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Writer and filmmaker Laura Mulvey is widely regarded as one of thie most challenging
and, incisive contemporary feminist cultural theorists. Belonging;to the 1970s.gen-
eration of British.film theorists and independent filmmakers; she came'to prominence -
ith “Visual Pleasure arid Narrative:Cinema;”" a foundatjonal text in: feminist-film
criticism. This essay, published in-1975 in the vanguard British film journal Screen
and frequently anthologized since, was.groundbreakingas: one of the. earliest pigces -
- of feminist criticism to-go beyond cataloguing images. of women in films..Extending
the ‘psychoanalytic insights. of both SIGMUND. FREUD.and .JACQUES. LACAN, .Mulvey
describes how sexualdifference and inequality are inscribed.no :the content
or.subject matter of a film but in its formal visual apparatus—its characteristic ways
of looking—as, well. o owE = e Phw T

Born.in O:donfg:l#Englpnd,fMul\va,r' I'a B.AC iz ry from Oxford University

1963. In 1972, with Claire Johnston and Linda Myles; she organized the women's
ents at:the Edinburgh Film Festival. She has tatight'classes at-Bulmershe College . -

n Reading, England; the London Institute; the’ University-of:East Anglia; Cornell

* University; the University of California-at Davis; and:the British Film Institute. She
has co-directed several avant-gatde films with-her-husband, Peter Wollen, including

Penthesiliea: Queen of .the"Amazons (1974), Riddles of the: Sphinx (1977), Amy!

- (1980), Crystal Gazing (1982), and The.Bad Sister (1983), all:of which attempt to -
undermine conventional cinematic methods Qf,ﬁlming:yomep-. Ingdd_it(on,_ he ‘

6. Thatls, the genotext'is the sha : TR 2 i
ing sbace. whi ) pe taken by exist- le logic b ° ; . i tio sa
ing space, whil . ogic but a synthesis of three ki fon ; - ° e PLOER . : e e B, PR
-Uogn:'P di;:m‘/‘:r::c? i‘l}:lcnl:hf?onr?ri:?‘l;nmh(“. the rela- gLe ‘Paradignie-perdu: La Nau;:: hu'ﬁ:l::-l?f;'f,; on a wide variety of:subjects have been published in Visual and Other Pleasures (1989)
7. See Joseph Necdham, scia,,“g‘::}}%.1 dlisation - ﬂdig.'m Lost: Human Nature], paper presented at. -and Fetishism and Curiosity.(1996).. Lo ) i P o
"i" C.F’,'“"'»_ 4] (3‘6:;;-J_C-rrnbridge: Cnmbridf'enUr::::): . flgfoIL;‘;::}a"}:\svzir?:o%jque'de‘gﬂf""r“flcﬂllUPCISY “In '197§.Mulvéy's'es“s'éy' on ir'i'sualfpl;a'asﬁxie d narrative ciriema was révoliitionaty
sily Fress, 1960), vol. | [Kristeva's note], ' p wvariants and Cultural Universals) : c € T T B B P O A I TR AT
8. From a similaf perspective, EdglrMirinwﬁrc;; [C;Q‘l'sr:z:;u‘m Reysume September 6-, 172 : It was written.at'a time v.«_/,h_en_ f:mlmst_}l_t;e_:a,ry criticism was begxpn_xng ;o‘qstabl;sh
y note}. : _itself as a field of study in many English departments’and ‘when women's-studies

“We can think ol magic, mythologics ; . 1 - . i
. s, making sy forl el 1882-1941). Irh witer kngun programs were just getting off the ground: Few of the works'how considered:canonical’

gies both ‘as mixed systems, maki - 5

ronl andruonaly et and s ooy oy 2o e Frm and s of e

PMmbining: u) fundamental drives, | . Ar G 4t ; .
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United States as the French feminists—juLia KRISTEVA, HELENE CIXQUS, and Luce
Irigaray—were using psychoanalytic theory as a means of exploring sexual difference

and inequality, but their work would not begin to have.a significant impact on Amer;

ican'feminism until the 1980s. -

“Visual. Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" describes the manner in which _tke tradi-

tional visual apparatus of mainstream’Hollywood “narrative™ film looks at women as
passive objects subordinated to the.male gaze. Using a dense but illuminating psy"

choanalytic framework, Mulvey explores how the male unconscious shapes the erotic -
pleasures involved in looking, While she concedes that psychoanalysis might not offer .
a-way out of the incqualities between the sexes or the oppression of women, she’

~argues that it does provide a useful political tool for illustrating the mechanisms of
pleasure on which the cinematic objectification of women depends. .o

According to Mulvey, the visual techniques of cinema afford viewers two contra-
dictory pleasures. First, through. the process Freud terms.scopophilia (pleasure in

looking), we enjoy making others the object of a controlling gaze. Second, througha ~

process of identification that parallels Lacan's famous mirror stage (theorized in “The
Mirror Stage," 1949; see above), we derive pleasurefrom identifying with an ideal
image on the screen. Both have their origins in.infantile processes by which we

learned to separate ourselves from others. As described to.this point, the'two processes
seem to structure the visual pleasure of men and women in the.same way. However,

Mulvey argues that because the male viewer cannot bear the burden of sexual objec-
tification, he (the viewer is specifically male) deflects the tension by splitting his'gaze
between spectacle and narrative. A woman on-screen typically functions as the pri-.

mary erotic object for both screen characters and-audience' members, becoming the |
object of the dominant, male gaze; as such, she exists outside the narrative illusions

of time and space the film creates. At.the same time, spectators identify with the-male
protugonjst, who acts within the parameters of time and space—the diegesis-—created
by the film's story line. : ‘ o IRETE

The visual apparatus of mainstream film is further complicated because the process
of gazing on the female object of desire is both pleasurable and'threatening. While
film creates an illusionistic world that allows for the free play. of desire, in’ actuality
the viewer is never free from the circumstances that gave rise to those desires within
the symbolic social order, especially from the castration complex. The female object

of the gaze, because she lacks a penis, is associated with the primordial fear of cds- -

tration; although that threat initiates the male subject's integration into the symbolic
social order, it also creates considerable anxiety. For this reason, the'controlling male
ego must attempt to escape the threat of castration evoked by the very gaze that'gives
it pleasure. Mulvey maintains that the male unconscious has two means of disarming
the threat. The first is a form of voyeurism—investigating the female, demystifying
her, and either denouncing, punishing, or saving hér. The second is'maledisavowal,
achieved by the substitution of a fetish object that becomes reassuring rather than
dangcrous. She examines these processes in the films of the directors Josef von Stern-
berg (1894-1969) and Alfred Hitchcock (1899-1980). W TR
“Before the pleasures of mainstream film can be challenged, Mulvey argues, viewers
must be able to break down the cinematic codes that create the controlling male gaze
and the illusionistic world that satisfies the désires it invokes, The cinema depends
on three looks: that of the camera, that of the audience, and that of the film's char-
acters. [t achieves its illusion of truth and reality (mimesis) by denying or downplaying
the first two (the material process of recording and the critical reading of the viewer)
and by emphasizing the last. Only by disrupting the seamlessness of this whole visual
illusion: can women's subordination to the male gaze be defied. oo
The visual dynamics deseribed in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”: have
been widely applied not only to film but to other media as well, including photography,
advertising, painting, and television, making this essay a landmark text for-visual
culture and media studies generally. But Mulvey's description of the male gaze has

not been without its critic
tions. For' many, the spatia

 tique than Hollywood Almmaking, Othersargue that her par
-.of looking into a traditional Oe
* avisual app_'arat}.\s'f})'as.éd- onage

“at' another male. Mulvey: herself has ‘tecognized:the va

"Lalufa'AMul'vey has published three books: Visual aid Otlrér
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s—feminists included—who have pbintcr% out i'ts lir‘ni.ta-

1 logic: of the male gaze _limits't]'w ways in which vxs:xoxc]l

and visual pleasure) cah'berunderstood. Because ,tl.‘;e n?gs_culuje gaze 11 al\.vg)‘(s p:::;:e
the site of mastery and control, while the feminine 1's_r_n;arl.(.ed by submission ol

azc:lit'ti‘e' room is left within mainstream, narrative. cinema f,or.fesx;&a:cgi ora ne:e o

nauve practices. N_o,'-i does;avant‘-ggrd_.e cinema, where N}:‘l:,:!‘?:;is:é tt:eam ;ii;irslta_cri,—_

to the male.gaze, offer much evidence of being any more. e ';I';‘)digm e

dide:hetérbs'exuality. Moreover, thfék)_}:if:;}drg)ﬁirlg on *

ndered split between femaleobject and male voyeur

: ; ‘o ‘décount for the-male gaze

lidity of such objections,

“Afterthoughts on “Visual Plea:

Lins the Sup”(1981). Despite

rtant work in feminist

cannot describe the visual pleasure ‘of female viewers,

i i BNy ‘in a later essay,
attempting to address many of,t_i?emlln a later essa

sure and Narrative Cinema’ Inspired by King Vlvdor:s’ D"f-e inth
such criticism, Mulvey's 1975.essay continues to inspirg impo

film studies. .o _
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Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema
I Introduction. '

(A) A POLITICAL 'USE. OF PSYCHOANALYSIS .
L1 lusis to discover where and how the
et B s parte ffascination already.

fus pape o d by pre-existing patterns of fascl
Fascination of film is reiniohesy FFE and tﬁ_e social formations that-have

: ot Jividial ‘subject
: work within the individual'sut ind the socia : that e
:nould'ed him. It takes as its-starting-pomt the way film reﬂccts7 r s-and

This paper i
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even plays on the straxght socially established mterprel:atlon of sexual dif-

ference which controls images, erotic ways of looking and spectacle. It is
helpful to understand what the cinema has been, how its magic has worked

in the past, while attempting a theory and a practice which will challenge

this cinema of the past. Psychoanalytic theory is thus appropriated here as
a political weapon, demonstrating the way the unconscious of patnarchal
society has structured film form.

The paradox of phallocentrism' in all its mamfestanons is that it depends
on the image of the castrated women to give order and meamng to its world.
An idea’'of woman stands as linchpin to the system: it is her lack that pro-

duces the phallus as a‘symbolic presence, it is her desire to make good the

lack that the phallus signifies. Recent writing in Screen? about psychoanal-
ysis and the cinema has not sufficiently brought out the importance of the
representation of the female form in a symbolic order? in which, in the last
vesort, it.speaks castration and nothing else. To summarise briefly: the func-

tion of woman in forming the patriarchal unconscious is twofold: she firstly
symbolises the castration threat by her real lack of a penis ‘and secondly

thereby raises her child into the symbolic. Once this has been achieved, her

meaning in the process is at an end. It does not last into the world of law
and language except. as'a memory, which oscillates between memory of °

maternal plenitude and memory of lack. Both are posited on nature (or.on
anatomy in Freud's famous phrase*). Woman'’s desire is subjugated to her
image as bearer of the bleedmg wound; she can exist only in relation to

castration and cannot transcend it. She turns her child into the signifier of

her own desire to possess a penis (the condition, she imagines, of entry into

the symbalic). Either she must gracefully give way to the word, the name of

the father and the law, or else struggle to keep her child down with her in

the half-light of the imaginary. Woman then stands in patriarchal culture as

a signifier® for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can
live out his fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing
them on the silent i image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, not maker,
of meaning. s
There is an obvious interest in this ana]y51s for feminists, a beauty in its
exact rendering of the frustration experienced under the phallocentric order
It gets us nearer to the roots of our oppression, it brings closer an articulation
of the problem, it faces us with the ultimate challenge: how to fight’ the
unconscious structured like a language (formed critically at the moment of

arrival of language) while still caught within'the language of the patnarchy?

}. The psychoanalytic system in which sexual dif- Television. .

levencc is defined as the difference between having 3. In the theories of the psyche put forward by the.
and lucking the phallus; the term has come to refer French psychoanalys( JACQUES LACAN (1901-
ta the patrinrchal cultural system as a whole inso- - 1981). the Symibolic is the dimension of language,
far as that system privileges the phallus asthe sym- ~ law, and the fether; in contrast, the Imaginary is -
bol and source of power. Because of that privilege, modeled on the preverbal mother-child dyad, or on
women suffer “penis envy” und men suffer the the relation between an infant and its mirror:
“castration complex” (the fear of every male child image. :
that his desire for his mother will be punished by 4. That is, "anatomy is destiny” (“The Dissolution
castration hy his father: more generally, the fear of of the Oedipus Complex." 1924).

becominy “castrated” like women that leads men 5. Term used by structuralist and poststructuralist
fo cling to masculinity); both terms are originally theorists that was coined by the Swiss linguist FE
from the theories of SiIGMUND FREUD (1856— DINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913) to explain thi
1939). Functioning of signs, which he divided into a sig-~

2. Vanguard British film Journal, founded in 1969 nifier (the form-a slg)n takes) and a sxgmﬁed (the
by the British Society for Education in Film and concept it represents)
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There is no way in which we can produce an alternative out of the blue, but

" we can begin to make a break by examining patriarchy with the tools it

provides, of which psychoanalysis is not the only but an important one. We
are still separated by a great gap from important issues for the female uncon-
scious which are scarcely relevant to phallocentric theory: the sexing of the

female infant and her relationship:to the symbolic, the sexually mature

woman as non-mother, maternity outside the signification of the phallus, the
vagina. But, at this point, psychoanalytic theory as it now stands can at least
advance our understanding of the status quo, of the patriarchal order in
whlch we are caught. '

(B) DESTRUCTION OF PLEASURE AS A RADICAL WEAPON

- As an advanced representation system, the cinema poses questions about the

ways the unconscious (formed by the dominant.order) structures ways of
seeing and pleasure in looking. Cinema has changed over the last few

. decades. Tt is no longer the monolithic system based on large capital invest-

ment exemplified at its best by Hallywood in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.
Technologlcal advances (16mm and.so.on) have changed the economic con-
ditions of cinematic production, which can now be artisanal as well as cap-
italist. Thus it has been possible for an alternative cinema.to develop.

- However self-conscious ‘and ironic.Hollywood managed: to be, it always

smcted itself to a formal mise en scéne® reflecting the dommant,xdeologxcal
concept of. the cinema. The alternative cinema provides a- space for the birth.
of a cinema which is radical in both a political and an aesthetic. sense and

, 'challenges the basic assumptions of the mainstream film. This is not toreject

e latter moralistically, but to highlight the ways in which its formal pre-
ccupations reflect the psychical obsessions of the society which produced
it and, further, to stress that the alternative cinema must start.specifically
by reacting against these obsessxons and assumptions. A politically and aes-
thetically avant- garde cmema is now possxb]e but’ it can still only exist as a
counterpomt .

" The magic of the Hollywood style at its best- (and of all the ¢ cinema which -
fell within its sphere of influence) arose, not exclusively, but in one important
aspect, from its skilled and satisfying manipulation of visual pleasure.

" Unchallenged, mainstream film coded the erotic into the language of the
- dominant patriarchal order. In the highly developed’ Hollywood cinema it

was only through these codes that the alienated subject, torn in his imaginary
memory by a sense of loss, by the terror of potential lack in fantasy, came
near:to finding a glimpse of satisfaction: through its'formal beauty and-its

; play on his own formative obsessions. This article will discuss the inter-

weaving of that erotic pleasure in film, its meaning and, in particular, the

 central place of the ' image of woman. It is said that analysing pleasure, or

beauty, destroys it. That is the intention of this art1cle The satisfaction and

. reinforcement of the ego’ that represent the high point of film history hith-
. erto must be attacked. Not in favour of a reconstructed new pleasure, which
. cannot exist in the abstract, nor of intellectualised unpleasure, but to make

7. The part of the psychc, as de: %crlhcd h) Freud,
that is conscious, cantrols behaviar, und is in much
with external reality.

6. In flm, cverythmg within the frame of a shot,
including actors, settings, costumes, action, and
lighting.



http:postsEructuraJi.st

81

. new language of desire,

- goes further, developing scopophilia in its narcissistic aspect. The conven-
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tions of mainstream film focus attention on the human form. Scale, space,
tories are all anthropomorphic. Here, curiosity-and the wish to look inter-
ingle with a fascination with-likeness and recognition: the human face, the
human body, the relationship between the human form and its.surroundings;
thewisible presence of the person in the world. Jacques. Lacan has.described

how the moment when a child recognises its own:image in. the.miseer:
' grucialk € Constitution of the €go.STveral asPects of (his ATmbyeig, are
relevant here. The inirror phase oceurs at a time when children's.physical.
. aritbitions outstrip their motorcapacity, with the resultthat their recognition
_ofthemselves is joyous in that they imagine their mirror image«to be more
‘complete, more perfect than.they experience in their own body. Recognition
is. thus -overlaid with rmisrecognition: the image.recognised is conceived.as
the reflected body of the self, but its misrecognition as superior projects this.
' body .outside itself as an ‘ideal ego, the: alienated  subject. which, re-
introjected’ as an ego ideal, prepares the way, for identification with others
{n the future, This mirror moment predates language for the child. '
paztant for this article is the fact that itdsan image thaticonstitutes the
_matrix of the imaginary, of recognition/mistecogmitien-and.identification
and hence of the first articulation of the 1,-of subjectivity. This is a moment
when an older fascination with locking (at:the mother's face, foran obvious
example) collides with the initial inklings of self-awareness: Hence it is the.
birth of the long love affair/despair between image and self-image which has,
found such intensity. of expression in.film.and such joyous recognition inithe
cinema audience. Quite apartfrom the, extraneous $imilarities between
screen and mirror (the framing of the human form,in its surroundings, for
instance), the cinema has structures.of, fascination strong enough to.allow -
" temporary loss of ego while simultanecusly reinforcing.it. The sense of for-
getting the world.as.the ego has come,to perceive it {1.forgot who L.am and
Wirere | was) is nostalgically reminiscent. of that.pre-subjective moment.of
image.regognition. vvhiteat-thesametime; - thecienmshasgisting
itself in the production of ego-ideals, through the:star system for'instance.
Stars provide a.focus or centre: both to screen space and:screen story where
they actout-a complex process of likeness and. difference (the glamorous
impersonates the.ordinary).. . . . . oo o T

way for a total negation of the ease and plenitude of the narrative fiction
film. The alternative is the thrill that comes from leaving the past behind
without simply rejecting it, transcending outworn or oppressive forms; and
daring to break with normal pleasurable expectations in.order to conceive 2

II Pleasure in Looking/Fascination with the Human Form :
A The cinema offers a number of possible pleasures. One is scopophilia
(pleasure in looking).. There are circumstances in which looking itself is a
source of pleasure, just as, in the reverse formation, there is pleasure in being
looked at. Originally, in his Three Essays on Sexuality, Freud isolated scopo-
philia as one of the component instincts of sexuality which exist as drives
quite independently of the erotogenic zones. At this point he associated
scopophilia with taking other people as objects, subjecting them to'a con-
trolling and curious gaze. His particular examples centre on the voyeuristic |
activities of children, their desire to see and make sure of the privaté and.
forbidden (curiosity about other people's genital and bodily furictians, about -
the presence or absence of the penis and, retrospectively, about the primal
scene®). In this analysis scopophilia is essentially active. (Later, in‘Instincts
and Their Vicissitudes', Freud'developed his theory of scopophilia further;
attaching it initially to pre-genital auto-eroticism, after which, by analogy,
the pleasure of the look is transferred to others."There is a close working
here of the relationship-between the active instinct and its further develop-
ment in a narcissistic form.) Although the instinct is modified by other fac-
tors, in particular the constitution of the ego, it continues to exist as the
erotic basis for pleasure in looking: at another person as object. At the
extreme, it can beécome fixated into a-perversion, producing obsessjve voyeurs
and Peeping Toms whose only sexual satisfaction can come from watching,
in an active controlling sense, an objectified other. e T
At first glance, the cinema would seem to be remote from the undercover
world of the surreptiticus observation of an unknowing and unwilling victim. -
What is seen on the screen is so manifestly shown. But the mass of main-
stream film, and the conventions within which it has consciously evolved,
portray a hermetically sealed world which unwinds magically, indifferent to
the preséfice of the audience; producing for them @ sense of separation and
playing on their voyeuristic fantasy. Moreover the extreme contrast between
the darkness in the auditorium {which also isolates the spectators from one
another) and the brilliance of the shifting patterns of light and shade on the
screen helps to promote the-illusion of voyeuristic separation. Althoughthe
film is really being shown, is there to be seen, conditions of screening and
narrative conventions give the spectator an illusion of locking in on a private
world: Among other things, the position of the: ators in the cinema is
blatantly one of repression of their. exhibitionism_and projection of the
r8pressed desire onto the performer, A

C Sections A-and B have setbutAqu,conpradi'cutpyx:y’aﬂ/sp_gc;gs of the pleasur-
able structures of looking in the conventional cinematic situation. The frst,
scopophili¢, arises from pleasure in Using another pérson as an object of
sexual stimulation through sight. The'second, developed through narcissism
and. the constitution .of, the ego, comes from identification, with theimage
seen. Thus, in film terms, one implies a separation of the erotic :igleptgt){“qf
the. subject from the object on .the screen (active scopophilia),.the other
demangds identification of the ego with the object on the screen through.the
spectator’s fascination with and recognition of his like. The first is.a function
of the sexual instincts, the secand of ego libido.* This dichotomy was crucial
for Freud. Although he saw the two as interacting and overlaying each other,

B The cinemna satisfies a primordial wish for pleasurable looking, but it also » o
9, Lacan, in “The Mirror Scafze"(l‘?dq;sce ahovel, . taken into the sslf nym‘l rejpxjcspr!(?d in fts imgmg}

i t of selfhagd in children structure, o
g::‘c#:l;:gﬁa;:‘g ?);];1:’:15& aoiétc h 2. Marcissistic lihido, a plgasurc derived from Ide-

1. A psvchoanalytic term; jstrajection is 'the-un- alizing: the self. 7177
conscious process by which the outside world i

8. The scene of the child’s parents enpaged in sexual intercourse. Freud published Three Exsaye on the
‘Theary of Sexuality in 1905 and “Instincts and Their Vicisshudes” in 1915,
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the tension between instinctual drives. and self-preservation polarises in
terms of pleasure. But both are formative structures, mechanisms without
intrinsic meaning. In themselves they have no-signification, unless attached
to"an idealisation. Both pursue aims in indifference to perceptual reality, and
motivate eroticised phantasmagoria that affect the subject’s perception of
the world to make a mockery of empirical objectivity.

During its history, the cinema seems to have evolved a particular illusion
of reality in which this contradiction between libido and ego has found a
beautifully complementary fantasy world. In reality the fantasy world of the
screen is subject to the law which produces it. Sexual instincts and identi-

lates desire. Desire, born with language, allows the possibility of
transcending the instinctual and the imaginary, but its point of reference
continually returns to the traumatic moment of its birth: the castration com-
plex. Hence the look, pleasurable in form, can be threatening in content,
and it is woman as representation/image that crystallises this paradox. -

Tl Woman as Image, Man as Bearer of the Look

A In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been
split between active/male and passive/female. The. determining male gaze
projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In
their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and
displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact
so that they can ‘be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman displayed
as sexual object is the leitmotif of erotic spectaclé: from pin-ups to strip-
tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley,? she holds thelook; and plays to and
signifies male- desire. Mainstream film-neatly combines spectacle and nar-
rative. (Note, however, how in the musical song-and-dance numbers inter-

rupt the flow of the diegesis.”) The presence of woman is an indispensable

element of spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her visual presence tends
to work against the development of a:story-line, to freeze the flow of action
in moments of erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has:to- be
mtegrated into cohesion with the narrative. As Budd Boetticher® has put it:

What counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents,

She is the one, or rather the love or fear she i inspires in the hero, or else -
the concern he feels for her, who makes him act the way he does. In

herself the woman has not the slightest importance.

(A recent tendency in narrative film has been to dispense with this problem
altogether;. hence the development of what Molly Haskell® has called the
‘buddy movie', in which the active homosexual eroticism of the central male

figures can carry the story without distraction,) Traditionally, the woman -
- displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the characters. -

within the screen story, and as erotic object for the spectator within the

3, American choreographer and film director 5. American film director.(b. 1916), best known
(1895~1976), Famous for his musical productlons. for his westerns.

Florenz Ziegfeld -{1869-1932), American theatri- 6. American ﬁlrn critic (b. 1939); she discusses
cal producer, best known for extravagant revues ~ “buddy movies” in From Reverence to Rape: The

feuturing showgirls. Treatment of Woimen in the Movies (1974).
4. The ongoing story or narrative.
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auditorium, with a shifting tension between the.looks on either side of the
screen. For instance, the device of the show-girl allows the two looks to be
unified technically without any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman
performs within the narrative; the gaze of the spectator and that of the male
characters in the film are neatly combined without breaking narrative veri-
similitude.-For a moment the sexual impact of the performing woman takes
the film into a no man’s land outside. its own time and space. Thus Marilyn
Monroe’s first appearance in The River of No Return and Lauren Bacall's
songs in To Have and Have Not.” Similarly, conventional close-ups of legs
(Dietrich, for instance) or a face (Garbo)® integrate into-the narrative a dif-
ferent mode of eroticism. One part of a fragmented body destroys the Renais-
sance space, the illusion of depth demanded by the narrative; it gives flatness,
the quality of a cut-out or icon, rather than ven51mllxtude to the screen.

B An active/passive heterosexual division of labour has sxmxlarly controlled
narrative structure. According to the principles of the ruling ideology and
the psychical structures that back it up, the male-figure cannot bear the
burden of sexual objectification—Man- ant to gaze at his exhibitionist
ike. Hence the spllt between spectacle and narrative supports, the man's role™

. as the active one of advancing the story, making things happen. The man

controls the film fantasy and also emerges as the representative of power in
a-further sense: as the bearer of the look of the spectator, transferring it
behind the screen to neutralise the extra-diegetic® tendencies represented by
woman as spectacle. This is made possible through the processes set in
motion by structuring the film around a main controllmg figure with whom
the spectator can ldentlfy As the spectator identifies with the main male
protagonist, he his laak anta that of his like, his screen surrogate
sothat the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides
with the active power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of

omnipotence. A male movie star’s glamorous- characteristics are thus not

those of the erotic object of the gaze, but those of.the more perfect, more
complete, more powerful ideal ego conceived in the original moment of rec-
ognition in front of the mirror. The character in-the story can make things

“ happen. and control events better .than the subject/spectator, just as the

image in the mirror was more in control of motor co-ordination.

.+ In contrast to woman as icon, the active male figure (the ego-ideal of the

identification process) demands a three-dimensional space corresponding to
- that: of the mirror recognition, in which the. alienated subject internalised
~ his’own -representation of his imaginary existence. -He:is:a figure:in a land-

scape. Here the function of film is to reproduce as accurately as possible the
so-called natural conditions.of human perception.:Camera technology(as
exemplified by deep focus in particular) and camera movements (defermined
by the action of the protagonist), combined with invisible editing (demanded
by realism), all tend to blur the limits of screen space. The male protagonist

is free to command the stage, a stage of spatial illusion-in-which he articu-

1

'7." The 1944 American film (dlr. Howard Hawks) 8. Greta Garbo (1905-1990), Swedish-born

thut was the Glm debut of the actress Bacall (b; .~ American Alm actress. Marlene Dietrich (1901~
1924). River of No Return (dir. Otto Preminger, 1992), German-born American actress.
1954), American film that stars the actress Monrve 9. Outside the story or the frame of the camera.

(1926-1962) as a beautiful saloon singer.
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. scious has two avenues of escape from this castration anxiety: preoccupation

lates the look and creates the action. (There are films with a woman as main
protagonist, of course. To analyse this phenomenon seriously here would
take me too far afield. Pam Cook and Claire Johnston's study of The Revolt

of Mamie Stover' in Phil Hardy (ed.), Raoul Walsh (Edinburgh, 1974), shows

in a striking case how the strength of this female protagonist is more apparent
than real.) - A

N

Cl  Sections Il A and B have set out a tension between a mode of repre-
sentation of woman in film and conventions surrounding the diegesis. Each

is associated with a look: that of the spectator in direct scopophilic contact

with the female form displayed for his enjoyment (connoting male fantasy)
and that of the spectator fascinated with the image of his like set in an
illusion of natural space, and through him gaining control and possession of
the woman within the diegesis. (This tension and the shift from one pole to
the other can structure a single text. Thus both in Only Angels Have Wings?
and in To Have and Have Not, the film opens with the woman as object of
the combined gaze of spectator and all the male protagonists in the film. She
is isolated, glamorous, on display, sexualised. But as the narrative progresses
she falls in love with the main male protagonist and becomes his property,
losing her outward glamorous characteristics, her generalised sexuality, her
show-girl connotations; her eroticism is subjected to the male star alone.. By
peans of identification with him, through participation in his power, the
spectator can indirectly possess her too.) : '

But in.psychoanalytic terms, the female figure poses a deeper problem.
She. also connotes something that the look continually circles around but
disavows: her lack of a penis, implying a threat of castration and.hence
unpleasure. Ultimately, the meaning of woman is sexual difference, the visu-
ally ascertainable absence of the penis, the material. evidence on’ which is
based the castration complex essential for the organisation of entrance.to
the symbolic order and the law of the father. Thus the-woman as icon, dis-
played for the gaze and enjoyment of men, the active controllers of the look,
always threatens to evoke the anxiety it originally signified. The male uncon-

e

with the re-enactment of the original trauma (investigating the woman,

demystifying her mystery), counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment
or saving of the guilty object (an avenue typified by the concerns of the film
noir); or else complete disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish
object or turning the represented figure itself into a fetish so that it becomes |/
reassuring rather than dangerous (hence overvaluation, the cult of the female |
star). ' h . B ow g )
This second avenue, fetishistic scopophilia, builds up the physical beauty
of the object, transforming it into.something satisfying in.itself. The first
avenue, voyeurism, on the contrary, has associations with sadism: pleasure
lies in ascertaining guilt (immediately associated with castration), asserting
control and subjugating the guilty person through punishment or forgive:
ness. This sadistic side fits in well with narrative. Sadism demands a story,

Visual. PLEASURE AND NARRA’I'[\’E-CINEMQ
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a battle of will and strength, victory/defeat,, all.occurring in a linear tim
with a beginning and an end.Fetishistic'scopophilia, on the other hand, can\
exist outside linear time as the erotic instinct is focused on'the look alone.
These contradictions and ambiguities.can be illustrated:more simply by using
works by Hitchcock and ‘Sternberg,* both of whom:take the:look almost as
the content or subject.matter of many of their films. Hitchcock'is the more
complex, as he uses both. mechanisms. Sternberg’s work;, on the other:hand,
provides. many pure'examp]és_qf:fét'ish_is_tic scopophilia: - .

C2 Sternberg once said he would welcome his. films ‘being projected
upside-down so that story and: character involvement:would not interfere
with the spectator’s.undiluted appreciation of the screen image. This:state-
ment is revealing but ingenuous: ingenuous in that his films'do démand that -
the figure of the woman (Dietrich, in the cycle of films with her, as the
ultimate example) should be identifiable; but revéaling in that it emphasises
the fact that for him the pictorial space enclosed by the framle is paramount,
rather than narrative or identification processes. While: Hitchcock goesinto.
the investigative side of voyeurism, Sternberg produces.the ultimate fetish, -

- taking it to the.point where the powerfuil look of the male'protagonist(char-. -

acteristic of traditional narrative film) is broken in favour of the image in °
direct erotic rapport with the spectator: The beauty of the‘woman .as-object
and. the. screen space coalesce; she is no longer the bearer. of guilt-but a
perfect: product, whose body, ‘stylised and fragmerited by close-ups, is the:
content of the film and the direct recipient; of the spectator’s.look. Ly
Sternberg plays down the illusion-of screen depth; his screen tends to be
one-dimensional, as light and shade, lace, steam, foliage; riet, streamers and
so on reduce the. visual. field. There is little or no: mediation .of.the. look
through the eyes.of the main male protagonist. On' the ‘coritrary, :shadowy
presences like La Bessiére .in Morocco® act-as surrogates:for the director;
detached as they are from audience identification..Despite Sternberg's.insis-
tence that his stories.are irrelevant, it is significant that:they are concerned
with situation, not suspense, and cyclical rather than linear time, while plot
complications revolve around :misunderstanding rather.than.conflict.. The -

. most important absence is that of the controlling male gaze within the screen

scene. The high point of emotional drama in the most'typical Dietrichfilms,
her supreme:moments:of-erotic meaning, take place in‘the absenice of the
man she Joves. in the fiction. There.are:other witnesses, other spectators
watching her on the screen, their gaze is one with; not:standing-in for, that
of the audience. At the end of Morocco, Tom Brown has already disappeared
into the ‘desert when Amy Jolly kicks off her'gold-saridals-and: walks: after
him. At the end of Diskonoured,® Kranau is indifferent to.the fate of Magda.
In both cases, the erotic impact, sanctified by death; is-displayed as:a spec:

" tacle for the audience.. The:male-hero misunderstands and,;above .all,:does
_not see. 1 ' < ‘

.what the audi-

- In Hitchcock, by contrast, the male hero does see precisely.

:

depends on making something happen, forcing a change in another person,

1. A 1956 American flm (dir. Raoul Walsh), star-
ring June Russell in the title role. .
2. A 1939 Americun film (dir. Howard Hawks);
the female “object” is Jean Arthur.

3. Literally, “black Alm” (French), s postwar genre
characterized by dark settings, by shady or dis-
turbed characters who are allenated and isolated,
and by a view of society from lts underside.

s J.osef von Sternberg (1894—=1969), Austrfan-
born. American fim :director: he brought the |
actress Marlene Dietrich to the United States and -

featured her in 3 number of films in the carly

1930s. Alfred Hitcheock (1899-1980), :English.

film director known as.a master of suspense: many
of his most important films were made in- Holly-

. wond.

5. A 1930. American film.directed by S.le_rnhqrg;
La’ Bessitre. is :played: by’ Addiphe: Menjou, Tom
Brown by Gary-Coapér, and Amy Jolly by Dietrich.
6. A 193] American-film -directed hy Sternberg;
Kranau is played. by Victor McLaglen and Marie

(not-*Magdu"), a-spy by Dictrich, .. .
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ence sees. However, although fascination with an image through scopophilic
‘eroticism can be the subject of the film, it is the role of the hero to portray
the contradictions and tensions experienced by the spectator. In Vertigo in
particular, but also in Marnie and Rear Window,” the look is central to the
plot, oscillating between voyeurism and fetishistic fascination. Hitchcock has
never concealed his interest in voyeurism, cinematic and non-cinematic, His
heroes are exemplary of t i , ;
tigo), a dominant male possessing money and power (Marnie)—but their
erotic drives lead them into compromised situations. The power to subject
another person to the will sadistically or to the gaze voyeuristically is turned
onto the woman as the object of both. Power is backed by a certainty of legal
right and the established guilt of the woman (evoking castration, psychoan-
alytically speaking). True perversion is barely concealed under a shallow
mask of ideological correctness—the man is on the right side of the law, the
woman on the wrong. Hitchcock’s skillful use of identification processes and
liberal use of subjective camera from the point of view of the male protag-
onist draw the spectators deeply into his position, making them share his
uneasy gaze. The spectator is absorbed into a voyeuristic situation within the
3 tegests, which parodies his own in the cinema; :
In an analysis of .Rear Window, Douchet® takes the film as a-metaphor. for
the cinema. Jeffries is the audience, the events in the apartment block oppo-
site correspond to the screen. As he watches, an erotic dimension is added
to his look, a central image to the drama. His girlfriend Lisa had been of
little sexual interest to him, more or less a drag, so long as she remained.on
the spectator side. When she:crosses the barrier between his room and the
block opposite, their relaffonship is reborn erotically. He does fiof tnerely
watch her throu | image, he also sees her
as a gul

ishiment, and Thus finally giving him the opportuni
161011 ‘ i

‘to.save her. Lisa’s exhi-

TISTH hat y her obsessive interest in dress and
style, in being a passive image of visual perfection; Jeffries’s voyeurism and
activity have also been established through his work as a photo-journalist, a
maker of stories and captor of images. However, his enforced inactivity, bind-
ing him to his seat as a spectator, puts him squarely in the fantasy position
of the cinema audience. : ' SO :

In Vertigo, subjective camera predominates. Apart from one flashback
from Judy's point of view, the narrative is woven around what Scottie sees
or fails to see.? The audience follows the growth of his erotic obsession and
subse irprecisely from_his point of view." € torn-|
atant: he falls in love with 2 woman he follows and spies on without speak-
ing to. Its sadistic side is equally blatant: he has chosen (and freely chosen,
for he had been a successful lawyer) to be a policeman, with all the attendant
possibilities of pursuit and investigation. As a result, he follows, watches and
falls in love with a perfect image of female beauty and mystery. Once he
actually confronts her, his erotic drive is to break her down and force her to

intruder exposed by a dangerous man threatening her with pun-

-7, Three American films directed by Hitchcﬁck: Jumes Stewart; Lisa is played by Grace Kelly.
Vertigo (1958), Marnie (1964), and Rear Window 9. Scottie (James Stewart) is hired to watch Mad-

(1954). eleine (Kim Novak), a wealthy man's wife; he
8. )Jean Douchet, French film director und critic, . becomes obsessed with her, and after her suicide,
author of Alfred Hitchcock (1967). Jeffrics, tem- - he finds another woman who resembles her (Judy,

porarily immobilized by u broken leg, is played by also played by Novak).
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In the second part of the film, he re-enacts his obsessive involvement with
the-image he loved to watch secretly. He reconstructs Judy as Madeleine,
forces her to conform in every.detail to the actual physical appearance of his
fetish. Her exhibitionism, her masochism, make her an ideal passive coun-
terpart to Scottie's active sadistic' voyeurism. She knows her part is to per-
form, and only by playing it through and then replaying it can she keep
Scottie's erotic interest. But in the repetition he does'break her down and
succeeds in exposing her guilt. His curiosity wins.through; she is punished.

Thus, in Vertigo, erotic involvement with the look boomerangs: the spec-
tator's own fascination is revealed as illicit voyeurism as the narrative content
enacts the processes and pleasures that he is himself exercising and enjoying.
The Hitchcock hero here is firmly placed within:the symbolic order, in nar-
rative terms. He has all the attributes of the patriarchal superego.! Hence
the spectator, lulled into a false sense of security by the apparent legality of
his surrogate, sees through his look and finds himself exposed as complicit,
caught in the moral ambiguity of looking. Far from being simply-an'aside on
the perversion of the police, Vertigo focuses on the implications. of:the
active/looking, passive/looked-at-split-in terms of sexual difference and the
power of the male symbolic encapsulated in the hero. Marnie, too, performs
for Mark. Rutland’s gaze and masquérades ‘as the perfect to-be-looked-at
image.? He, too, is on the side of the law until, drawn in by.obsession with
her guilt, her secret, he longs to see her in the act-of committing a crime,
make her confess and thus save her. So he, too, becomes complicit as he
acts out the implications of his power. He controls money and words; he can
have his cake and eat it. .

v Sdmmary

The péy;hoanalytic background that has been discussed in this article is

- relevant to the pleasure and unpleasure offered by traditional narrative film.

The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic
object) and, in contradistinction, ego libido (forming identification pro-
cesses) act as formations, mechanismis, which mould this cinema’s formal
attributes. The actual image of woman as (passive) raw, material for the
(active) gaze of man takes the argument a step further into the content and
structure of representation, adding a furtherlayer of ideological significance
demanded by the patriarchal order in its favourite cinematic form—illusion-

istic? narrative film. The argument must return again to the psychoanalytic

background: women in representation can signify castration, and activate
voyeuristic or fetishistic mechanisms to circumvent this threat. Although
none of these interacting layers is intrinsic to film, it-is only in the film form
that they can reach a perfect and beautiful contradiction, thanks to.the pos-
sibility in the cinema of shifting the emphasis of the look. The place of the
look defines cinema, the possibility of varying it and exposing it. This is what
makes cinema quite different in its voyeuristic’ potential from, say, strip-
tease, theatre, shows and so on. Going far beyond highlighting a. woman’s
to-be-looked-at-ness, cinema builds-the way she is to be looked at into the

1. The part of the psyche, as d:sﬁribcd by Freud, a habitual thief and liar who steals from her
that develops through the incorporation of the * employers-and then changes her identity; Rutland
moral standards of the parents and communiry. (Sean Connery).hires her despite récognizing her,
2. In Marnie, the title character (Tippi Hedren) is 3. Relying on illusion to convey realism.

'Y 1 - i 1 » \\ . }'
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spectacle itself. Playing on the tension between film as controlling the
dimension of time (editing, narrative) and film as controlling the dimension
of space (changes in distance, editing), cinematic.codes create a gaze, a world
and an object, thereby producing an illusion cut to the measure of desire. It
is these cinematic codes and their relationship-to formative external struc-
tures st-behrolen down before mainstream film and. the pleasure i
provides-can be challenged. e ' '

crucial part of traditional filmic pleasure can itself be broken down. There
are three different looks associated with cinema: that of the camera as it
records the pro-filmic-event, that of the audience as it watches the final
product, and that of the characters at each other within the screen illusion.
The conventions of narrative film deny the first two and subordinate them
to the third, the conscious aim being always to eliminate intrusive cameta
presence and prevent a distancing awareness in the audience. Without these
'0. absences (the material existence of the recording process, the critical
reading of the spectatorifret i ; i

and truth. Nevertheless, as this article has argued, the structure of looking
in narrative fiction film contains ‘a contradiction in.its own premises: the”

female image as a castration threat constantly endangers -the unity of the

diegesis and bursts through the world of illusion as an intrusive, static, one= *

dimensional fetish. Thus the two looks materially present in time and space
are obsessively subordinated to the neurotic needs of the male ego. The
camera becomes.the mechanism for producing an illusion of Renaissance
space, flowing movements compatible with the human eye; an ideology. of
. representation that revolves around the perception of the subject; the.cam-
era's lookis disavowed in order to create a convincing world in which the

spectator's surrogate can perform with verisimilitude. Simultaneously, the-

look of the audience is denied an intrinsic force: as soon as fetishistic rep-
_resentation of the female image ‘threatens to break the spell of illusion, and
the erotic image on the screen appears directly (without mediation) to the
spectator, the fact of fetishisation, concealing as’ it does castration fear,
freezes the look, fixates the spectator and prevents him from achieving any
distance from the image in front of him. h .

“This complex interaction of looks is specific to film. The first blow against

the monolithic accumulation of traditional film conventions (already under- -

taken by radical film-makers) is to free the look of the camera into its mate-
riality* in time 'and space and the look of the audience into dialectics®.and
passionate detachment. There:is no doubt that this destroys the satisfaction;
pleasure and privilege of the 'invisible guest’, and highlights the way film has
depended on voyeuristic active/passive mechanisms. Women, whose image
has continually been stolen and used for this:end, cannot view.the decline
of the traditional film form ‘with anything much more than sentimental
regret, .’ o ' :

1973 : ' 1975

4. Actual mechanisms. .S. Analysis of interaction.

To begin with-(as an ending), the voyeuristic-scopophilic Took that is a

- the 1980s and 1990s. . .
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GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY ‘SPIVAK
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is an unsettling voice in literary theory and, especially,
postcolonial studies. She has described herself as a“practical deconstructionist:fem-
inist Marxist” and as a “gadfly.” She uses deconstruction to examine “how truth is
constructed” and'to deploy the assertions of one intellectual and. political position
(such as Mandsm) to “interrupt® or “bring into crisis™ another (feminism; for exam-
ple). In her_work, she combines passionate denunciations of the-harm dore to.womien,
non-Europeans, and the poor by the privileged West with a persistenit questioningof =
the grounds on which radical critiqué takes its stand,; co Tt e
-Her continual interrogation-of assumptions can make Spivak difficult to read: But.
her restless tritiques-connect directly to her ethical-aspiration-for a pblitics of the
open end,” in which deconstruction: acts as-a “safeguard” againist the:repressionior
exclusion of “alterities"—that is, people, everits, orideas that are radically other” to.
the ‘dominant worldview. ‘She’ writes againstﬁ'th'e‘"epistemi(':'__\_/-ic')lence"‘_ done by .dis-
courses of knowledge that. carve up‘the world and condemn to“oblivien-the. pieces
that ‘do not eéasily fit. Characteristically, she does not claim to avoid such viclence -
herself; rather, she self-consciously explores structures-of violence »\_dbhq’ht assuming -
a final, settled position; - ¢ E L S e, PRI
Spivak was born:in Calcutta, India, and received her B.A. from the University of
Calcutta, She came .to the United:States and compléted her M.A: and Ph:D. in
English literature at.Cornell University, where PAUL DE MAN was one of her mentors,

- She has taught at various American universities; including .the-University of lowa,

the University of Texas, the University-of Pitisburgh, and Columbia Wniversity. Her
earliest important work-was her introduction to and translation' of JACQUES DERRIDA's
Of Grammatology (1977), the first of his major: books to be, rendered. in::'full into
English. Spivak played a key role in‘introdiicing French "theory” into North. American-
and- British literature departments between 1975:and' 1982. 'Almost, from the.start,
she-emphasized how deconstrisction's interest in-the “violenceof traditional:hierar-
chical binary oppositions (between male and female, tl_w.Wc;s!;:ﬁa,ndf thc rest, etc.)
afforded a passage from literary theory to-radical politics.: Spivaksjoined feminism’s
interest in silenced.women to a Marxist global.concern with. the political, ecanomic,
and cultural oppression of nonwhite people. The-result:was a serigs.of highly influ-
ential essays that helped iet the agenda for feminism and for postcolonial theory in

“Can the Subaltern Speak?” may be Spivak’s best-known essayi it is.certainly her
most controversial.. First given as a lecture in 1983-and published in differ_ept.yex_'__sjqns
in 1985 and 1988, Spivak offers.a greatly expanded revision {(more (than‘ one hundred
pages) in her Critique of Postcolonidl Reason (1999). Our selection offers three.sec-
tions from. this revised version, begirining with the sentence in which-Spivak poses a
central concern: “the possibility that the. intellectual is complicit in.the persistent
constitution:of the- Other as the Self’s shadow.” Her. essay insists'on marking {eriti¢s']
positionality as. investigating subjects.” Postcolonial critics, like: many feminists, want

to give silenced others a voice, But Spivak worries. that even- the most benevolent

effort merely tepeats the very silencing it aims to.combat. After.all, colonialists often
thought of themselves as well-intentioned. Spivak points to, the British outlawing of
sati, the Hindu practice of burning a widow on her husband's.funeral pyre. While
this intervention saved some lives and may: have. given-women ,a modicum of free
choice, it also served to secure British-power in.India and.;qgu‘ndens_corg_-the'n,ss_t?_l‘tec_l
difference between British “civilization” and Indian barbarism.’ Hindu culture.was
driven underground, written out of law, denied apy.legitimacy. Can today's intellec-
tuals-avoid a similar condescension when they represent the oppressed?
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