Vision, Mirror and Expression

The Genesis of the Ethical Body
in Merleau-Ponty’s Later Works

Alia AL-Saji

Where are we to locate ethics in the later works of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty? In the generality of the vision that works through us, of the
flesh that produces us in its folds, where is responsibility to be inscribed?
This is to ask how our lived bodies are more than instantiations of a
wandering vision; how they can become, at the same ame, singular
bodies, capable of sociality and ethics.

To search for ethical bodies in these later works is to ask after the

genesis of the body. This genesis provides the nonethical, or not vet
ethical, background to an ethics of the body. It gives rise to a muld-
plicity of bodies in the flesh, which makes there be other bodies along
with my own — opening the question of ethics among our bodies. For
this genetic account, 1 will turn to Eye and Mind, which, among all
of Merieau-Ponty's works, is the one that presents us with a literal
mirror. In this mirror, we will encounter the secret of genesis, which
characterizes the flesh — the genesis of my body and its mirror image,
my body and its other. This mirror is more than a mere device. In this
“magical™ mirror, we see a figuration for all flesh! — for the flesh that
radiates, that wanders through the world as vision and reassembles
itself in visibles, “la Visibilité tantot errante ¢t tantdt rassemblée™
(Visibility sometimes wandering and sometimes reassembled) (VI
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181/137-38), the flesh that is revant-visible (seeing-visible), that i
sensing and sensible.

Drawing upon this magical mirror, I wish to interrogate the poss:
bility of an ethics in Merleau-Ponty’s later works. The multiple radia
tions of the flesh, scen in the mirror, show the impossibility of
solipsistic body, as well as the intrinsic interpenctration and cogenesis
of bodies that arise in the flesh. But this interpenetration is not yet nec:
essarily an ethical relation for Merleau-Ponty. Merleau-Ponty describes
the mirror in Eye and Mind as a “prehuman way of seeing,” a mag
cal vision that is also that of the painter.? The mirror’s vision is pre
human and presocial; like the painter’s, it is a vision that suspends
judgment and engagement in the world. “Only the painter is entitled
to look at everything without being obiiged to appraise what he sces.™
This detached vision performs a curious epoché of social, human lif;
it withdraws from the interests and the responsibilities of life in order
to better attend to the genesis of these relations.* This vision remains
beneath the threshold of ethics, allowing us to sce the ground where
mysclf and the other are engendered, the precursor to any ethical reh-
tion between us. We will need to turn to The Visibic and the Invisibl,
as well as to the preface of Signs, to sce how this precursor to ethics,

this genetic ground of the flesh, can produce the singular bodies that
bear responsibility.

CARTESIAN MIRRORS AND MAGICAL MiRRORS In £V Avp Minp
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the object (which is itself merely extension, figure and motion). This
movement is conveyed through a transparent medium to the eyes,
and from the eyes to that little gland in the brain whose vibrations the
soul feels.® Through this mechanical, causal transfer of movement, the
soul begins to see.®

The mirror is an obstacle on the path of these light rays, a contin-
gent detour that results in an illusion. For, being used to a vision that
is geometrical and causal, the Cartesian is led to project into the mir-
ror the image seen, in a straight line from his eves. The mirror sub-
verts the normal functioning of vision and reveals its weaknesses, its
illusions.

The resemblance between the object and the mirror image isno more
than a projecton of the Cartesian’s thought. There can be no real resem-
blance between the two, one being a thing of extension and motion,
the other a collection of light ravs. Their relation is constituted by causal-
ity and difference. The image is at best a representation of the objecr;
the reflected light ravs are like signs that excite the soul to see the object
but thatdo not resemble that which they represent.” Resemblance always
comes afterwards in Cartesian vision; it is a result of projection, and
another illusory ettect of the mirror.

If the Cartesian recognizes himselt in the mirror, the illusion is
doubled. For the mirror image can represent no more than an outer
shell, a body that could be mistaken for an automaton. The image is
a surface reflection without expressive life.® For the Cartesian, “the
mirror image is in no sense & part of him™ “I'image spéculaire n’est
rien de lui” (EM 39/131). This surface reflection, this outside with-
out inside, is nothing intrinsic to the one before the mirror, nothing
that really resembles him. The reflected light rays have no genuine resem-
blance to his body; even less can they capture the essence of his soul.
For the Cartesian, the factitious experience in the mirror transforms
him into an automaton, as does the vision of another who sees
him through a window as he walks down the street. This becoming-
automaton is a possibility that haunts the Cartesian body — a body
that senses nothing, least of all itselt.” Neither the Cartestan body,
nor the image that it projects in the mirror, is sensing-sensible (senzant-
senstble), neither one is flesh.!? For the Cartesian, this automaton-body
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is cxtrinsic to questions of ethics. The root of ethics is to be located
in the will, the soul, not in the mechanically produced gestures of
a body.

The Cartesian mirror generates the illusion of an illusion. The mir-
ror image represents a mere outer form without life, and this repre.
sentation is nothing but the play of reflected light. What the mirror
reflects back to the Cartesian body is its inhumanity, its impossibility
as an cthical subject.”?

What, then, happens when Tlook into Merleau-Ponty’s mirror? We
first learn that the mirror is a technical object that “has sprung up along
the open circuit fetween the sceing and the visible body” (EM 33,/129);
the mirror is hence a “technique of the body” (EM 33,/129). This
follows from what we know of The Phenomenology of Perception. The
a mirror can be seen as an extension of my lived body, an apparatus deriv-

ative upon my corporeal schema, not unlike the pen that I use for writ-
ing, or the cane that the blind person uses to perceive the world. ln
[hﬁlS context, the mirror is an instrument that allows me to sce more
of my visible body — but only by relying upon its already constituted
visibility. Because the body is alrcady a seeing-visible, the mirror can
extend what the body sees of itself, This addition does not, however,
Produce a qualitative change in the lived body, which, on this account,
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befalls the body, undoing what no accident would have sufhced to do”
(EM 21/125). This reversibility that characterizes my flesh can infect
the body in the mirror. In this way, the mirror image is no longer an
automaton but a sensing-sensible that duplicates me, that is invested
with my own life. The spark between the sensing and the sensible, which
defines my lived body, can be extended to its image in the mirror. What
1 encounter in the mirror is another myself, a double with whom Tam
reversible, and with whom I can exchange experiences. Hence, Merlcau-
Ponty can say (in an example taken from Schilder}, “smoking a pipe
before a mirror, I feel the sleek, burning surface of the wood not only
where my fingers are but also in those otherworldly fingers, those merely
visible ones inside the mirror™*? (EM 33 ,/129).

This goes far deeper than any Cartesian mirroring. Merleau-Ponty’s
mirror gives me a double animated with life, expression and teeling —
a double who has both an inside and an outside, who is both sensing
and sensible, another body that is flesh. But is this double still any more
than an extension of myself, a thing invested with my life, a copy
drawn from my original flesh? On this account, Merleau-Ponty pushes
the Cartesian mirror to its breaking point, but it does not yet produce
a genuine and irreducible other. T find myself again as a solipsistic
subject with no intrinsic connection to others. My mirror image, my
other, remains accidental to me. The encounter in the mirror alters
nothing of my essential being, so that, after the mirror, I am left sov-
creign and alone in my world. No more than the Cartesianam I torced
to become ethical.

There is much more in Merleau-Ponty™s account in Eye and Mird
than this, and much more in the mirroring experiences he describes
than we have shown up to this point. So far, it has seemed that the
mirror image is accidental to the original; its existence depends upon
the contingent placement of that special device, the mirror, betore me.
The image shows something about me, but it is not necessary o me.
It comes as an accessory to my already constituted, scnsing-sensible
body. But Eve and Mind moves beyond this presentation of the con-
stituted, phenomenological body to the genesis of that body. This
accounts for the peculiar point of view of Eye and Mind. It allies itselt
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with the painter and the mirror — instances of a magical and pre-
human vision that sces what is invisible to profane vision and yet whx
makes it possible, a vision that sees to the genesis of bodies and things,

Hence, it becomes important to note that the other myself that ]
see in the mirror is not a contingent addition to my body. It arises,
not only with literal mirrors, but everywhere I encounter others;
“man [ sic] is a mirror for man” (EM 34 /130). And these others, these
mirrors, do not come after the body, but arise along with it, and hauat
it perpetually: “Further, associated bodies must be revived along with
my body — ‘others,” not merely as my congeners, as the zoologist says,
but others who haunt me and whom T haunt; ‘others’ along with whom
I haunt a single, present, and actual Being as no animal ever haunted
those of his own species, territory or habitat” (EM 13/122). The actu
body never arises alone; it is not a solipsistic possession. Its genesis
is at the same time a haunting, an interpenetration and reversibifity
with other bodies. That the lived body always arises with others and
cannot be constituted alone can be seen in concrete terms in Merleau-
Ponty’s account of early childhood experience (sce my coda at the end
of this essay). For Merleau-Ponty, every genesis in the flesh is at least

_adoubling; the flesh radiates in a multiplicity of bodjes. Is this, then,

how the spark between the sensing and the sensible comes to be lit
Is that spatk ever possible in an isolated body? Thus, we may begin to
locatethe possibility of an ethics in Eve and Mind.

With these considerations, we must return to the mirror — the mir-
ror as the figure of doubling and of multiplicity, of radiation in the flesh.
This mirror “outlines and amplifies the metaphysical structure of our
ﬂcsh” (EM 33/129). At the same time, we must return to the rels-
tion of the body and the mirror image, seen not as extension, but 3
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ofa universal magic that converts things into spectacles, spectacles into
things, myself into another, and another into myself” (EM 34 /130).
The mirror and the other are intrinsic to my body and my flesh. Far
from being derivative, they are, as we shall see, called for by my flesh
and complete it.

THE MIRRQR, THE PAINTER

We thus come to the mirror and the painter — instances of that mag-
ical and prehuman vision that wanders through Eye and Mind. Merlean-
Ponty says of the mirror: “This prehuman way of seeing things is
emblematic of the painter’s way™ (EM 32,/129). But who is this
painter, and what does she see?

The painter is situated at the threshold of any faculty of represen-
tation, at the limit of knowing subjectivity. The vision of the painter
wanders in the subrepresentative, in the prehuman domain of the
workings of the flesh.'* The painter sees at the limits of the visible; she
sees that which makes it visible, the genesis of spectacles and things.
Hence,

Light, lighting, shadows, reflections, color, all these objects of [the
painter’s] quest are not altogether real objects; like ghosts, they have
only visual existence. In fact they exist only at the threshold of profane
vision; they are not ordinarily seen. The painter’s gaze asks them what
they do to suddenly cause something to be and to be #his thing, what

they do to compose this tatlisman of a world, to make us see the visible.
(EM 29,/128)

This domain of the painter is invisible to ordinary, profane vision. Profane
vision constructs and represents, as science does; it sees only things,
objects-in-general, positivities {(EMN 9 /121). Painting, on the other hand,
performs a noncategorival seeing. ! It sees that which is elided by pro-
fane vision in its drive to grasp objects. The painter’s vision aims at
that which has ouly visual existence — that which retuses synthesis under
a concept, which cannot be made into an object. The merely visual is
nothing to a conceprual seeing, since itis in excess of what can be cog-
nized; it has existence only for vision, not for the taculty of representation.
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That which is merely visible (which is invisible firom the protane point
of view) is no less real, no less felt. The prehuman vision of Eye and
Mind is more expansive than ordinary vision. It is a vision of lighs,
colors, textures and depth, but also of what is normally taken to b
hidden in the recesses of the body; it is a synaesthetic vision of move-
ment, touch and affect.!® Thesc invisibles, or sccret visibles, as Merleau-
Ponty calls them, are not negligible effects of profane vision, secondary
qualitics or illusions. They are that which allows us to see, that which
makes there be visibles to be seen; they provide the very structure, the
invisible lining of the visible world, the secret of its genesis."”

Painting sees these invisibles, not because it evokes them through
“visual data,” but because it sees them, because it sees more. “{ Painting]
gives visible existence to u-'h'afkbrofanc vision believes to be invisible”
(EM 27/127). In this sense, painting performs a transubstantiation.
Thc invisible of profane vision, the sccret of the world’s visibility,
becomes visible in the painting. That which was only vir tually visible
“becomes at once visiblcﬁg us and for itself” (EM 32 /129). Like the
ritual of the sacraments, painting transforms what was only profanely
seen into an embodiment and visible expression of the invisible, ¥hat
was me‘Cl}f’brc;id and wine becomes body and blood. Though pre-
fane vision dgf;gc;gg@ difference, the prehuman vision of the painter
secs thgin}_'is;ib}vc reality penetrating the profanc visible, and expresses
their intertwining.

» Thisis what characterizes the vision of the painter, Itisa seeing that
18 at the same time a production, a transubstantiation, transforming
‘birth,” says Merleau-Ponty (EM 32/ {)’:;]}m;: :’:10” e l-l Oif' ()ﬁji
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“round eye of the mirror” an instance of the magical and prehumsan
vision in Eye and Mind?

As I stand before it, what does the mirror see? It sees what it takes
to make me body; it sces the secret of my flesh, that spark that is needed
to make me a sensing-sensible and a seeing-visible. As the painter’s
vision wanders the world in search of the secrets of its visibility, the
mirror’s gaze searches out the secret of my being. Where protanc,
Cartesian vision sees only an outer shell, a possible automaton,
the mirror goes deeper. What it sees is the reversible structure of the
body — that blending and indivision of sensing and sensible, that fire
that will make me a living bodyv.

Like the painter’s vision, the vision of the mirror is a genesis. As
Merleau-Ponty says: “In [the mirror], my externality becomes com-
plete. Everything that is most secret about me passes into that face,
that flat, closed being of which T was already dimly aware, from hav-
ing seen my reflection mirrored in water.”*! In the mirror, I see more
than my body; I sce my face. And in this face there is still more to be
seen. For the face in the mirror expresses my inner lite. Suddenly what
is most intimatce and secret, what 7 could never before see, takes visi-
ble existence. My outside completesitself. Itis no longer a mere shell,
aflat and closed entity, a Cartesian reflection. My outside becomes, in
the mirror, the form and expression of an inside; my outside, my face,
becomes intertwined with my invisible, atfective life, and brings it to
visibility, Thus, the mirror completes my body by lighting the spark
of inside and outside. It establishes in the mirror image the indivision
of sensing and sensible; it brings together the profane visible and its
invisible lining for the first time betore my cves. For the first time, |
see this face where my secret is expressed, and I experience a reversibil-
ity between this visible in the mirror and my inner, sensing lite. The
spark is it, flickering between the mirror image and my body, and both
my body and the image become flesh. (For a concrete parallel, see
Merleau-Ponty’s description of the mirror stage in childhood experi- )
ence in the coda to this essay.)

Hence, the mirror not only recognizes the secret of my flesh, it
accomplishes it. In the mirror is produced thatsecret genesis of living
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bodics which characterizes the flesh. The mirror shows the simulta
ncous doubling, the multiplicity, of that genesis. The mirror {as wel
as the face of the other) transforms my vision. My vision is no longer
a profane vision, grasping only objects in the world, but a vision that
sces, and generates, the invisible life that animates the face.

Merleau-Ponty describes another experience that reiterates the
burning link of sensing and sensible which arises in the mirror: “Schilder
observes that, smoking a pipe before a mirror, I feel the sleck, burn-
ing surface of the wood not only where my fingers are burt alsoin
those otherworldly fingers, those merely visible ones inside the mir-
ror” (EM 33/129). How is it that these merely visible fingers fe)
anything? How is it that the visible and sensible also senses (a fex
impossible in a Cartesian body)? These reflected fingers are phantems
at the threshold of profane vision, which dismisses them as illusions.
But in the prehuman vision of the mirror, these fingers take on rea:
ity. The mirror captures, in the sheer visibility of the fingers, the invis
i.blcs that make them flesh. It transforms, transubstantiates, my fingers
into those merely visible fingers — and, in so doin g, it gives visible exis-
tence to what was invisible and secret about them. In this sense, the
mcre.ly visible mirror image is also affection, touch and movement. The
burning sensation in the mirror is not deduced by analogy with my
own ﬁngcrs., nor is it given by empathy; rather, that feeling is part of
the enveloping visibility of the mirrored fingers themsclves. In this way,
thf {)hanton? fingers are glorious for Merleau-Ponty. They perform,
within the visible, the synaesthesia of the senses — that promiscuity
anfl overlap that is the secret of my body’s flesh. Merlcau-Ponty’s
mirror shows not only the genesis of v
the production of affe
are flesh,

isible bodies in the world but
ctivity and thickness in these living bodies that
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and mirror image. Unlike the Cartesian relation of representation, the
resemblance that links me to my image in the mirror is an intrinsic one.
The image is not a mere copy, but reproduces what is most essential
about me. The image in the mirror duplicates me in all my affective life,
in all that makes my body this sensing-sensible. It deubles me, but with
a difterence; it exposes me, making visible what was most intimate and
secret about me.

But there is another sense in which this resemblance is intrinsic to
me. There is a necessary duplication of my body, an essential mirror-
ing and othering that is part of the structure of the flesh. My body arises
with its necessary ghosts, and these ghosts, these mirror images com-
plete its flesh. The possibility of ethics can be located in this necessary
mirroring. My body is never alone. Its genesis is at once a cogenesis
of other bodies in the flesh. This intrinsic intercorporeity calls fora devel-
opment of my relation to the other; it calls for an approach to the other
and hence brings me into the domain of ethics. That this mirroring is
an ontological structure of the flesh can be seen inthe importance that
Merleau-Ponty accords the “mirror stage” in early childhood experi-
ence; this offers a concrete cxample of the cogenesis of lived bodies,
mine and the other’s, in the flesh.

The relation of my body to its other, to its mirror image, is not that
of an original to a copy; it is a relation that emanates, radiates, from
the flesh and gives rise to both terms. Hence, there is an inherent mul-
tiplication_and emanation in the flesh, with which we come to the
aesthetic theology of Eve and Mind. For ressemblance efficace, as
Merlcau- Ponty uses it, evokes the resemblance of the persons of the
Trinity, and in particular the relation of Father and Son.?? The Son is
the image of the Father, linked to him by a “primary resemblance™ and
a *primary equality” that makes them consubstantial. Both are ot one
substance, converging in the unity of God, though they express dit-
ferent personal properties. They are the same flesh, under different
aspects. The persons are inseparable, the Son radiates from the Father
but cannot be separated trom him. Like the ghostly bodics and mir-
rors that haunt me and with whom I haunt the flesh, one person is
essential to the other, torming with the third the unity of the Chrstian
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God. In addition, the Son is the visible itnage of the invisible Father
Their resemblance generates semething, the visible expression of ar
invisible. The Son, the image, is not a mere representation indicating
a hidden reality. It is the actual, visible embodiment of that reality, that
same flesh, having efficacious existence in the world.

The prehuman vision of the flesh behaves according to such an effec-
tive resemblance. “All flesh, and even that of the world, radiates beysnd
itself” (EM 81/145). It radiates, splits itself up, and generates the
visible world with its invisible texture — as well as the images that haunr
this world — reflecting back to it the secret of its own genesis. Painuings
and mirrors perform the magic that is in all vision, the duplication and
radiation of the flesh that is involved in all seeing; for everything seen
is both there and here, both thing in the world and image for vision
(EM 28/128).2% Only profane vision insists on fixing and defining
boundaries — on separating secing from the thing seen, soul from body,
and sensing from sensible. But the flesh knows only promiscuity,
reversibility and encroachment. The mirror and the painter arc instances
of this reversibility and overlap. They are instances of a desire, the desirc
?f the vision that is flesh to sce itself, to fold over and be visible for
ust:lf. This desire, which functions more by excess than by lack, is th
p'rmciple for the fission and multiplication of the flesh, for its radis-
tl(?n intF) bodies and images. The mirror and the painter are effecw of
this desire. ** This desire of vision, this fission and multiplication of flesh,

establishes a cogenesis of bodies, an intercorporeity, and hence brings
us to the question of an ethics,

THE GENERALITY AND Torauzavion of Vision

t'thc time of his candidacy for the College de France, Merleau-Ponty
writes: , |
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The phrasing of this citation represents an carlier terminology, one that
is humanist and not yet that of the flesh. But the movement outlined
therein will be repeated in both The Visible and the Invisible and in Sigws.
What is this move from perception, or vision, to expression? And how
does this allow for “the principle of an ethics™?

Thus far, we have analyzed a genetic (and almost mythical) moment
in the flesh, a moment that the mirror points to and reproduces each
time I find myself before it. This is the moment of the cogenesis of
bodies, as radiations and folds of the flesh. The moment of the fission
of the flesh makes my embodiment at once a haunting and interpen-
etration by other bodies, [es corps associés, les antres (associated bodies,
others) (EM 13/122).

But what happens when this momentis extended, when one body
fixesits gaze upon another, and their vision interlocks? What happens
when the bodies, which have been engendered out of the flesh, remain
tied to one another solely through that prehuman vision that has wit-
nessed their genesis and produced it — when the two bodies continue
to exchange look, touch and affect, as I did with my mirror image in
Merleau-Ponty’s examples in Eye and Mind? This question arises
explicitly in both The Visible and the Invisible and in the preface to Siqns:

What is it like when one of the others turns upon me, meets my gaze,
and fastens his own upon my body and my face? Unless we have
recourse to the ruse of speech, putting a common domain of thoughts
between us as a third party, the experience is intolerable. There is
nothing left to look at but a look. Seer and scen are exactly inter-
changeable. The two glances are immobilized upon one another.
Nothing can distract them and distinguish them ftom one another, since
things are abolished and each no longer has to do with anything but
its duplicate. (PS 24/1@)

Assoon as we sec other seers . . . [for the first time the bodv netonger
couples itselfup with the world, it clasps another body, applying [itsclf
to it] carefully with its whole extension, forming tirelessly with its hands
the strange statue which in its turn gives everything it receives; the body
is lost outsicle of the world and its goals, fascinated by the unigue ocen-
pation of floating in Being with another life, of making itself the out-
side ot irs inside .andd the inside ofits outside. And heneetorth movement,
touch, vision, applying themselves to the other and to themselves,
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return toward their source and, in the patient and silent labor of desire
begin the paradox of expression. (VI 188-89,/143-44) !

In each case, the vision that joins my body to the other is found to
intolerable. This experience of transitivism in the flesh — the exchange
ability of bodies, the transterence of touch, movement and vision from
one body to the other — proves unbearable. For this expericnce
reduces to a duality that excludes the intcrruption or diversien ofa
third term, that suspends both the existence of the world and thatof
further others (/s tzers).

To ‘undcrstand this experience, we must refer back once again to
the painter. “The painter’s world is a visible world, nothing but vist
bltz: a world almost mad, because it is complete though only partil
P'al.nting awakens and carries to its highest pitch a delirium .which Is
\"IS'IOII itself” (EM 26/127). Vision, even the painter’s prehuma
vision, hasa totalizing tendency. Vision pretends to capture cvcrnhing:
to possess its landscape — and to do so only through visibility. I; fon:;s
the OFhCI' aspects or dimensions of being to take on visibilitdv in order
to exist for_ vision (EM 27/127). This is at once the virtue and the
excess of_msionA The painting and the mirror show all there is to see,
:‘:C“ ’l‘.‘Y Inner life; they allow me to come to existence before my vcrf'
f:;ali)hl:ufaii ts)aa:k:f -my inside with my outside. But this trans
visible cxis’tcnce in thenpl;t:zil;;%h(:rs :;:0“"_ . 'that i muSF ta?(c o
must be exposed to view, possessed grn un‘gf o i harishidde
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The totalization of vision is a forgetting, or mere accurately, a
refusal to remember, the remainder of invisibility.?® It is the metaphysical
desire of vision (already evoked above) to see itself, not only as it sees
the world, but also at the very place where it sees itself; it is the desire
for complete specularity and closure. Merleau-Ponty evokes this gen-
erality or anonymity of vision in The Visible and the Invisible. Indeed,
for the cycle of vision to achieve closure, for the two seeing bodics te
be exactly matched and substitutable one forthe other, they must remain
in generality and universality. This is because the introduction of a
singular term would create a break, an untranslatable and indeclinable
element that cannot be exchanged for another. There would then
be something in what the other sees that I could not possess — the
other’s way of seeing, her field of experience, which would be inac-
cessible to me. Thus, within the hypothesis of generality, my bodyand
the other are but different instances of the same anonymous, pre-
human vision. This vision is exchanged and adjusted berween us in a
closed cycle.2 This vision, whichis flesh, looks at itselflooking — and
I and the other are swept up in the cycle of generality. This vision seeks
to be complete, to see itself at the very root of what makes it vision,
at its final blind spot. Through the cvcle of two anonymous bodies,
vision pursues this desire without end, “sans vainqueur, €t . . .Sans
titulaire™ (which has no victor, and no titular incumbent) (PS 24/ 17);
itis fascinated in this narcissistic pursuit.

But vision is, at the same time, insufficient to this pursuit; for though
it may desire to be total, it can only be partial. In Merleau- Ponty’s
account, there is some shght ditference (feart) between the two bod-
ies that resists the cycle of totalizing, vision, a singularity that cannot
be incorporated into it. For my body and that of the other remain dis-
tinct, as do my two hands that touch. Though they may exchange expe-
riences, our bodies maintain the minimal difference of number — and
vision is forced to circle between them, without achieving stability. If
not for this noncoincidence, this invisible remainder or blind spot, the
evele of vision could be closed, and the experience would be one of
fultillment and joyvtul contemplation, not of intolerable tascination. We
teel the trace of this ditference in the unbearability of the experience
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Merleau-Ponty describes, in our resistance to forming a synthesis o
totality with the other, in our attempt to maintain the distinctio
?ctwccn us, at the very least that of number. Hence, this slight dif
terence or écart is at once the negative sign that the cycle of vision
cannot be sustained, and the positive ability to intcr1‘up£ the cycle, 1o
move beyond generality to a new dimension of differcntiati;)n and
mvisibility. This difference is the precursor to expression.?”

EthicaL Bopigs: Expression, GESTURE, Voice

To break out of the totalizing cycle of vision, intercorporeity must
be dc.%ﬁnitive!y extended beyond the generality of the visible.* This pro-
d‘uctlo.n ofa new dimensionality constitutes, for Merleau-Ponty, a sub-
lz'muno.n of the flesh. Hitherto visible flesh is sublimated into in’visible
d[}nen51on§ of singular expression — dimensions that remain intertwined
fvzth the v‘lsiblc and sensible while going beyond them and resisting
Incorporation back into them, As he saysin The Visible and the Invisibe,

incemparably more agile th
badics that this dime will no
the circle of the visible.
nowhere — that do not

cre and capable of weaving relatiens between
tonly enlarge, but will pass definitively beyond
Among my movements, there are some that go

or their rchop e ¢ven go find in the other body their resemblance
¥YPe: these are the facial movements, many gestures, and

especially those strapge
. Strange movements of the throat (
the ery and the voice. (VI 189-90 / 144) rostand mouth tharfor
There isno longer a mere

ditference of n
' numbecer betw g v
and that of the other, b & iber between my body

of the fleh, Thie o dimaii:if(})irr.}l.wtiarign that spans the dimensions
of the flesh, repress. e o m. o ‘a ‘1ty, ‘th is multl‘p].u.:it)' of dimensions
Opens up bereen mpetf 1 t‘hc S }:?ncrctc possibility of an ethics. It
of our two bogin or o o lot kcr, beyond the numerical distinction
that can be encrated bee Of) S all the possible ditferentiations
cach. Hence, yoice, gesture aﬁd “"": :clnd that express the singularity of
between ys. wSpoert oo ’ds}.x.tch, as wellas thought, are inserted
[t would pot suppress ir-it w | lmcrf'um this fascination | of vision]

s would put it off, carrying it on forward™”
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(PS 24/17). In excess of its visibility, the body befere me begins to
smile, to speak and to think. This body is no longer anybody in gen-
eral, any voyant (seer), but reveals a particular character and expresses
a specific style of life. In its gestures, its facial expressions and the tone
of its voice, it is incomparable to any other.* That body which is
before me is a particular field of interrelated qualities; it is an individ-
uated field of experience, a concrete and singular other. In this sense,
when the other’s regard intersects with my own, this event has reper-
cussions beyond what is visible. For within the expression of a face and
in the context of bodily gestures, the regard communicates the other’s
singularity in her attitude toward me (her pleasure at seeing me, her
attempts at avoidance, her curiosity, openness or animosity, and so on);
this regard marks a distinctive way of being that cannot be exhausavely
defined nor exchanged with any other.

Expression thus transtorms the seeing-visible body beyond the
realm of visibility — by a further transubstantiation or §leimadori_; of
its flesh. From the rpultiple‘ expressions that differentiate our bodies,
@E@gly and that of the other can no longer be considered instances
of anonymity and generality in vision, but take on the aspect of sin-
gularity. The lived body expresses itself in new and distinctive dimen-
sions, becoming a singular, human body, un corps propre (one’s own
body). This individuation in the flesh is reflected in the importance
that expression (vocalization, gesture, facial expression, speech) takes
on in Merleau-Ponty’s account of carly childhood development; in this
sense, as we shall see in the coda at the end of this essav, the “mirror
stage” understood on purely visual terms is necessary though not
sutficient for the genesis of singular, social bodies.

For Merleau-Pontv, new dimensions of expression and ditterentia-
tion do not have the effect of isolating the body in absolute particu-
farity; rather, through them, the body is opened to socialiry and hence
to questions of ethics. The sociality that is produced in this case is not
that of assumed agreement but the mediation and communication by
means ofa third term, which is nonoppositional difterence ¥ Every new
dimension that is opened between us, differentiating me trom the
other, is also a difference that connects; this is likewise the meaning of
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the chiasm in The Visible and the Invisible. In expressing its difference,
its singular character, the lived body also communicates this to oth-
ers; however, this communication is difticult because the expressed
difference does not fall under ready-made categories of cognition
(which would subsume it to the same), nor can it be comprehended
starting from my own field of experience; it can only reach me, atfect
me, by an attentive effort on my part.

This makes it possible for us to envision a kind of expressive vision,
or more precisely, an attitude of the whole lived body, that performs
an ethical relation to the other. Such an ethical relation is not merely
seeing but also action and atfection as well as gesture and language.
It is a svnaesthetic relation where the dimensions of the other are not
translated into visibility (as they are in the vision of the painter or the
mirror). Rather, what is visible points beyond itself to other dimen-
sions, sonorous, affective and linguistic, that intertwine with it butare
not reducible to it. Hence, this expressive vision does not seek to
return to full visibility but, recognizing its partial and dependent
nature, opens the path to the other through different senses, through
an attentive listening and touch. “We should have to return to thiside
of proximity through distance, of intuition as auscultation or palpa-
tion in depth” (VI170/128).

Such a bodily attitude, such an expressive “vision,” breaks out of
the generality and ubiquity of vision. It is only by renouncing its hege:
mony, by abandoning its attempts to possess all of experience, that vision
can t?ﬂfonlc part of cthics.® This ethical vision has in common with
Fhe vision of the mirror and the painter that it is a noncategorical see-
Ing; 1t 1s not limited in what it sees to objects, to the constructs and
representations of profane vision. In this sense, no less than the mir
ror and the painter, this vision is an awarencss of the invisible; but

unlike them, ethical vision does not seck to bring invisibility to sight.

It comes i i invisible in i jo
: 'cs m contact with the invisible in its own dimensions; it joins
It On 1ts own terms, not by

but by differentiar Y capturing the invisible within visibility,
the )' 1l ll'ﬂlltiatmg itself into all thosc dimensions within which
e s pos A .
P(fn!tm ISt ijitbndt,s, and hence “seeing it from within,” as Merleau
'y savs. This fe A, " )
LA 118 requires on the part of ethical vision not an cttore of
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appropriation, but an effort of creation and expression, of self-differ-
entiation. It requires, above all, a gentle eftort of attention with regard
to the invisible, the other — an ability to interrupt the usual tenden-
cies of vision, its desire for ubiquity, as well as its habits of objectification
and generalization, and to await the other in active attentiveness, in
auscultation and palpation. One’s response to the other then comes
not through habitual and ready-made formulas, but with attenton and
nuance, recognizing the other as a singular and unrepeatable event,
and expressing and sustaining that difference. This attentive vision would
translate concretely into a seeing that avoids stereo-typical classifications
and clichés, at once providing the basis fer their criique. In “Habits
of Hostility: On Seeing Race,” Linda Martin Alcoft points to the need
for such a vision — the need to see better. This does not involve aban-
doning vision, or aiming at “color-blindness,” but it is a way of
seeing theracialized other that “ynlearn[s] racism.” Such vision would
not crase histories of oppression or ignore the ways in which categories
of race inform our habits of seeing, but would provide a concrete way
of “sceing, race” that unlearns and criticizes these habitval and cate-
gorical ways of seeing.** Here, the cthical seeing that Iam proposing
in this essay — a seeing that is attentive to nonoppositional and fluid
differences rather than repeating ready-made categories — nieets up
with Alcott”s account of vision.**

For Merleau-Ponty, there is no opposition between sociality and sin-
gularity, betsween communication and irreducible difference. At first
sight, vision posed us with a problem because it maintained too small,
too weak a ditterence between bodies. As aresult, all bodies were reduced
to the generality and homogeneity of vision, while at the same time
the communication between them was limited to an intolerable, binary
exchange. The chiasm is already prefigured within vision, although it
is threatened there with collapse. To arrive at cthics, this chiasm must
unfold in dimensions that go bevond the duality and “bad ambigu-
ity” of the visible — dimensions that allow for the emergence of both

the singularity of the human body and the sociality of its connections
to other bodies.
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THe INTERTWINING OF VISION AND ETHICS

The emergence of new dimensions in the flesh does not constitute
a move to a transcendent or intelligible realm beyond the sensible.
These new dimensions emerge within the sensible, as dimensions of
the now singular, human body. Yet was there not already something
of that singular, expressive body in the mirror image referred to
above? The vision of the mirror alrcady caught sight of this singuls
way of being when my body was reflected with its associated affecs.
For pleasure, pain and the burning touch in my fingers are affective
experiences that mark my body as my own — given to me and suf-
fered by me from within. Others may perceive the symptoms of thest
affections in the outer comportment of my body, but my pain and
my joy, as experienced by me, are inaccessible to them. Hence, when
the burning sensation is felt by the fingers in the mirror, this gives
the mirror image a singular being apart from my ow; it is not sim
ply an extension of my life, but an embodiment of the burning link
of sensing and sensible, another in the flesh. The prehuman visien of
the mirror thus anticipates the ethical, expressive body in which
singularity is inscribed; in the experience of affect, the singularity of
th? lived body is found constituted. In some ways, the vision of the
mirror is already an expressive vision; more than mere visibility, its
aCfifn and affection, and engagement with the other as affective
"faht}’. But expression reverts in the mirror to visibility, and the
Smgulflfit)’ of the body is contracted into what is seen. The vision of
the mirror is one of mute visibility; a different approach is needed
reach ethics,
in which their irrcducibil'to :Hy e rcl:fnon berwean vision and i
separate out these orders 1\) ;S ]mamtamCd' Wc‘ h;wc. nttcmptcd’?
of visibility and of bodic:' inlt ] Hg .pliurpos‘c of Wltlllt:ssmg' the gcm,hl;
the opening for an ct]lics‘j o e fles L.Thls Benesis p r0\'1dc§ e “.“
§; concrete ethics comes trom a consideration
of the expressive bod

Metlean.p ; Y, mits multiple dimensionalities. It is this that

~ronty O Yl g . .. - .

nonethic Y allows us to think: the intertwining of cthics and
nethics, of the human and the

prehuman in the thickness of the flesh
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Copa: THE “MIRROR STAGE” 1N CHILDHO®D EXPERIENCE

In “The Child’s Relations with @thers,” Merleau-Ponty describes a
period in childhood development that is characterized by what he
terms “transitivism” (or, following the child psychologist Henri Wallon,
«gvncretic sociability”). In this period of syncretism {from six months
toJ around three years) the distinction between one’s own body and
that of the other begins to emerge, and the body image is acquired.
Prior to this, the body exists without self-ascription or objectification.
Others are part of the child’s surrounding world, but they f:lr_e not
yet identified as “others,” nor is the body defined in opposition as
“mine.” Even within the period of syncretism, the ascripdon of the
body as “mine” and its identification with its image as seen by others
tends to oscillate, and is only finally stabilized after a long process.

For Merleau-Ponty, the experience in the mirror offers a unique and
irreducible situation that is crucial to the development of one’s body
image. Merleau-Ponty draws his theory of the “mirror sta_gcA:” in child-
hood development (which he locates after about the age of six months)
from both Henri Wallon and Jacques Lacan. And yet it should be noted
from the outset that he differs from both thinkers. Though he remains
close to Wallon in his descriptions, Merleau-Ponty refuses to see the
child’s experience in the mirror as an intellectual exercise, a l'n':lttftl’ of
acquiring a belief (CRO 196/1 32). And though he cites L‘acan’ scom-
ments concerning the child’s “jubilation” in identifying with the SpC'C-
ular image, Merleau-Ponty docs not see the bodvimage as necessarily
idcalizcd‘. or narcissistic (CRO 202 /135). Indeed, Mcrlcau-Pox_uy’s ver-
sion of the mirror stage includes the parental other or caregiver who
holds the child, and the role of this other remains ccntralz 3

According to Merleau-Ponty in «The Child’s Relations with O‘{hcrs:
the child first comes to recognize, and to distinguish, the other’s
specular image betore it does its own. This often occurs in th.c mur§i
of play, where it scems that the child has learned something new
(that the image in the mirror is not the real parent, and yet the par-
ent can be recognized in the image).™ This experience I.ICIPS thti child
to arrive at an identification of his or her own specular image; tor the
problem that the child encounters with respect to his or her own
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image is doubly complex. As with the image of the parental other, the
recognition of the child’s own specular image must involve an
identification {that the image belongs to me), and at the same timea
distinction (that it is somchow different from me). But, unlike the case
of the parental other, the child cannot compare his or her specular image

with a direct visual perception of his or her own body. As Merleau-
Ponty says, '

Thus for [the child] it is a problem of understanding that the visud
image of his body which he sees over there in the mirror is not him
self, since he is not in the mirror but here, where he feels himself,
and sccond, he must understand that, not being located there, n
the mirror, but rather where he feels himself introceptively, he ca
nenctheless be scen by an external witness at the very place at whichh
[feels bumself'to be and with the same visual appearance that he has from
the mirror. In short, he must displace the mirror image, bringing it from

the apparent or virwal place it occupies in the depth of the mirror back
to himself. (CRO 193, 129)

The formation ofa body image has its source for Merleau-Ponty in
the ambivalence and confusion of the child’s experience before the mir-
ror. The child begins by seeing her specular image as a double of her
body; only later does the child identify this image as distinct from her
own body. But even in adult experience, the separation of the specu-
lar image from the reality of one’s body remains incomplete (as we have
seen in the experience described by Schilder above). According to
Mcr@au-l’onty, the doubling by which the specular image is seen te
have its own existence, to be “another myself,” lingers in our exper:
ence of the mirror. In thig sense, ,

my specuilar image does not onty belong
to me as an object w

cct would; it has a “quasi reality,” so that it is expert
enced as extending and participating in the life of my body. It cannot
be reduced to a mere representation. I may be ‘.
as a confluence of light rays, :
rol¢ in the development of m
ferent 2 Thyig

able to conceive of it
but it retaing a magical and constitutive

y body image, to which I cannot be indif
understanding of the specul
stage, stems from the novel w

mirfor — both as a technical

ar image, and of the nirror
ay in which Merleau-Ponty conceives the
device and as an instrument of magic.
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But the mirror stage is not sufficient for understanding the indi-
viduation and self-ascription that takes place in the development of the
child’s body image. This is because, as Merleau-Ponty notes, drawing
on Wallon, dimensions of expression and differentiation other than
simple visible differentiation exist between the child and his or her cem-
panions parental other or careggver). Indecd, what capFures the atten-
tion of the infant is first the other’s voice, before secing the other’s
face or the form of the other walking past. From Wallon we learn that
the first “extroceptive stimulus” to which the infant responds is the
voice (prior to Six months). At first this response takes the form of a
smile on the infant’s part, developing into vocalizations and grieg SOON
afier.¥ Tt is voice as self-produced and as heard that gives rjge tO the
distinction of “I” and “other,” to the beginnings of sociality in child-
hood experience.®® (In this sense, the term “stages” of development
is not accurate. Rather, Merleau-Ponty sees various experiences tak-
ing place in childhood development, each contributing somcthingﬁ
new but none of which are definitive acquisitions. His descriptions of
the experience in the mirror apart from expression, in the passages from
Signs and The Visible and the Invisible cited above, reveal a process of
abstraction rather than a temporal, developmental order.)

To extend Merleau-Ponty’s account of vocalization, let us rake the
case of what is commonly called infant “babble,” which designates the
child’s first produced sounds and coos. This “babble™ ordinarily con-
notes a kind of nonsense — sounds that one cannot understand, of
which one cannot even say whether they belong to a language. The
infant has not yet acquired the rudimentary structures of language, and
vet the infant produces sounds. These vocalizations may\takc the form
of melodic or rhythmic sounds, a series of phonemes, ot cries or €oos.
What role do tlu:y play? In Marernal Ethics and Other Slave :“‘dm"aii;‘m‘,
Cvnchia Willett suggests that this is a form of commumcaFmP‘ or
attunement to the other that is preconceptual and prc:linguis‘itlcx itby
language we mean “papacse, 1.¢., the discursive language of conccg-
tual thought™ (inchuding the Saussurian view of language as structure).
This communication “consists of expressions of intonation, rthythm,
and intensity addressed to another person.™ This atfective and
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expressive language befere language ({asgue), this vocalization before
discursive speech, can be designated by the term “mamaese.™ Heng,
the child’s first vocalizatons should not be taken to contain a conceptual
signification, but a melodic or phonic sense of the child’s own bodil
and affective being vis-d-vis the world and others.*' In this sense, the
voice is someone; it is a nascent subjectivity. The voice is embedded
in a singular living body and expresses the rhythm and style of that exis
tence in difference from and response to others. The whole flesh of
the body partcipates in the inflection, intonation and musicality of vocd:
ization. As such, each voice is a singular and nongeneralizable expres
sion that conveys more than the mere content of words. But voice
not only expression; as we have seen, vocalization implics and is mot-
vated by the presence of others; it is both responsive and playful® In
this scnse, vocalization at once installs a distinction between bodies and
the means for their communication.

With the beginning of vocalization and expressivity (including facid
expressions) in general, the infant starts responding to others, accord:
ing to Merleau-Ponty. Others are no longer merely lived as a vague
and enveloping atmosphere felt in the infant’s body by sensations of
pleasure, displeasure or comfort;* others are genuinely heard (or, 10
usc Wallon’s words, become explicit extroceptive stimuli). Vocalization
functions on several levels here. It constitutes the demand on the pat
of the infant for the attentive look of the other,* but it is more tha
the desire for a blank stare from the other; vocalization, in fact, init-
ates a reciprocity with the other, resulting in animated exchanges it
play.** In this context, we could say that vocalization participates in
an expressive relation with the other that includes but is not reducible
to vision. Vocalization is not literal imitation; otherwise, infants would
echo and reproduce the speech of adults (as parrots do). In this sens,

vocalization is not a matter of reproducing the sounds that the infant
hears in his or her surroundings; it involy

‘ es responding to others It
affectiv

. ¢ and expressive ways. The child’s vocalizations and expres
Sl( . . . oy ~ - e 1 1

ns efrc thus already nascent forms of sociability and communication.
That is to say, the vocalizations

_ arise in contact with and in corre
spondence to others; th

¢ concrete form they take will derive from thes
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interactions. Both through the mirror stage and by means of *th(,sc for y
ofcxprcssion the child’s sense of his or her own body as singular an
distinct from other bodies is formed and intercorporeal commm;lxca};
tion becomes possible. The gencsis of an cthical dimension of the fles
is to be located here.



