Racism, Colonialism, and the Cinema,” Special Issue, Screen 24, no. 2
(March-April 1983); #Other Cinemas, Other Criticisms,” Special Issue, Screen 26, nos.
34 (May-August 1985); and “‘The Last ‘Special Issue’ on Race?” Screen 19, no. 4 (Au-
tumn 1988).
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emerged primarily within the context of psychoanalytic discourse
(even when this libidinal theory of the subject is characterized by
feminist film theorists as universalizing, patriarchally biased, and
heterosexist). In the second instance, the issue of “race” and its in-
formation of spectatorship has emerged primarily within the context
of colonial discourse analysis and its concern with structures of
power, domination and subordination, centrality and marginality.

It is hardly surprising that, in the first instance, the problem of
#sexual difference” has been focused on the marked term of “fe-
male” spectatorship (and, more recently, on sexual orientation fo-
cused on the marked terms of ““gay/lesbian/bisexual” spectatorship).
In the second instance, the problem of “race” has devolved around
the marked term of “colored” spectatorship.’®® In both instances, a
common sense of exclusion is articulated—exclusion both from the
domain of cinematic expression and from the domain of theory. Both
the expression of cinematic perception and the language of theory are
regarded as suspect and limited but are all that is available to describe
a range of human experience that neither cinema nor theory appar-
ently can—or cares to—nominate and describe. Thus, for those
whose experience has been elided or marginalized within the homog-
enizing rhetoric of culturally dominant discourses, a major task has
been to locate a ““place” from which women, people of diverse sexual
orientations, and “people of color” can speak, and to find a “lan-
guage” that can express not only the perception of their differences,
but also their different perceptions.

Existential and semiotic phenomenology maintains that “place”
and “language” can be found in the unique situation of each lived-
body, even as it inhabits and moves in a social world of other lived-
bodies that would deny its rightful residence and constrain its move-
ments. What is often forgotten both in the homogenizing practices of
dominant cinema and in abstract and “objective”” theories of specta-
torship is that the particular human lived-body (specifically lived as
“my body”) is in excess of the historical and analytic systems available
to codify, contain, and even negate it. However, although perfectly
consonant with the expressed aims of existential phenomenology
and its insistence on meaning as always contingent and contextual as

13 Of particular interest here is an attempt to deconstruct the unmarked and
grounding term of racial difference; white. See Richard Dyer, “White,” Screen 19, no. 4
(Autumn 1988), pp. 44-64.
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it is individually, but also socially, lived by embodied subjects, this
assertion in some ways radically challenges existential phenomenol-
ogy’s actual practice of “radical” description. Even Merleau-Ponty,
whose contribution to phenomenology has been an insistence upon
and elaborate description of human embodiment as the ground of all
meaning and semiosis, has neglected any consideration of bodily ex-
istence as it is culturally and historically lived in certain forms of crit-
ical differentiation and discrimination. This is_to say that the “lived-—
body” of existential.and semi i nenology has been explicitly
articulated as “‘every body” and “any body” (even as it has implicitly
assumed a male,-heterosexual, and white body).*** Sexual differen
(and orientation) and._ 7’Vr‘,ac‘iy‘al,”wgiigggmﬁi‘z{:ﬁéﬂgg “ignored, al- <]
though each human 1ive¢hmx.m.mm;gm;m%A,ijﬁﬂ
and sexual body, and each has ma%s,lmc_ig,,egggﬁgﬁf_i;g&ggli)ties being c‘glgg:&/

This oversight and. its.implications have not gone noticed_or un-_

as many of them find in__

existential phenomenology a positive mode of reflection on particular
forms of lived experience and al t accommodates the lat-

J;é,r;’ s description.

On the one hand, certain feminist philosophers are drawn to exis-
tential phenomenology as “a philosophy of liberation that recognizes
the potential for change exercised by individual and collective ac-
tion.”155 Insofar as existential phenomenology emphasizes the lived-
body in its situated freedom and its continual activity of self-displace-
ment or “becoming” and understands even “the most apparently
immutable human attributes .. . to be the product of human definition
and thus subject to change,” existential phenomenology offers femi-
nists a positive context for reflection. % That is, as both a philosophy
and reﬂective,procedure,.emtenﬁal..ph‘ggpmr,gggglo interrogates the
““given”” and. the_“natural”’_determinants of ‘ebxistence and_suggests

B AT

that they might be and indeed could be otherwise. As Jeffner Allen
puts it: “The excitement of existentialism, for a feminist philosopher
such as myself, is its unwavering affirmation of change. Existential

154 For examples and elaboration of this critique, see Jeffner Allen, “Through the
Wild Region: An Essay in Phenomenological Feminism,” Review of Existential Psychol-
ogy and Psychiatry 18, nos. 1-3 (1982-1983), pp. 241-256; and Judith Butler, “‘Sexual
Ideology and Phenomenological Description: A Feminist Critique of Merleau-Ponty’s
Phenomenology of Perception,” in The Thinking Muse, pp. 85-100.

155 Allen and Young, introduction to The Thinking Muse, p. 2.

156 Tbid., p. 3.
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emphasis on the primacy of existence over essence shows that I have
no “nature”: I am not destined to enact the dictates of biology, social
custom, or political institutions. I am what I become through my
choices to resist fixity and to create a new freedom. . . . change is
effected through an intense focus on the possibilities which lie, albeit
ambiguously, in my worlds of experience.”!¥ In this sense, although
emphasizing its central task as radical description, existential phe-
nomenology challenges normative experience and opens the way to
revolutionary action. “The fact that one is a slave today determines
nothing about one’s being tomorrow.” “One is not born a woman.
Femininity and masculinity are socially defined forms of identity that
need not . . . exist at all.”’%®

On the other hand, existential phenomenology has been subject to
critique from feminist philosophers. Indeed, whatever possibilities it
offers for the radical description of existence and experience and
however much it has challenged categorical and binary thinking, ex-
istential phenomenology is also rightfully seen as itself historically
patriarchal. That is, in its project of describing and interpreting hu-
man being-in-the-world and the experience and significance lived and
constituted by the body-subject, existential phenomenology has en-
countered the same kind of feminist critique that has been leveled at
other “humanisms.” Apart from Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
(its own feminist existentialism limited by patriarchal and binary as-
criptions of activity and passivity linked to sexual difference), the in-
sights that one is not born a woman and that femininity and mascu-
linity are social forms that need not exist at all are not articulated in
the philosophical canon.’® Thus, despite her enthusiasm for existen-
tial phenomenology, Jeffner Allen also writes, “To the extent that ex-
istential description and the concepts which animate that description
equate the masculine with the human, existentialism renders a re-
ductive and misleading account of experience, specifically, of wom-
en’s experience.”’1¢

Existential phenomenology in general (as well as Merleau-Ponty’s
work in particular) assumes “the neutrality and universality of the

157 Jeffner Allen, “An Introduction to Patriarchal Existentialism: A Proposal for a
Way Out of Existential Patriarchy,” in The Thinking Muse, p. 71.

138 Allen and Young, introduction to The Thinking Muse, p. 3.

159 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H.M. Parshley (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1952).

160 Allen, “An Introduction to Patriarchal Existentialism,” The Thinking Muse, p. 72,
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subject” and #devalues gender.”*¢" (For similar reasons, it also deval-
ues “race” and “ethnicity.”) In a powerful deconstruction of Mer-
Jeau-Ponty’s “The Body in Its Sexual Being” (an unusually brief and
disturbingly vague chapter in the Phenomenology of Perception), Judith
Butler summarizes the philosopher’s implicit patriarchal and hetero-
sexist orientation, what she calls his “‘sexual Cartesianism’

Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the “subject” is . . . problematic in
virtue of its abstract and anonymous status, as if the subject described
were a universal subject or structured existing subjects universally.
Devoid of a gender, this subject is presuined to characterize all gen-
ders. On the one hand, this pre-sumption devalues gender as a rele-
vant category in the description of lived bodily experience. On the
other hand, inasmuch as the subject described resembles a culturally
constructed male subject, it consecrates masculine identity as the
model for the human subject, thereby devaluing, not gender, but
women.

Merleau-Ponty’s explicit avoidance of gender as a relevant concern
in the description of lived experience, and his implicit universalization
of the male subject, are aided by a methodology that fails to acknowl-
edge the historicity of sexuality and of bodies. For a concrete descrip-
tion of lived experience, it seems crucial to ask whose sexuality and
whose bodies are being described, for “sexuality” and “bodies’”” remain
abstractions without first being situated in concrete social and cultural
contexts. 6

Arguing that critical deconstruction of existential phenomenology
and Merleau-Ponty’s devaluation of gender and of women is a major
task of feminist philosophy, Butler nonetheless calls for a “feminist
appropriation of Merleau-Ponty.” Appreciating the philosopher’s
emphasis on the body as expressing and dramatizing existential
themes, Butler suggests that insofar as these themes are “gender-
specific and fully historicized,” phenomenological reflection allows
access to and description of “a scene of cultural struggle, improvisa-
tion, and innovation, a domain in which the intimate and the politi-
cal converge . . . a dramatic opportunity for expression, analysis, and
change. The terms of this inquiry, however, will not be found in the

161 Allen and Young, introduction to The Thinking Muse, p. 16.
162 Butler, ‘‘Sexual Ideology and Phenomenological Description,” The Thinking Muse,
p- 98.
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texts of Merleau-Ponty, but in the works of philosophical femi-
nism. . . /163

Thus, it is not to Merleau-Ponty, but to a feminist philosopher that
I will turn for phenomenological descriptions of lived-body experi-
ence that is gender-specific and historicized. The work of Iris M.
Young is exemplary in providing a model that, on the one hand, is
based on certain ontological assumptions about embodiment shared
with Merleau-Ponty and, on the other hand, qualifies the character
of a specific body as it is marked, constrained, and lived as ““female”
in our present culture.’** Young’s phenomenological descriptions of
women’s experience are positive as well as critical; they focus on the
particular and quite distinctive pleasures of being a female body as
well as on the ways in which, in certain cultures such as our own,
the female body-subject has, in the performance of certain intentional
projects, often lived her body tentatively and in heightened con-
sciousness of it as an object.

Of particular relevance here is Young’s “Throwing Like a Girl: A
Phenomenology of Feminine Body Comportment, Motility, and Spa-
tiality.” On the one hand, the essay criticizes phenomenological de-
scription that has not lived up to its radical aspirations and has failed
to describe adequately ““the modalities, meaning, and implications of
the difference between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ body comport-
ment and movement.”’¢® On the other hand, Young uses phenome-
nological description to trace “some of the basic modalities of femi-
nine body comportment, manner of moving, and relation in space”
in “women situated in contemporary, advanced industrial, urban,
and commercial society” and to thematize the “intelligibility and sig-
nificance” of “certain observable and rather ordinary ways in which
women in our society typically comport themselves and move differ-
ently from the ways that men do.”*¢ (Young is very careful to indi-

163 Ibid., p. 99.

164 See, particularly, Iris M. Young, “Pregnant Subjectivity and the Limits of Existen-
tial Phenomenology,” in Descriptions, ed. Don Thde and Hugh J. Silverman (Albany:
State Univ. of New York Press, 1985), pp. 25-34; “Throwing Like a Girl: A Phenome-
nology of Feminine Body Comportment, Motility, and Spatiality,” in The Thinking
Muse, pp. 51-70; and ““Breasted Experience: The Look and the Feeling,” in Throwing
Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory (Bloomington: Indiana
Univ. Press, 1990), pp. 189-209.

165 Young, “Throwing Like a Girl,” in The Thinking Muse, p. 52.

166 Ibid., p. 53.
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cate on what cultural and historical bases and within what limits she
presumes to thematize comportment and movement as “feminine”
and therefore ““typical” of “women.”) At first glance, Young's essay
might seem irrelevant to our concerns here with sexual difference
and spectatorship. Her major focus is on “activities which relate to
the comportment or orientation of the body as a whole, which entail
gross movement, or which require the enlistment of strength and the
confrontation of the body’s capacities and possibilities with the resis-
tance and malleability of things,” activities that aim “‘at the accom-
plishment of a definite purpose or task.”’¢” Nonetheless, insofar as
vision is an existential activity that emerges within an entire bodily
schema and “orientation of the body as a whole toward things and
its environment,”%® Young’s phenomenology of purposive action
may reveal the bodily in-formation of women’s experience of specta-
torship (whether as film-goer or filmmaker).

Young begins with a phenomenological description of ordinary ac-
tivities, noting empirically observable and specific features of wom-
en’s bodily comportment, motility, and use of space—particularly as
they are differentiated from male behavior in the performance of sim-
ilar tasks. These features include “a failure to make full use of the
body’s spatial and lateral potentialities”; a relative lack of bodily
“openness” in “gait and stride” and a tendency to close the body in
on itself whether sitting, walking, or carrying objects; not putting the
whole body into engagement with “tasks that require force, strength,
and muscular coordination”; the tendency to concentrate motion in
“one body part”; tentative rather than ““fluid and directed motion”’;
and limited reaching, extending, leaning, stretching, or following
through “in the direction of her intention.”’® In relation to space,
Young also describes how, even in sports activities, women tend to
“remain in one place more often than men” and “react” within that
constricted space to objects that approach them rather than appro-
priating space in an active movement toward objects.'”?

These observable differences between men and women are in no
way attributed to biological difference or some inherent feminine or
masculine “nature.” Rather, and as might be expected, Young lays
out a number of historical and cultural factors that might “explain”

167 Tbid.
168 [bid., p. 54.
169 Ibid., pp. 55-56.
170 Ibid., p. 57.
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the difference—and again indicates that her descriptions and gener-
alizations are limited in their claims. As a phenomenologist, how-
ever, Young is less interested in sociological explanation than in the
explication of the lived meaning of these bodily differences. Thus,
she proceeds to a phenomenological reduction or ““thematization’” of
the features mentioned above. She tells us: “The three modalities of
feminine motility are that feminine movement exhibits an ambiguous
transcendence, an inhibited intentionality, and a discontinuous unity with
its surroundings. A source of these contradictory modalities is the
bodily self-reference of feminine comportment, which derives from
the woman'’s experience of her body as a thing at the same time that
she experiences it as a capacity.”’”! As has been indicated previously,
the lived-body has been described by phenomenology as both im-
manent and transcendent. An object in the world and immanent in
its materiality and situation, the body is transcendent nonetheless; it
is lived as a subject, as intentional, as “pure fluid action, the contin-
uous calling forth of capacities, which are applied to the world.”172
Young, however, points out that relative to masculine bodily exis-
tence “feminine bodily existence . .. is overlaid with immanence,
even as it moves out toward the world.””1”> Only part of a woman'’s
body moves toward the accomplishment of a given task, “while the
rest remains rooted in immanence.”"”* Unsure of her physical capac-
ity, often finding it unwieldy or expecting it to be inadequate, at-
tempting tasks the woman “often lives her body as a burden, which
must be dragged and prodded along, and at the same time pro-
tected.”””> Hence, the lived-body’s transcendence is ambiguous
when it is lived as a woman.

Similarly, in the culture and historical moment of which Young
speaks, living one’s body as a woman in certain gross motor activities
inhibits its expression of intentionality, constitutes a contradiction (or
dialectic) between the lived-body’s inherent ““I can” and the feminine
body’s acculturated “I cannot.” (One can also see this contradiction
or dialectic in men when they are engaged in “purposeless” or “‘aes-
thetic” motion such as social dancing.) Although any lived-body has
to deal with the contradiction between its own intentional aims and

1 Ibid., p. 58.
2 Ibid., p. 59.
173 Tbid.
174 Tbid.
75 Tbid.
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the world’s “opacities and resistances,” the woman’s lived-body of-
ten experiences this contradiction as the very structure of her inten-
tional aims. Young points out: To the extent that feminine bodily
existence is an inhibited intentionality . . . the same set of possibili-
ties which appears correlative to its intentions also appears as a Sys-
tem of frustrations correlative to its hesitancies. By repressing or
withholding its own motile energy, feminine bodily existence fre-
quently projects an 1 can’ and an ‘I cannot’ with respect to the very
same end.””¢

Previous discussion has also emphasized the lived-body’s synoptic
and synthesizing functions, its existence as a unified field and an or-
ganizing agency through which engagement in the world sensibly
coheres as significant experience. Thematizing the various features of
feminine comportment and motility, Young, however, suggests that
feminine bodily existence “stands in discontinuous unity with both it-
self and its surroundings.”"”’ Performing their bodies only in part(s)
rather than as a whole relative to certain motor tasks, women’s mo-
tion is discontinuous with itself, that is, ““that part of the body which
is transcending toward an aim is in relative disunity from those
which remain immobile. The undirectedness and wasted motion
which is often an aspect of feminine engagement in a task also man-
ifests this lack of body unity.”17® All three of the modalities of femi-
nine bodily existence thematized by Young are structured in contra-
diction. And all have their source in the fact that, for women, “the
body frequently is both subject and object for itself at the same time
and in reference to the same act,”’ an experience heightened in a cul-
ture in which a woman’s body is regarded as "3 thing which exists as
Jooked at and acted upon.””?

This observation, of course, says nothing new, particularly to fem-
inist film theorists who have spent most of their efforts in laying out
the “split subjectivity” that marks the female spectator who exists as
both subject and object of what has been argued is essentially the
cinema’s male gaze. What is new, however, is that Young has
reached this observation not through psychoanalysis but through
phenomenological description and thematization of empirically ob-
servable phenomena—and she has described not essential structures

76 Tbid., p. 60

177 Tbid.

v Tbid., pp. 60-61.
19 Tbid., p. 61.
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from which there is no escape but existential structures shaped by
culture and history that could be otherwise. As well, of particular
usefulness is her further elaboration from these data of a particular
feminine spatiality. As has been discussed previously, space is not an
abstract, objective category for phenomenology. Rather, it is lived
and significantly constituted as the relation between the intentional
body-subject prospecting and acting and the objective world that
provides the context and horizons for projects and action. Thus,
Young says: “If there are particular modalities of feminine bodily
comportment and motility, then it must follow that there are also
particular modalities of feminine spatiality. Feminine existence lives
space as enclosed or confining, as having a dual structure and the fem-
inine existent finds herself as positioned in space.” 18

Young notes that women appear to have a more clear sense of the
boundaries of their bodies than do men and that they do not fully
use or inhabit the phenomenal space that is physically available to
them. Specifically, “Feminine existence appears to posit an existential
enclosure between herself and the space surrounding her, in such a
way that the space which belongs to her and is available to her grasp
and manipulation is constricted, and the space beyond is not avail-
able to her movement.”?*! Feminine existence also often experiences
space as dually structured—the noematic complement to the inhib-
ited intentionality informing certain feminine noetic activity as both
an “I can” and “I cannot.” Young describes this double and discon-
tiguous spatiality as a

space which is “yonder” and not linked with my own body possibili-
ties, and the enclosed space which is ““here,” which I inhabit with my
bodily possibilities.

The space of the “yonder” is a space in which feminine existence
projects possibilities in the sense of understanding that ““someone”
could move within it, but not I. Thus the space of the ““yonder” exists
for feminine existence, but only as that which she is looking into,
rather than moving in.182

How particularly poignant and new this description is in relation to,
for example, the final image of a film like Stella Dallas (King Vidor,

180 Ibid., p. 62.
1 bid., p. 63.
192 Tbid.
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1937). For women whose lived experience of space is so separated,

how much more moving and significant cinematic images-of-excluy

| sion and longing become when they are articulated as the look;ng

from a constricted “here” into an other “yonder” space which.they
can intend but cannot inhabit.

Young also points out that feminine existence generally experi-
ences itself not as constituting or positing space through its activity as
a body-subject, but rather as positioned in space as a body-object. As a
body-subject, one does not exist in space the determinate way a book
or automobile does; rather, one constitutes and lives space as a situ-
ation. However, Young tells us: “[To] the extent that feminine motil-
ity is laden with immanence and inhibited, the body’s space is lived
as constituted. To the extent, that is, that feminine bodily existence
is self-referred and thus lives itself as an object, the feminine body
does exist in space.”’®* And insofar as feminine existence feels itself
as an object “rooted in place” rather than a subject positing space, its
spatial perception of and relations with other objects in the world
have their own modality. Young points to studies that show females
as generally “field dependent”’—that is, as having a “tendency to re-
gard figures as embedded within and fixed by their surroundings.” %

Of particular significance to film theorists is Young’s implication of
visual perception in these particular modalities of feminine comport-
ment, motility, and spatialization. Acknowledging the synthetic and
synaesthetic function of the lived-body’s sensorium, she refers to
Merleau-Ponty’s description of the reversibility of visual perception
and motility (or bodily expression) to conclude that ““an impairment
in the functioning of one . . . leads to an impairment in the function-
ing of the other.”?® Thus, although sharing in certain ontological fea-
tures and functions common to all lived-bodies, insofar as history
and culture qualify it as a particular and delimited lived-body, the
female lived-body will experience visual perception and visual space
in a modality complementary to its bodily qualification. Therefore, as
Young says: “If feminine body spatiality is such that the woman ex-
periences herself as rooted and enclosed, then on the reversibility
assumption it would follow that visual space for feminine existence
also has its closures of immobility and fixity. The objects in visual

183 Ibid., p. 64.

184 Tbid.

185 [bid.
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space do not stand in a fluid system of potentially alterable and in-
terchangeable relations correlative to the body’s various intentions
and projected capacities. Rather, they too have their own places and
are anchored in their immanence.”’18

Young concludes her essay with a phenomenological interpreta-
tion. That is, having described empirical features of feminine com-
portment, motility, and spatiality as they are lived in the accomplish-
ment of certain specific tasks, and having then thematized both the
noetic and noematic correlates of feminine intentional acts and inten-
tional objects, she goes on to correlate them as they are lived, as they
signify and are significant in the life-world of those who live them.
Finding the source of these themes or modalities of feminine exis-
tence not in anatomy or physiology or some female “essence,” but in
“the particular situation of women as conditioned by their sexist op-
pression in contemporary society,” Young points out that, insofar as
it is lived “in accordance with the definition that patriarchal culture
assigns” and in cultural practices that are obvious to all of us, the
female lived-body is constituted as physically handicapped: “inhib-
ited, confined, positioned.”*®” Nonetheless, the definition and cir-
cumscription of the lived-body as “female” cannot be seen as only
“privative.” It also informs feminine modalities or styles of bodily
existence “positively.” That is, the female lived-body is not simply
“lacking” in certain of its engagements with the world; over time, it
also acquires and assumes certain forms or styles of comportment
and motility that increasingly mark it as ““feminine.” Empirical study
reveals that “it is in the process of growing up as a girl that the mo-
dalities of feminine bodily comportment, motility, and spatiality
make their appearance.”’® In closing, Young emphasizes the pro-
found source of this process of feminine bodily modalization and lo-
cates it in patriarchal society’s definition of woman as a body-object
rather than a lived-body. She says, ““An essential part of the situation
of being a woman is that of living the ever present possibility that
one will be gazed upon as a mere body, as shape and flesh that pre-
sents itself as the potential object of another subject’s intentions and
manipulations, rather than as a living manifestation of action and in-
tention.”’®® And, as we know, this objectification is not merely im-

18 Ibid., pp. 64-65.
187 Ibid., p. 65.

188 Ibid., p. 66.

189 Ibid.
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posed from without and through the gaze of a normative—and cur-
rently male—Other. Within the context of the patriarchal social
relations in which women exist, it is also self-imposed. The feminine
body is introceptively lived out less as “‘myself, my psyche” than as
“me, my thing.” Thus, as a “thing,” it can be appropriated and pos-
sessed by others or it can be self-possessed. It has a “place” in which
it is kept, positioned by others or protected and preserved for itself.
Limited to studying the feminine lived-body of a particular seg-
ment of contemporary industrial culture in relation to its perfor-
mance of certain definite gross motor tasks as compared to masculine
performance of similar tasks, “Throwing Like a Girl” does not elab-
orate on what kind of “thing” the feminine body is for patriarchy.
However, insofar as we understand from its discourses and activities
the kind of subject that acts as the culture’s normative lived-body
(latently marked as #unmarked” and masculine), we could speculate
that the constraints and inhibitions placed on feminine bodily com-
portment, motility, and spatiality have to do with 1) Cartesian, patri-
archal, industrial society’s separation of the lived-body’s reproduc-
tive capacity into discrete and chronological functions and
responsibilities at the same time this society has separated the lived-
body’s productive capacities in similar ways, and 2) its exclusion of
the invisible from the existential activity of vision at the same time it
has excluded the lived-body’s introceptive and subjective experience
from its extroverted and objective appearance. In this cultural con-
text, one of the two bodies necessary to reproduction has been
marked because it is the body that visibly demonstrates its capacity to
extend, exceed, and re-produce itself. (As Linda Williams points out in
Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the “Frenzy of the Visible,” it is no acci-
dent that certain forms of cinema attempt to redress the other “un-
marked” reproductive body’s normally invisible excess of its own be-
ing by devolving around the visible representations of extended and
engorged penises, ejaculation as the lived-body’s privileged act of ex-
ceeding itself, and the latter’s repetitious re-production in what,
aptly, has been called both the “come shot” and the “money shot.”*%
What is of interest is that these films struggle to constitute the male
body not as unmarked and normative, but as marked and singular.)
Given these particular bifurcations, patriarchal society’s inhibition

1% Linda Williams, Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the “Frenzy of the Visible”” (Berkeley:
Univ. of California Press, 1989).
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and enclosure of feminine comportment, motility, and spatiality is a
direct and threatened response to the unmarked (male) body’s own
perceived bodily “lack” of visible proof of the lived-body’s capacity
to exceed, outrun, and regenerate itself.

I have spent most of this section focusing on the ways in which
“feminine” lived-bodies are historically and culturally marked and
constituted as particular and limited modalities of the “lived-body”’
in its polymorphous possibilities for signifying its own and the
world'’s significance. Given the brevity of this discussion in relation
to the issues involved, I have been less exhaustive than suggestive.
However, in closing this chapter, [ want to draw attention to what a
phenomenological investigation like Young’s can provide film the-

ory—not only as it attempts to explicate the structure and activity of
spectatorshlp in relation to the “feminine” lived-body, but also to the

“colored” body, the “diseased” body, the “impaired” body, the
“fat” body, the “old” body, and even the “deprived” body.

These are all lived-bodies that, at the ontological level, share exis-
tence and the world under similar conditions and in similar ways to
all other lived-bodies not so nominated. That i is, as discussed previ-
ously, all Tived-bodies are material, intentional, motile, and finitely
and perspectlvally situated. Correlated with intentional conscious-
ness, all lived-bodies constitute an “orientational point, ‘O’, from
which spatio-temporal coordinates ‘organize and structure thewrm-
lieu.” All lived-bodies are ”organs of '[‘)ercepnon” or “that by means
of which”" there is access to a world that can be said to exist; as per-
ceptive organs, all hved-bodles also synthesme several sensory fields
and are the material “that on and in which . . fields of sensation are
spread out” and s synoptlcally expenenced in their modality as

““mine.” And;-to-varying degrees, all lived-bodies actualize both the
operative and deliberative “strivings of consciousness.”15? However,
although grounded in"a common ontology and mtentlonal capacity,
these “female,” ““colored,” “diseased,” “‘impaired,” “fat,” “‘old,”-and
“deprived” bodies are also synecdochically marked, disfigured, de-
faced, and incapacitated—made particularly, rather than individu-
ally, 51gmf1cant and generalized as a category. And, as Young has
demonstrated, the_ > delimitation of the whole lived-body- subject into
a part-icular and de-signated body-ob]ect leads to correspondent-mo-
dahtles of bodﬂy comportment ‘motility, and spatialization and cor-

191 Zaner, The Problem of Embodiment, pp. 249-251.
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respondent m?%li.t,i_e,s,_.gﬁ_pemepﬁonﬁnﬂmmgﬂﬁgpw
are sighted). Insofar as these bodies are presently intentionally inhib-_
ited within the cultures that have so marked them, and insofar as
they are mar is,ed::negattm:ﬁ::‘iﬂiléé;&;that—.soms;_c_,i"fjﬁié“fgé'ﬁfﬁ;—?
Young has laid out in relation to feminine comportmel{t“,“ﬁibjt“ﬁ"iftﬁyi, ]
and spatialization might be shared among them. Yet bearing different ‘
marks than “female” (or in addition to being marked "’,feiﬁéi;&j),k
other of these lived-bodies will have their own existential character
and praxis—both privative and positive, and differentiated in rela-
tion to specific kinds of intentional activities. o
- In this regard, phenomenoiogical inquiry suggests beginning with
concrete and empirical description of these historically and socially
“significant” bodies as they are “disfigured” and perceived as pleas- |
ing or threatening to me in the “natural” attitude of my institution- |
alized culture. Marked as “female,” “colored,” “diseased,” “im- \
paired,” “fat,” “old,” and “deprived,” these bodies can only be |
described, thematized, and interpreted by me as they are immanent
in the pleasure or threat they hold for me, and as I live them subjec-
tively and/or objectively. Here, for example, I might have been able
to describe the subjective modalities of my bodily comportment, mo-
tility, and spatiality as I've lived them not only as female, but also
(because I've had cancer) as significantly #diseased.” As a female in
our particular cultural milieu, for most of my life (until I refused to
“take up” such designation as my own), I have almost always lived
my introceptive bodily image negatively as “fat” (whatever my phys-
ical size or whether I was regarded so by those engaging my visual
body), and I could rigorously describe the indelible sense of material
immanence that dragged on my upright posture, made my move-
ments clumsy and “gross,” and made me feel as if I had to squeeze
into worldly space as if it were a too-tight dress. I am beginning also
to become aware of the immanence of significantly living my body as
#old”’—experiencing, for example, a certain kind of devitalization
and a consequent shrinking of my intentional being (soon my body)
when certain younger persons look at me with a glance that, by vir-
tue of its disinterest and dismissal, “withers” my embodied pres-
ence. However, my access to being marked as “colored,” “impaired,”
‘\ or “deprived” is, for the moment, limited to my objective engage-

(-

ment with other lived-bodies so marked. This objective access is also
lived by me and no less valuable or significant, but here I approach
and describe the other marked body not introceptively, but (to use

i\._:’:: A €7 r/
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Merleau-Ponty’s term) visually. The introceptive description and the-
matization of being a “colored,” “impaired,” or “deprived” body
must be performed by those so marked. The phenomenological in-
terpretation of these disfigurements will be verified, however, only in
the correlation of their subjective and objective forms.

In its focus on the lived-body’s postural schema, its subjective ac-
tivity, and its objective forms of “taking up” and engaging space,
phenomenological inquiry locates the “subject,” “‘consciousness,”
and “meaning” in actual and embodied existential praxis. However,
because of its attention both to the lived-body as a commutative sys-
tem of perceptive and expressive functions and to a horizon of exis-
tential possibilities broader than any specific praxis, phenomenolog-
ical inquiry also indicates how the forms of specific existence are not
an essential “given” and, however “natural” they may seem, could
be otherwise. This has several implications for film theory. First, less
programmatically than does psychoanalysis, phenomenology allows

a critical reading of actual cinematic practice that could engage con-

sideration of both specific films and their specific spectators in terms 7/
not of determinate psychic structures of;dennfmaanut ut of postural,
_/ motor, and spatial practices.as-they-are lived both introceptively and
ob]ectlvelz Such phenomenological description might, for example,
take another kind of look at those films that (perhaps quite aptly)
have been called “women’s pictures” (but now are “objectified” as
“family melodramas”). As has been suggested, what might be de-
scribed are the correlated postural schemas, motility, and spatiality
of both the spectators watching the film and the film itself as specta-
tor—e.g., the film’s composition or stance as it engages the world of
objects and others, the scope and style of its motility in actualizing
its intentional projects of perception and expression, and its appro-
priations or inhibitions in relation to “taking up” and living space as
significant experience. Insofar as the film’s bodily schema and motor
projects are correlated and interpreted as compatible (or incompati-
ble) with the spectator’s, another more concrete and less determinis-
tic way of describing cinematic “identification” becomes possible.
Second, phenomenologl_cal description of these actual bodily prac-
tices (both By the ammmeﬂmmuﬂpmw@mg,mmm
grounds for practlcmg them consciously (that is, purposively)—or

changing th them . Here I am suggesting something much more e subjec-
hvely_gmugded and less programmatic than what has emerged as

the 1e objective and too general category of “alternatlve” film n practice.

)
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That is, insofar as phenomenological scrutiny reveals both the intro-
ceptive and visible modalities of embodied intentionality as they are
perceived introceptively, these modalities can be expressed objec-
tively, articulating a visual style (as well as a visible content) of being
that has not been allowed to fully become, that has to contest and
overcome its delimitation.

The next chapter will focus on an elaboration of what I have been
calling the film’s “body.” The nonmetaphorical way in which I am
using the term has already been remarked upon. Phenomenological
description has revealed the lived-body as a commutative system that
reverses perception and expression. It also has pointed to the lived-
body as serving certain ontological (as well as epistemological) func-

tions. Insofar as a film is 5 revealed as a similar commutative system

and performs similar ontological functions in constituting the expe-
rience of consciousness and the consciousness of experience, it can
be said to be “embodied.” However, whatever the specificity of its
material nature, the film’s “body” is not disfigured in the same way,

/1| as is the human lived-body. That is, historically and culturally, we do

J/ not speak of the concrete materiality of the cinematic apparatus in the

same terms we use when discussing human bodies (although often
we do speak of the film’s style and perspective in such terms).

The film’s “body” is not sexed, although it is sensible and sensual.

It is not “colored,” although today its vision usually Vtakreisk up_the
world as such. It is not “impaired,” “fat,” “old,” or “’deprived”’—
although, as a whole, certain films have been described as “physi-
cally handicapped” by, for example, their silence or lack of color, as /
wexcessive’ or “‘padded” in_their expressive behavior, as “old” in |
their outmoded interest or ways of engaging the world, and as “de- N
prived” in their “low-budget” lack of resources to actualize the inten-
tionality informing their perceptive and expressive projects..Obvi—
ously, films are only films insofar as they are made through human
artifice and intention and engaged by human spectators. Obviously,
their significance as the kind of phenomena they are is dependent
upon and qualified by the kind of phéhbrhéna we are. Nonetheless,
insofar as the film’s material conditions for providing access-to-the
world,—accomplishing _the commutation of perception_and_expres-
sion, and constituting or signifying a significant coherence are. differ-
ent from our own, they provide us actual and possible modes-of-be-
coming other than we are. Thus, even as human bodies engage the

film’s body in an always correlated activity (whether of filmmaking
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ial body also always engages us in.its-

possibilities as a nonhuman lived-body. In this sense, and in the con-
twmmw
but rather, to use Donna Haraway’s characterization, as a “cyborg’’—
an other body that signifies possibilities and liberation from the dis-

gured bodies some-of us-presently live.1%2 -

2 Donna Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,” Socialist Review 80 (1985), pp. 65—
07.




